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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examined, in the context of their practices for language assessment, 

the nature of language error and the assignment of gravity to different error types 

perceived by 4 English as a Second Language (ESL) instmctors teaching an ESL 

Technical Writing course to undergraduate engineering students at a major university 

in Canada. Other participants were the 4 instmctors' undergraduate students who had 

ganted me the permission to use their written assignments as data and to record their 

classroom interactions with the 4 instnictors. 

The study adopted a phenomenological approach, using human perceptions as 

the starting point for investigating the nature and meanings of language errors in the 

context of language assessment. The data included 2 1 -hour stimulated recalls (SRs) 

fiom each of the 4 instmctors. In these recalls, the instmctors reviewed their ESL 

students' previously assessed written reports and commented to me on the errors and 

their gravity. In another 1 -hour interview, each of the 4 instmctors explained their 

own beliefs, assumptions and knowledge systems (BAKs) related to language 

teaching. Other data included classroom observations and students' written reports. 

1 transcribed and perforrned 2 kinds of analyses on the SRs and B AKs. First, 1 

coded the errors each of the instnictors commented on in the S b ,  based on the type 

and the gravity they had assigned. Second, I coded the themes (e.g., senous errors, 

minor errors, comprehensibility, imtating and disturbing errors, course objectives and 
. . - I I  - 



nature) which had emerged in the BAKs data to identifi the essence of the instmctors' 

perceptions. 

Findings of the study refùte the feasibiiity of a universal error hierarchy and 

support a constructivist perspective for language error evaluation, depicting error 

evaluation as interactive, context-sensitive activities greatly influenced by the judges' 

beliefs and various contextual factors. Findings also suggest that the meaning of error 

is embedded in the larger context of teaching, of which assessrnent is a part. 1 

attempted to explain the nature of error in terms of Activity Theory (Leon'tev, 198 1). 
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C hapter One 

CHAPTER ONE 

1.1. Whtre is this coming from? 

Researchers corne to their inquines with their own interests and subjectivity 

(Peshkin 1988). Hence, there is a good reason to begin my present discussion with 

myself, my own persona1 experience to explain my biases (Hunt 1987). 1 have been a 

learner of English as a second language (ESL) since my primary school days. 1 made 

errors and 1 still make them. For the past twenty some years, 1 have been teaching 

English as a second language in an Asian city in which English is a second language. 1 

therefore rneet with errors and deal ro"tinely with them. 

One experience of encountering errors 1 can recall happened in my first secondary 

school year when 1 had to write my first composition in English. Before this in primary 

school, we were wrïting only sentences in English and even that 1 could not do well. The 

topic given this time was "My family". It was an ordeal to try to put things together to 

make it look like an essay. It was Our first year in middle school. 1 had a new English 

teacher and it was my first English composition. 1 took it seriously and tried hard. 

A week later, my English teacher came to class with the marked compositions. He 

picked up the first copy fiom the pile and said he was going to read to the class "the best 

piece". The class went quiet, for from his tone, one could tell that he was being sarcastic 

about it. Then he started reading the essay. Very soon, 1 reaiized that it was my essay he 

was reading aloud. However, the teacher was not just reading aloud; he was picking out 

the errors and commenting on them mockingly: "What a great writer! He could not even 

tell the difference between rnrmbers and rnembers. "There are six rwmbers in my family!" 

The class burst into laughs and 1 could feel my face buming. 1 was very upset but 1 was 
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even more womed that my classrnates might soon find out who the writer was. The 

teacher stopped reading from time to time to make his mocking comments, but al1 the time 

he never looked at me as if he did not know who the writer was. When the composition 

book finally came back to me, 1 saw my writing al1 covered with red ink. At that point, 

my tears began to roll. 

I guess even today 1 still do not understand why my teacher had to do that to me, 

or for that matter, to any student in that way. What 1 can be sure of is that it was one of 

the longest lessons in my Iife, and that was the most honid, intense experience 1 have ever 

had with errors in English. When 1 became a teacher, 1 knew that 1 would never treat any 

of my students as 1 was treated, and although now I think that a balanced treatment of 

meaning and accuracy should be adjusted according to the teaching situation and the 

objectives of the teaching, the question of what language error is and how it should be 

dealt with in teaching and in a language curriculum, 1 maintain, is an important question. 

While 1 report my most intense personal experience with error 1 also note that my 

experience with this thesis study signifies a new learning stage for me, as a language 

teacher and as a research student. 1 would like to document this experience. My initial 

interest in research on language errors actually has to do with a paper 1 submitted to 

Professor Birgit Harley for the Aspects of Second Language Learning course I took in the 

Spring of 1996. For that course 1 completed a small study on the English collocational 

knowiedge of some young Cantonese-speaking immigrants. Linguistic collocation is 

defined as "words that ofien occur together" (Nation 1990, p. 33) as, for example, mmy 

collocates with &y and disposilion, and tm collocates with much and late. The study 

involved comparing the collocational knowledge of this group of ESL young learners with 

that of some native-speaking Canadian and American adults. The collocations used in this 

study were phrases formed by a set of aesthetic adjectives of similar meaning ( e g ,  
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beaut~jkl, gd-Zooking, pret4, handsome, attractive, love&) pre-modifjmg a set of 

animate or inanimate nouns (e.g., $mer, &y, woman, man, voice, picture). 

The collocation study required that in order to evaluate the ESL children7s 

responses to my collocation questions, 1 first had to establish a set of noms for native 

speakers of English. While the test on ESL learners pointed to some common leamer 

errors (e. g., a go&-lookingfrower, a go&-looking picture. an attractive day), the test on 

the adult native-speakers of English actually showed very mixed responses to the 

acceptability of many of the phrases 1 used in the study, e.g., an attractiveflower, apretty 

&y, a beautrfirl mm, a hanchorne voice. Dunng the time of the study, 1 did not see that 

that the divergent responses of the native speaking adults themselves was itself an 

interesting phenornenon; in the study 1 treated that as a methodological hurdle and got 

round the problem by using a scoring method to determine the native speaking adults7 

acceptability level. When 1 showed this paper to my then faculty advisor Professor Alister 

Cumming for comrnents, he drew my attention to the mixed responses of the native 

speakers. Alister also suggested that 1 study the notion of error to see how people actually 

look at error as a phenomenon. 1 appreciated very much this suggestion and started 

working on a proposal for this thesis study. 

The course Linguistic Analysis in Educational Settings 1 took fiom Professor 

Gordon Wells also iduenced me in the formulation of an interactionist perspective on the 

issue of error evaluation. 1 report the use of this perspective in Chapter Two in detail. But 

the idea that 1 should consider an interactionist perspective for error evaluation actually 

goes back to an observation Professor Merrill Swain made in a class in 1995, when I was 

attending her course, Second Language Classroom Research. Memll said in the class that 

celebrities like former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger's and Canadian Prime 

Minister Jean Chrétien's slips and errors in English in public are oflen given great 
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allowance by their audience, partly because they are speakers of ESL but also partly 

because they have certain social status and command certain respect. When 1 was 

working on a draft of the proposal for this study in 1998, what Memll had said came back 

to me and actually prompted me to believe that error evaluation is basically a context- 

sensitive activity, acted upon by contextual elements such as the speaker or the writer, the 

miIieu in which the errors are perceived, and so forth. 

1.2 The organization of this thesis 

Detennining the organization of this thesis was an interesting experience, a 

decision 1 struggled with for some time. 1 considered adopting the genre of a narrative for 

this thesis. 1 have read some interesting phenomenological research and theses (e.g., 

Freire, 1997; Van Manen, 1982) written in narratives, and I suppose that a narrative genre 

is compatible with a phenomenological approach, which emphasizes the processes of 

coming to an understanding. 

Eventually, however, 1 have made my decision based on a selfish reason. 1 feel that 

a narrative, refiective, process-focussed thesis, although it may enjoy the advantage of 

providing a thick, context-rich description, may not be particularly easy for some people to 

write or to read - people who, Iike myself, have not a lot of literary exposure. Hence, 1 

have finally decided to adopt a conventional format of a research repon, as 1 feel more 

confident writing in it. In retrospect, the format that I have chosen seems to fit well with 

the kind of research questions 1 had asked and my findings. So a question for myself is: 

How much can form (genre) influence the content of my writing if most of the time I tend 

to believe that it is the content that determines the form? If 1 had chosen a different genre 

to write this thesis, would 1 have corne to the same findings? Nevertheless, the structure 
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of my thesis is as follows: Introduction, Theory and research related to the present study, 

Approach and design of the study, Findings: Descriptions of teachers' perceptions, and 

Discussion and implications: An interpretation of the teachers' perceptions. 

In Chapter Two 1 argue for the importance of the notion of error, report the 

tradition of error evaiuation research, and present a review of the literature to arrive at a 

theoretical base for the approach I take in this study; there 1 aiso argue for the 

establishment of my research questions. In Chapter Three, 1 defend the research approach 

1 have chosen for this study, discuss the various methodological issues 1 have considered 

as well as other considerations related to the data collection procedures, and report the 

actual procedures of data coilection and analyses 1 perfonned. In Chapter Four 1 present 

my findings in a structure that answers one by one the four research questions 1 posed. 

Finally, in Chapter Five, 1 present my own interpretation for my findings. Before 1 move 

on to Chapter Two, 1 would Iike to note that al1 the names of teacher and student 

participants in this thesis study are pseudonyms. This means that any narnes appearing in 

the data of this study are false names. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THEORY AND RESEARCH RELATED TO TEE PRESENT STUDY 

In this chapter 1 discuss the pubtished literature related to the present study. I begin 

with a discussion on the important role that error has played in second language (L2) 

teaching, L2 assessment and theory development in second language acquisition (SLA). I 

argue that in spite of its important role and considerable inquiry already devoted to it, there 

is the need for a tùrther examination of the concept of error. 1 report the understandings of 

error evaluation fiom conventional studies, pointing out that although there is an increasing 

awareness of the linguistic contexts errors appear in, very few studies on error and error 

evaluation have adopted a naturalistic research approach to examine error and error gavity. 

I also present a survey of selected ernpirical error evaluation studies, deriving implications 

from them for the present study. Finally, 1 draw the coriclusion that a social-interactionist 

approach to language error evaluation, taking into consideration the context of the error 

production and the context of error perception, reveals better an understanding of the 

meanings of error than do previous orientations to this issue. 

2.1 The notion o f  error 

2.1.1. Error as a powerfiil notion in L2 classrooms and L2 assessment 

In this section, 1 wish to establish two points. First, the notion of error playing an 

important role in language teaching has been a subject for many studies on classroom and 

classroom interactions. Second, it is also an important notion in L2 assessment, but our 

knowledge of how error works in the process of language assessment is still very limited. 
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We know that children make errors in first language acquisition (Snow, 1 972, 

1977) and many adult native speakers' language production is ofien not totally fiee fiom 

the most obvious errors (Frornkin, 1980). Hence, it really seems strange that native 

speaking children's errors are considered "transitional" and that adult native speakers' 

errors are treated as "slips of the tongue", given "new meanings" in psychological jargon, 

and discussed in depth (Freud, 1924/1969), whereas L2 errors could at one time be even 

equated to sin. During the heydays of behaviourism in L2 teaching, it was said that 

TLlike sin, error is to be avoided and its influence overwme" (Brooks, 1964, p.58). 

However undesirable errors may seem in the learning of language in school, they are part 

of the everyday reality in an L2 classroom. 

Traditionally, language instmctors have always given considerable attention to the 

errors students make. In many second language or foreign language classrooms, errors are 

identified, explained and corrected. Because of these intentional endeavours, errors in 

students ' oral or written production ofien become either the target of teachers' evaluation, 

the topic of teacher talk, or the focus of teaching activities. Some classroorn discourse 

analysts (Chaudroh 1977; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975), for example, have found that quite 

a large portion of classroom talk has to do with corrective feedback on learner errors. 

Some researchers pursuing Sinclair and Coulthard's (1 975) Initiation-Response-Follow-up 

mode1 to analyse classroom discourse have shown that an error can be the cause of a 

teacher's Initiation move in an exchange (e.g., "Say it correctly".); it can also become the 

topic of a Follow-upEvaluation Move (e-g., No, we don't eat shsep, we eat rnirttor~ or 

Iamb.) (Sinclair & Bre l ,  1982, p. 45). in sum, in classroom interaction errors serve the 

learners as elicitors of helpfùl feedback and the teachers as a source of teaching 

(Chaudron, 1988, p. 134) and insight into the meanings that their pupils are making 

(Nicholls & Wells, 1985, p. 18). 

When assessing leamers' work in subjects such as science, physics, history, or 



social studies, what is usually focussed upon and evaluated is the positive Iearner 

production or performance; error remains a notion in the background and seldom appears 

in assessment or marking schemes. 

The assessment of mathematics requires some special consideration for the 

obvious reason that mathematics can be considered a language - the "language" of 

modem science (Olson, 1994); it is a rule-based discipline that highly values precision and 

accuracy. In many mathematics classroom assessment exercises. quite a portion of the 

credit is given to valid operations and inferences, not just the correct answers. These seem 

justified practices. This is because in a formal mathematical system (e.g. Euclidean 

geometry, an algebraic Ring) the premises are usually assumed or given. In such a forrnal 

system, when the operations or the inferences are logically c h e d  out, a correct answer 

(conclusion) is dways deductively (and hence unavoidably) arrived at. Hence, in a 

mathematics test, the premises are always assumed to be tme, and once a learner's 

reasoning is correct, there should not be any errors, so to speak. This justifies an emphasis 

on the correctness in the Iogic and the reasoning. 

In many mat hematics classroom assessment S. erro rs certain1 y provide evidence and 

bases for teachers to understand individual students' uses of reasoning rules and 

conceptual understanding. By attending to the kind of errors students made, teachers are 

able to evaiuate their students7 learning and their own teaching. While this is the case, it 

should also be noted that the classroom assessment schemes most mathematics teachers 

use ofien do not explicitly or specifically mention error, i.e., the assessment schemes 

teachers use do not draw attention to error, error type, error fiequency or error gravity. 

Similar to assessments in many other school subjects, in many large-scale 

mathematics assessment practices, the notion of error is obscure and remains a hidden 

notion. The mathematics component in the Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT) provided 
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by the Educational Testing SeMce, USA, for example, contains only multiple-choice 

items. The focus of assessing these items is often the correct answer (option); the logic 

and reasoning involved is ignored in the scoring. The assessment of secondary 

mathematics in the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) provided 

by the Hong Kong Examinations Authority @KEA) contains components that use non- 

multiple-choice problems. (This is a subject examination al1 secondary school students 

have to take on exit fiom secondary education in Hong Kong.) According to C. K. Lai, 

Mathematics Subject Officer at the HKEA, whom I inte~ewed on Ianuary 18". 2000 for 

this thesis study, the assignrnent of scores in a typical assessment scheme for HKCEE 

Mathematics is usually based on three criteria: (a) Accuracy, (b) methods and operations 

and (c) proof-argument-deduction. Although the evidence for making judgements on a 

test-taker's performance is based on "correct" performance (and hence the errors) in these 

three domains, the assignment of scores is never based on error, error type or seriousness 

of specific errors. In other words, errors are only interpreted by a rater as evidence for the 

absence of "correct" or "positive" performance, and test-takers7 errors made in one way 

or the other do not affect the scoring in this particular examination. 

One observation on the distinction of errors and "careless slips" in the classroom, 

however, provides a hint to the relativity of the notion of error in mathematics assessment. 

Consider this example. In a Pnmary Three mathematics class where addition and 

subtraction of numbers are being taught, a pupil's failure to compute a simple sum such as 

"7+ 19 = ?" would often be perceived by the teacher to be a genuine error and perhaps 

subsequently given sufficient pedagogical attention. But consider the very same 

miscalculation corning fiom a university student in his or her advanced calculus test. In 

this situation, the teacher might just consider this miscalculation a careless slip. Marks may 

be deducted but the teacher woutd not treat the rniscalculation as a genuine error since this 

is not taken to be a display of conceptual misunderstanding. This example suggests t hat 

error perception in school mathematics assessment is basically context-dependent and that 
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a learner mathematical operation violating a mle is not necessarily considered an error. 

To sum up the role of assessrnent in many school subjects, one very possible 

reason for the obscure, undefined role error plays in many educationd assessment 

practices is that teaching syllabuses or curriculum guidelines ofien specifL only what 

learners are expected to learn (content specifications) and in what way they are expected 

to perfonn (performance criteria), but not how and what errors leamers are expected (or 

not expected) to make or in what ways they are expected to make them. 

Unlike the assessment of many other subjects, in L2 assessment, however, the 

notion of error is often foregrounded. For exarnple, in the scoring guide for Hamp-Lyons' 

(1  99 1)  Michigan English Language Assessment Battery (MELAB) scheme, under the trait 

"Mechanics" we see "spelling and punctuation errors" as descriptors, and under the trait 

"Sentence Structure" one sees quantification of error ffequency such as "very frequent 

errors" or "occasional errors" (p.269). Other studies on language assessrnent have also 

substantiated the important role that error perception plays in rating language performance 

in spite of the fiequently proclaimed importance of communicative value and meaning in 

many assessment schemes. Cumming's (1 990a) protocol study into the process of rating 

academic L2 writing, for example, reponed that "classiSing errors" accounted for large 

proportions (20%) of the total number of behaviours of expert raters. Other studies 

(Harris, 1977; Kline, 1976) also showed that errors were a much greater determining 

factor for scoring language production than teachers or C U ~ C U ~ U ~  planners would like to 

admit. In spite of the recognition of the important role error plays in assessment, very few 

published studies to date have looked systematically at the role of error in L2 assessment, 

nor tned to reveal its relationships with assessment. Cumming's ( l990a) protocol study of 

raters, for exarnple, though it identified a high percentage of "classifjing errors" behaviour 

by the raters, did not discuss the role of error evaluation in the assessment activities. 
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2.1 -2. Error as a usefùl constmct for SLA research 

I have observed that error has served as a usefùl, powerful notion in the practice of 

L2 teaching and assessment. However, the usetiilness of the notion of error is not limited 

to educational practice. In L2 education research, and especialIy SLA research, the 

construct of error has aiso shaped the development of L2 learning theories. 

One line of SLA research focussing on the L2 classroorn has afforded direct 

evidence for a relationship between language development and teachers' treatment of 

errors. Studies in and outside L2 classrooms have recently advanced the idea that leamers 

who received explicit corrective feedback on the errors they made out-perforrned in 

general those who were given no or minimal corrective feedback (Aijaafieh & Lantolf, 

1 994; Carroll, Roberge & Swain, 1992; Carroll & Swain, 1 993; Lightbown & Spada, 

1990; Spada & Lightbown, 1993; Tomasello & Herron, 1989). Although the concept of 

error involved in these studies is usually restricted to grammatical inaccuracy, findings in 

this line of research no doubt point to the importance of error-related studies and the 

significance of the construct of error for SLA theory development. 

Another group of SLA researchers who have exploited the construct of error for 

theory construction have maintained that there is a universal development sequence in L2 

learning. These researchers have argued for a link between learner language (including the 

erroneous morpho-syntactic structures learners produce) and the stages of language 

development of the learner in relation to these specific syntactic structures. They 

rnaintained that the acquisition of certain specific L2 morpho-syntactic structures (e-g. ,  

English copula "be", English question forms) proceeds in a stage-wise, systematic manner 

(Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982; Mackey, 1995; Pienemann & Johston, 1987; Ravem, 

1968; Spada & Lightbown, 1993; Wode, 1976). An implication for understanding learner 

errors from this research is that by judging learners' erroneous forms of a specific morpho- 



syntactic structure we are teaching, we would be able to tell, in Corder's (1 96711 974) 

words, "how far towards the goal the leamer has progressed and what remains for the 

leamer to learn"(p.25). 

2.1 -3 .  Error and leamer error research 

The line of SLA research which has directly and intensively studied error is leamer 

error research (Ellis, 1 994, p. 47). This research began wit h error analysis: collecting, 

identifjmg, describing and explaining errors. The proclaimed aim of this research is both 

pedagogical and theoretical. Corder (1 96711 974) argued that by conducting systematic 

error analysis, the teacher can determine how far towards the goal the learner has 

progressed and what remains to be leamed. The learner, on the other hand, can regard the 

making of errors as a hypothesis testing device to improve language deve!opment. To 

researchers like Corder (l967/1974) himselt however. errors are worthy of attention 

because "they give evidence of the system of language the learner is using" (p.25). 

Corder's work has exerted great impact on three important branches of studies in SLA in 

addition to learner error research: error analysis (Jain, 1974; Odlin, 1989; Richards, 197 1 ; 

Wardhaugh, 1970), interlanguage studies (Andersen, 1984; Selinker, 1972,1995) and 

learner process and strategy research (Færch & Kasper, 1983 ;Oxford, 1989; Tarone, 

1980; Wenden, 1986). The literature survey in this chapter does not cover the last two 

areas, interlanguage studies and leamer process and strategy research, because these two 

areas focus on the language leamer, rather than error as a phenornenon, which is the focus 

of this thesis study. 

Leamer error researchers in their attempts to describe and explain errors have 

expanded our understanding not so much on what error is but rather about the variety of 

errors and the complexity of inferred causes of errors. These studies have proposed a wide 
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variety of different descriptive systems. Corder (1 967/74) suggested three main types of 

errors: pre-sysfematic errors, when a learner is unaware of the rules concemed, qstematic 

errors, when a learner has discovered a wrong rule and pst-systematic errors, when the 

leamer has learned the correct rule but used it inconsistently. Corder (Ibid.) also proposed 

covert errors (linguistically correct but contextually inappropriate) and overt errors 

(appropriate intent but linguistically incorrect). Richards (1 97 1) discussed inter$erence 

errors and franger ewors and inb-aîingtlal, exrralingual and developmenfal errors. Burt 

& Kiparsky (1975) suggested globai and locai errors and argued that global errors, 

which are errors affecting more than one constituent in the sentence, are more serious than 

lucal errors, which affect only one constituent. Svartvik (1 973) and Stenson (1 975) 

offered exampIes for ir~dirced errors, which are errors caused by the kind of instruction 

learners have received. Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982) reviewed a number of prior 

studies and described three different systems of errors: errors according to (1 ) linguistic 

categories: morphology and synfax, (2 )  surface strategy taxonomy: omission, 

misordering, misforma~ion, a&ition, double markings. regrrlarization, etc. and (3) 

developmentai errors. interIinguaI errors, ambiguous errors and other errors. 

One more recently proposed error descriptive system which is worthy of attention 

is James ( 1 998). In this book entitled Errors in languoge learning and me: Explori~rg 

et-ror a~~alysis, which is to this date the most thorough discussion on errors and error 

related research, James outlined an error descriptive system for both spoken and written 

errors, which 1 present in Table 2.1. 



Table 2.1. Error classification system in James ( 1  998) 

Substance errors 
Misspellings 

Punctuation errors 
Typographie errors 
Dyslexic errors 
Confbsibles 

Misspel lhgs proper 
Mispronunciations 

Test errors 
Lexical errors 

Forma1 errors of lexis 
Formai rnisselection 
Mis formations 
Distortions 

Semantic errors in le'ris 
Confusion of sense relations 
Collocational errors 

Grammar mors 
Morphology errors 
Synta. errors 

Phrase structure mors 
Clause errors 
Sentence errors 
intersentence errors (cohesion) 

Discourse mors 
Coherence 

Topical coherence 
Relational cohcrence 
Sequential coherence 

Pragmatic errors 
Taboos 
Size of the imposition 
Valucs 
Power and social distance 

Reçeptive errors 
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The classification system given here is comprehensive, but as James (Ibid.) himself 

admitted (p. 206)' his discussion on error gravity was restricted to formal errors only, and 

the examples he gave for discourse errors or pragmatic errors in Chapter Five of his book 

were mostly spoken errors; James provided no thorough discussion on text or genre errors 

and the gravity of these errors. 

Studies using descriptive systems of errors have met with some success in 

identifLing errors and explaining the causes of leamer errors. It is now believed that, for 

exarnple, a large number of leamer errors are in fact intralingual rather than transfer errors 

(Ellis, 1994, p. 62; Galloway, 1980); on the other hand, transfer errors are more common 

in learners' phonology and lexis than in their grarnrnar and more cornmon in adult learners 

than in child learners (Ellis, Ibid.). 

One major criticism on earlier leamer error research, however, is the element of 

arbitrariness in emor classifications and error explanations. Many of the proposed systems 

contain overlapping categories. In Dulay, Bun and Krashen (1 982), ambigtrou errors are 

those errors that cm be considered at the same time as deve/opmerrtd errors and 

inrerlil~giral errors; and the category of other errors is in fact "a grab bag" (p. 172). Ellis 

( 1  994) pointed out that an inherent problem with many classification systems is that very 

often it is difficuit to tell whether an error is a transfer error or an i~~trli i ingr~d error if a 

particular distinction does not exist in the L 1. For exarnple, the error of using 'make' 

instead of 'do' by ltalian learners can be considered either because the 'makddo" 

distinction is non-existent in Italian (Ellis, 1994, p. 59). 

The more serious weakness of earlier error research, however, is that some error 

analyses were based on errors totally stripped fiom their contexts such as leamer 

background, leamer's L 1, task type, etc. Take an error fiom Richards ( 1 97 1 ) as an 
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exarnple. Richards (Ibid.) labelled "1 am interesting in that." as an error of distribzrtion of 

verb grorips; this is not a classification with which many others would agree. As James 

( 1 998, p. 54) observed, an erroneous form in a target language can be made by two 

different leamers from two different Lls (Spanish and Russian) for two very dserent 

reasons, Le., resulting from very different cognitive processes. Richards (1 97 1) reported 

that the errors he analysed were collected corn a variety of L 1 backgrounds: Japanese, 

Chinese, Burmese, French, Czech, Polish, Tagalog, and Maori, Maltese. It was not 

obvious either whether these errors were produced by leamers of same or similar 

background in the same or comparable contexts, e g ,  the same writing task. Finally, 

Schachter and Celce-Murcia (1977) and Schachter (1974) also criticized error analysis 

because it cannot show why a leamer did not choose to use a certain language feature 

because the leamer may have adopted an avoidance strategy. 

2.2. Error evaluation and error gravity 

2.2.1. The tradition of error evaluation research 

The developing tradition of error evaluation research in SLA, with which the 

present thesis study is aligned, can be seen as a supplement to, as well as a continuation of. 

earlier learner error studies. The learner error studies in the sixties and the seventies 

focussed upon the language of the non-native speaking learner. However, "by their very 

nature .. . these studies look at only one half of the communicative event" (Khalil. 1985, p. 

336). In the last two decades, increased interest in communicative language teaching has 

prompted researchers to try to capture "the other half of the communication" by 

evaluating errors fkom the perspective of native speaking readers or hearers. This body of 

research has been labelled "error gravity", "error perception", "error judgement" or "error 
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evaiuation" ' (Chastain, 1980; Eisenstein, 1983; Galloway, 1980; Johansson, 1978; Khalil, 

1985; Lemon, 199 1; Ludwig, 1982; Okarnura, 1995; Rifkin & Roberts, 1995; Santos, 

1987, 1988; Taylor, 1986; Vann, Meyer & Lorenz, 1984; Vann, Lorenz & Meyer, 199 1). 

Eisenstein (1983) defined the scope of error gravity studies: "The literature 

considers perceptions of the relative seriousness of particular errors, ofien referred to as 

'error gravity', along with more holistic charactenstics including intelligibility. 

acceptability, and tistener irritation. " (p. 1 59) Rifkin and Roberts (1 995) surnrnarited the 

assumption, value and purpose of this line of research: 

This research has assumed that some linguistic errors are 
more S ~ ~ O U S  than others in terms of disrupting a NS's 
comprehension of a nomative speaker's (NN's) message and 
that these error types can be identified. The apparent goal 
has been to establish hierarchies of L2 error types so that L2 
teachers rnight focus on areas of language production 
judged by native speakers to be most disruptive to 
communication. (p. 5 12) 

The study of error criteria and ermr evaluation is a theoretical and an empirical 

pursuit although the contribution these studies have atternpted to make, as Ritkin and 

Roberts (Ibid.) suggested, is in teaching - the consideration of pedagogical priorities in 

the development of communicative competence. The past two decades saw this literature 

attempt to relate error gravity to a number of other constructs: types of errors (Bun, 

1975; Johansson, 1978; Richards, 197 1 ; Santos, 1987), acceptability (Chastain, 1980; 

Vann, Meyer & Lorenz, 1 984). comprehensibiIity and inteli~~biiity (JO hanssoh 1 978; 

Khafil, 1985; Olsson, 1977; Varonis & Gass, l982;), grammaticaIity (Ervin, 1979; 

- -  

1 
There are subtle diffaences arnong t m  l k e  "evaluation", '>udgemmt7. and "perception". The 
term "eva~uation" tends to assume a purpose; the t m  "judgement" carries laden values and likes 
and dislikes, and the t m  "perception" is a much mort. inclusive t m .  In this thesis study. 1 wï11 
onIy use the two t a m s  "pmception" and "evaluation", and 1 use thern in twchangeably. 
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Galloway, 1 WO), irritation level (Piazza, 1980: Santos, 1987), markedness of the 

[anpage (Santos, 1 987), and linguistic context (Burt, 1 975; Lennon, 1 99 1 ; Taylor, 

1986). In the following section, 1 will discuss some key findings fiom this research. 

2.2.2. Some key findings in error evaiuation research 

Our present knowledge about L2 errors is rather limited and uncertain in spite of 

much previous research. In particular, 1 will show that: 

1. There is evidence to indicate that some errors are perceived (by native or 
non-native speaking judges) to be more serious than others. 

2. There is no conclusive evidence for a universal hierarchy of error. 

3. There is no conclusive evidence for a relationship between irritation level 
and error gravity, but there is some evidence to show that error gravity is 
related to judges' age or gender. 

4. Although error gravity (seriousness), comprehensibility, acceptability, 
imtation, intelligibility and grammaticality al1 seem to be distinct 
constnicts, the relationships among them are obscure and difficult to 
determine. 

Nearly every error evaluation study reviewed here provided some evidence to 

support the assumption that some errors are considered more serious than others. In many 

studies, judges responded, to a statisticaily significant extent, differently to errors or 

different error types in terms of gravity, imtation or acceptability, regardless of whether 

the instrument used was matched guise (Politzer, 1978), Likert scale (Albrechtsen, 

Henri ksen, & Færch, 1 %O), or paired sentence comparison (Delisle, 1 982; Magnan, 

1 983). However, evidence for a "universal hierarchy of errors" is inconclusive. In the 

following 1 will give two groups of studies as examples, one in ESL and the other in 
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Geman as an L2. I do this to show that the inconclusiveness of evidence for a universal 

error hierarchy is manifested regardless of the target language under study. 

McCretton and Rider (1993) identified in ESL the order of seriousness as follows: 

Lexis (most serious), spelling, negation, word order, prepositions, verb forms. concord 

(least serious). Although the observation that lexical errors seem the most serious found 

support in Santos's (1988) ESL study, a study by Vann, Meyer and Lorenz (1984) 

identified a different order of seriousness for ESL errors: Word order errors were the most 

serious, followed by It-deletion, tense, relative clause and then word choice- On the other 

hand, James (1 977) identified a hierarchy as follows: transformations, tense, concord, 

case, negation, articIes, word order. 

In Delisle (1 982), 180 high school students of 1 O to 17 year-old in Germany 

considered gender error in L2 Gennan the most serious, followed by verb morphology, 

word order, vocabulary, case ending and spelling, and in that order. In Politzer's (1978) 

German as L2 error study, however, 146 Geman native-speaking teenagers found 

vocabulary the most serious, followed in order by verb morphology, word order, 

phonology, then case ending. 

2.2.3. Various error perception indices 

Inconclusiveness is also associated with research findings regarding the concepts 

of imtation level and error gravity. Aibrechtsen. He~ksen  and Frerch7s (1980) ESL study 

found that imtation is related to the number of errors, "regardless of error type or of other 

linguistic aspects of the text" (p. 394). This is contrary to Santos' (1 988) observation that 

her 178 professor judges felt most imtated by a Korean student's "double negation" error 

(Le., This particular error is: *"They wouldn't get nowhere unless they used a 
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translater."). This particular error caused high imtation among the judges. 

The other inconclusive observation fiom this research concerns perceptual notions 

such as comprehensibility, imtation, grammaticality, and acceptability. The way that 

judges responded to diEerent perception variables in the same studies suggest that these 

notions are relatively distinct constructs, yet quite a few studies also suggest that these 

indices tended to be related sometimes, while other times they appeared totally unrelated 

(Albrechtsen, Henriksen & Fræch, 1980; Chastain, 1980; Santos, 1988). Chastain ( 1980) 

concluded that many errors are unacceptable for rasons other than hstration o r  imtation 

and that errors are often comprehensible but unacceptable. Albrechtsen et al. (1 980) failed 

to find connections between comprehensibility and linguistic correctness in their study on 

spoken communication strategies and grarnmaticality, and as previously reported, they 

argued that irritation is related to the number of errors in a unit, not the  error types. 

Munro & Derwing (1 995) failed to find relationships between intelligibility, 

comprehensibility and phonetic error counts though they did find that phonetic error 

counts correlated with the degree of foreign accentedness. Results tiom Albrechtsen et 

al.% and MUNO and Derwing's studies tend to contradict those ftom Varonis and Gass 

(1982), who concluded that "for some speakers grammaticality has a large effect on 

comprehensibility, while for others, the effect is slight." (p. 1 27) 

2.2.4. Error gravity and native speakerhood 

Some researchers have been interested in whether native speakers and non-native 

speakers judge errors differently. Galloway's (1  980) native speakers reacted differently 

than did his non-native speakers to learners' Spanish tense confùsion errors. This 

particular error gave more comrnu~cation trouble to the non-native speakers than to the 

native speakers. This result does not seem to contradict that of Santos (1988), who found 
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that her "non-native speaking professors were more severe in their judgements than native 

speakers'' (p. 69). However, Birdsong and Kassen (1988) found that their native speaking 

teachers of French were the most severe in error evaluation, followed by non-native 

speaking teachers, more proficient leamers and less proficient leamers, and in that order. 

Hence, the most we can say fiom these studies is that the speakerhood (a term suggested 

in James. 1998, p. 49) of the judges does seem to affect error perception. 

2.2.5. Error gravity and judges' age 

Although findings on native speakerhood are not conclusive, there are congruent 

indications in the literature that error perception in general is related to a judge's age. 

Magnan's (1983) spoken error evaluation study found that her native speaking French 

adult judges were more bothered by verb and pronoun errors while her younger student 

judges found gender-re!ated errors most imtating. Santos' (1 988) study discovered that 

older professors were less imtated by the fanguage in an essay (as opposed to the content 

of the essay) than younger professors were. Delisle's (1982) written German error 

perception study found that certain errors including gender error becarne less important 

with an increase in age among Delisle's 10 to17 year-old high school student judges. 

AIso, in Vam, Meyer and Lorenz's (1984) ESL written error study, when the 164 

professor judges were categonzed into three groups - (a) 55 and older group, (b) 45 to 

54 year-old group, and (c) 35 to 44 year-old group - it was found that the 55 and older 

group were the most tolerant, followed by the 35 to 44 year old group, with the 45 to 54 

year-old group being the least tolerant. Vam et al. did not suggest an explanation for this 

but concluded that age is a factor in predicting these responses. The results fiom ail these 

studies tend to suggest that the background characteristics ofjudges such as age are 

important factors in error evaluation. 
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2.2.6. A survey of selected error evaluation studies 

In sum, a review of this literature tends to suggest that there are more disparities 

than consensus in terrns of what we now know about emor evaluation. In a more recent, 

extensive review on error evaluation research, Rifkin and Roberts (1995) attributed the 

inconclusive results of this research primarily to a narrow defi~tion of error and serious 

rnethodological flaws. They criticised that some error evaluation studies neglected 

context, did not account for the order effects of the tasks these studies used, and failed to 

use cornmon, objective instruments. 1 find some of Rifkin and Roberts's criticism relevant 

but 1 wish to argue for an approach that takes the notion of context one step fùrther, and 1 

will begin with a review of some relevant, major empirical snidies. 

Table 2.2 gives the summaries of 18 error evaiuation research studies presented in 

reverse chronological order. They were selected for this Table 2.2 based on two criteria. 

First, they ail appeared in major second fanguage education journais; and second. these 

were all empirical studies. Of these 18 studies, 10 examined spoken errors and 9 of them 

studied written errors (one study looked at both written and spoken errors). Table 2.2 

shows that later error evaluation researchers began to pay greater attention to the 

linguistic context in which errors appear by abandoning the use of decontextualized 

sentences as leamer language sarnples. For example, several earlier studies (Chastain, 

1980; Delisle, 1982; Khalil, 1985; Piazza, 1980) used sentences as leamer language 

samples, but more recent researchers (Haswell, 1988; Lennon, 199 1 ; Santos, 1987, 1988; 

Vann, Lorenz, & Meyer, 199 1) preferred the use of whole Ieamer w-ritten compositions. 

However, some more recent error evaluation studies (e.g., V ~ M ,  Lorenz, & Meyer, 199 1 ) 

were still using researcher-aitered or researcher-edited texts, or even researcher-identified- 

then-inserted errors, rather than trying to account for errors in whole texts or other natural 

contexts for the occurrence of Iearners' errors. 
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Another weakness of many of the studies in Table 2.2 is that many of even the 

more recent studies put the judges in an unnatural, experïmental setting to cany out the 

error evaluation, even though in a few of these studies the language samples they used 

were whole composition texts. For exarnple, the judges in Vann, Lorenz and Meyer 

( 199 1) al1 responded to questionnaires, a setting that is basically artificial in terms of 

communication of errors. Even Santos' (1987) 40 biological and physical sciences 

professors marking two whole compositions was an experiment, aven that these 

professors did not usually have to mark papers in this rnanner in their usual work. Hence, 

to this date, there has not been any error evaluation study examining errors and error 

gravity in a tmly naturalistic context, using original, whole texts produced by learners and 

eiiciting perception or evaluation of errors in a context where the errors are usually 

identified and assessed. 1 will discuss this important issue hrther. 



Table 2.2. Suniiiiaries of sonie iiiajor eiripirical researcli on error evaluatioii 

- - - - - 

Study and Topic/Foïus of Leiirncr Spokcnl Unit of crror Saurcc of lcarncr Kcy notions rtudieil Jutlgcr Highlights of findlnpls 
Y C H ~  study ~ar ic ty  written & content crmrs 

- 

Miinro & hnving NSs* jiidgcd NNSs' Eiiglish Spokcii 36 spccli Iistrnctcd froiii NNs- Pcrccivcd iiitclligibiliiy; 18 NSs Acçcnlcdiicss corrclatcs 
1995 spcccli sntnpks cscerpts told storics proinplcd açccnlcdncss, crrors and with errors, iiot 

by cartoon çoiiiprchcnsibili~y comprchciisibility and 
intclligibility. 

Sc haircr NSs judgcd NNSs' Spaiiish S pokcn 18 lapcd s p c h  NSs r ç~d  spcecli Pronuncialion; 28 NSs; I I No judgcs' gcndcr 
1993 spccch sarnplcs: samplcs samplcs irito laps  comprchcnsibilib: tcachcrs and 17 diffcrciiccs; icachcrs lcss 

Phonctic analysis agrccablcricss of voicc, non-tcaclicrs tolcrant than non-lcachcrs; 
acccrit rnonolingual Spanish NSs 

tnorc Icnicnt. 

Vann, Lorcnz & Evaluation ofarticlc, English Writtcii 'T wo Two rcscarchcr- Judgcs' background: c.g. A toial of 21 5 Judgcs' background (c.g. 
Mcpcr spelling and vcrb forni compsitions altcrcd tcsts acadcinic discipline, cigc NSs in four acadcmic discipline) could 
1991 errors. acconipaiiicd by a contaiiiiiig iiiscrtcd and gcridcr of jiidgcs; graups of pndici cvaluation; thcrc 

qucstioiinairc crrors Iiicrarchy of crrors judgcs csisi no sin& hicrarchy of 
crrom. 

1,cnnoii Analysis of lcanicr Eiiglisli Spokcri 208 occurrciiccs Narration by 20-24 Discusscd evalualiori G NSs Propstd "cxtcnt" and 
1991 corpus of spokcn of doubtfiil ?car old Gcrman proçedurcs aiid critcria "doinain" and "iiifclicitous"; 

Eiiglish accepta biliiy lcarncrs of linglisli focuscd on advanccd Icamcr 
in UK crrors, 

l-las\vcll Frcquciicp of \uittcii Eiiglish Writkn 120 wholc tests Coinpositions froiii 1)cvcloptnciital coiitcsts Kcscarchcrs & Post frcshnieii ycar studciits 
1988 crrors I ", 2" & 31d y a r  and crrors tcachcrs wcrc csprinicnting wiîh 

sîudciits aiid ncw languagc fcalurcs. 
workplacc 

Santos (I)Profcssors ralcd 2 Iliiglisli Wriltcii I \vo \riiolc tests Coinposilioiis by Conlciit vs. Langiiagc; 20 professors in I.csical crrors r**vcrb; . . 
1988 compositioris; (2) iiitcriiicdiatc ESI, Coiiiprchcnsibility, (1) and 158 27 imliilion d***comprc- 

Profcssars ratcd siudcnts: nalural acccptability, irritmtioii. IO 77 ycar-oldcr hensibility. 
uiidcrlincd crrors iii 2 uiiiiltcrcd tests studcnls in (2) 
conipsilioiis 

NSs- native spcakcrs; NNSs=Noii-iiativc spcakcrs 
*+ ":*" = "niore scrioiis lhan" 
L * *  "#" = "iiot thc wnlc AS". 



Table 2.2: . Summaries of soine major empirical research on error evaluation (continued) 

Studg and TopiclFocus of Learncr Spoken Unit of crror & Source of lewrner Key notions Judges Highlights of findings 
year study variety hvritten context errors studied 

Santos Rankcd crror English 
1987 porncss & 

indicalcd irritation 
lcvcl 

Writtcn Twvo wholc tests Two compositions by 
intcrmcdiatc ES[, studcnts: 
natural unaltcrcd tests 

Markcdricss: 40 univcrsity 
1Jninarkcd to scicncc 
markcd and Markcd profcssors 
to unmarkcd 

Error evaluation is rclatcd to markcdness. 

Khalil NSs pcrccivcd English 
1985 Sentences 

(Contcxt vs. NO- 
contcst) 

Writtcii 30 scntciiccs: 10 
graminatically 
dcviant & I O  
scmaiitically 
dcviant 

-- 

Contcst and No- 440 
conlcxt; intclligibility univcrsity 
and naturalncss faculiy 

mcinbcrs 

Prcscnting coritext reduccd judgcd 
intclligibility but not naturalncss. 

lristructor-suggcstcd, 
rcscarchcr constructcd 
crrors 

Judgcs' background 1 GI 
; crror gravity iiiiivcrsity 

faculty 
iiicrnbcrs 

- - . - - - - -- -- - - - - .. - - - 

Gcndcr rclatcd mors 352 Frciich 
NSs; 104 
adults plus 
34 8 
studcnts. 

Vann, Mcycr Faculiy mcmbers English 
& Lorenz ntiikcd crroncous 
1984 scnlciiccs on 5-  

point scalc. 

W rittcn 36 sciitcnccs 
coiitaining crrors 
of  various types 

Agc and academic discipline prdictcd 
tolcrancc of  crrors; Word ordcr >*' It- 
dclction > Tciisu Rclativc Cl. Word 
c hoicc. ---- --- - 

Kcscarchcrs construcicd 
pairs of scnknccs on taps 

Magnan 15 crror types in Frciich 
1983 105 sentcncc 

pairs on lapcs. 

Spkcn 105 pairs of 
scntcnccs 

Adults wcrc morc bothcrcd by vcrbs and 
pronouns whilc youngcr judgcs found 
gciidcr-rctatcd cnors morc imtating. 

Grainnw, NSs 
proiiuriciat ion; (13ackground 
faniiliarit!,; not givcn) 
coinprchcnsibility 

Varonis & Four cxpcriincnts: English 
Gass graminaticality, 
1982 con~prchension 

and 
pronunciation. -- 

Spkcti Inforniatioii 
rcqucsts al 
sciitciicc tcvcl 

Iiihliiiatioii rcqucst tasks 
by fiSI. studeiits; sciitciiccs 
in prcvious study 

(irammaticciliiy effcci on pcrccption only 
sotnctinics, but no c K i t  on c~trcmcly 
goad or extrcmely bad pronuiicir~ioii. 

Dclislc Communicative- Gcniisn 
1982 purpscddcfincd 

crrors; rcpeatcd 
Polikcr's 1978 
but on \vrittcn 
crrors iristctid. 

Writtcn 60 pairs of  
sciitciiccs; lcarncr 
indicclkd wliich 
oiic of thc pair 
\\'as \vmç 

thors by IJS Icarncrs of 
Gcrtiiaii (Politiicr 1978) 

Comparing 198 I O  Io 17 
perceptions of ycar-old high 
\vrittcri crrors vs. school 
Politzer's spkcti s\\idcnls in 
crrors W. Gcriiiai, 

Soinc mors arc morc scrious than othcrs; 
gciiderr*' verb morphology >wvord ordcr 

vocabidary > casc cndirig :- spelling; 
spclliii~, gcndcr aiid word ordcr errors 
txcoiiic lcss iinprtant with ai\ incrcasc in 
Judgcs' agc; 10- 12 olds perccivcd 
diffcrciitly thaii oldcr judgcs 
. - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - . 



Table 2.2: Summaries of soiiie major einpirical research oii error evaluatioii (coiitinued) 

Study and Topiclfacus of Learncr Spokenl Unit of error Source of kwrner Key notions Judgea Highlightfi of findings 
Yewr study Iwngurigc writtcn & context errors studied 

Galloway Iivaluniioii o f  Spnnish Spkci i  Oral rcspiisc IO l O second-scmcstcr Comprchcnsibility Spanish NSs aiid Morc intra-hg than inter- 
1980 unrchcarscd iiiisccii randornly iinivcrsity studciits NNS, tcachcrs and ling crrors: NSs & NNSs 

Spanish spccch pickcd qucstioiis in 1J.S. non-tcwhcrs rcactcd diflfniit ly to tcnsc 
confusion crrors. 

. -- -- - ---- 
C hastain J~valuatiori of  Spniiish Wriltcii Sciitcriccs Itistnictor-idciitiTied Coinprchciisibili~y 
1980 U.S. iiiiivcrsity crrors 

Spanish lcnmcr 
crrors 

-----------*------- - 

Al brcc htscn, lntclligibility and English Spokcn Estrncts o f  Collcctcd liom 20 Idclligibility; 
Henrikscn & Farc h cvaluaiioii icsts Icnnicr inicrviews Grndc- l O 1)aiiish comniuriication 

by NSs on çoiiductc.d by studcnts slrntcgics; crror 
1980 collectcd ESI, NSs frcquciicy 

lcamcr tcsls. 

48 1" ycrir collcgc Word usagc crrors scrious; 
studcnts iii Spniii Acctpiability He** 

coinprchçnsibility 

-* .---- -- - ---- 
120 adults NSs & Significant diilèrciice 
1 80 16 Io 1 7-ycar- bct\vccn the two NS agc 
old studcnts groups; rio coniicctioii 

bctwecii coiiiprchciisibility 
and corrcctncss, 
Irritrtioti relatcd IO crror 
frcquaicy, iiot typc. 

- - 
Pi am NSs' cvaluatioiis Frciich Spkcn 100 sciitciiccs: Kcscarchcr- Coiiiprchciisibility 264 1:rcticti Vcrb forin aiid pronouns 
1980 of  U.S. Icnnicrs' and 20 cnor iypcs idcritificd crrors und irritation stiidcnts agcd 17- >** word ordcr -r Tensc 

Frciich cnors \vrittcii 18 usage 
.- - -. .. . .. . . . --. . - ~- . . .- - ~.. - . . .  - 

Guttcnnaii Tapcd scntcriccs Spanisti Spkcti  Scntciiccs I'cacç Corps Coiiiprchçnsibility 70 collcgc Icvcl El Articlc agrccrnciit > arliclc 
1978 \uluntccr' cnors i r i  aiid crror frcq\icncy Snlvador stiidcnts omissions 

trniniiig cours 
--- - ~ ---- - . ~ .  - -- -  -... .. . - -  - - -. - . - . - --- . . - - -- .- -. .- ----a 

Metchcd guise; Gcrmaii Spkcn Scntciiccs: 60 lirrors hy U.S. Jiidgc's attributçs 146 tcciiagcrs 
niatc hcd pnirs pnirs of  sciitciiccs Icarncrs of  Germciii Hrror gravit' 

Vwabulury 1-. vcrb 
iiiorphology :- word ordcr > 
phonology :- casc cndiiig; 
schaol cspcricncc 
iiifluciiccd crror pcrccptioii 

, .-- -- - - -. . - -- - .- - 
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2.3. Proposing a constructivist approach to error evaluation 

Although Rifkin and Roberts (1 995) made the relevant remark that previous error 

evaluation research had neglected the context of errors, their reasoning behind this 

comment suggested a stance which, in my view, is of little help in making turther progress 

in this line of research. Rifkh and Roberts criticized certain error gravity studies for not 

accounting for order effects in their expetirnents. They noted that many of the studies they 

had reviewed adopted subjective questions instead of the more desirable, objective 

assessrnents, making cornparison of results fiom different studies impossible. They also 

suggested that the background of respondents in error perception experiments be more 

tightly controlled to avoid sampling skewedness, and they demanded a justification of the 

sarnple size in these studies. 

2.3.1. The limitation of a conventional approach to error evaluation 

Judging fiom their comrnents, 1 infer that Rifkin and Roberts have taken the view 

of a conventionalist (positivist), who assumes that a single reality exists independently 

fiom the observers (Guba & Lincoln, 1989)'. Adopting this conventionalist view, Rifkin 

and Roberts have corne to the observation that greater progress in error evaluation 

L 
Habermas (1 97 1 ) suggested three diffmmt knowledge-secking sciences: the Empirical-analytic 
Sciences, the Historical-htmeneutic Sciences and the Critical Social Sciences. Popkewitz 
(1 984) argued sirnilarly that m ducational researcher can br: identifhi as a subscriber to one of 
the three basic paradigms according to his or her epistmiological stance and the methodolog 
adopted: the Empirical-Analytic, the Sjmbolic intaactionist, and the Praxis orientation. Guba 
and Lincoln (1 989) ca l ld  the Empirical-Analytic the positivists, and the Symbolic Interactionist 
and the ' PraGs orientation, the con~cttvists/post-positivists. Hitchcock & Hughes ( 1  995) gave 
the labcl of intqretivists to Guba & Lincoln's (1 989) constructivists. who in Popkewitz's t t m s  
can be  divided into two camps: The Sdmbolic interstctionist and the Praxis orientation. in the 
presrnt discussion, 1 will adopt the terminology of Popkewitz (1 984) and Guba and Lincoln 
(1 989) and use the term 'conventionalists' and 'the constmctivists'. 1 \\dl also maintain that 
there are basically hvo camps among the conslnictivists: the Symbolic Interactionist and the 
Pra'cis orientation, who both a p x  on Symbolic interactionism with the latter also mphasizing 
emancipation in the process of rcsearch and as a result of research. 
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research can be made with more carefùlly designed quantitative, controlled experiments. 

While 1 do not in general object to an experimental or quasi-experimentaf research 

approach, 1 believe the premise expressed by Rifkin and Roberts is mistaken. Their static 

epistemological view erroneousiy posits that people's perception of errors is not an inter- 

subjective, synthetic construction, but an objective, measurable entity t hat can be broken 

down, decontexnialized and quantitatively assessed. The other weakness of this 

perspective is a narrow, deterministic experimental approach, not recognizing that error- 

related notions like the native speaker's "irritation", "comprehensibiiity", "acceptability" 

and "intelligibility" are meaningfid only in a social-interactional, experiential, emic 

perspective. 

Concluding their review, however, Rifkin and Roberts made the observant remark 

that fùture researchers should define what constitutes an error when at present error is 

understood only as L2 linguistic anomalies (p.532). 1 agree with this observation. In fact, 

the present thesis study aimed to realize this intent in my basic question for a 

phenomenological inquiry: What are the instructors' perceptions of language error in the 

context of teaching and assessing ESL technical writing? To a phenomenologist, this is 

equivalent to the question of perceiving not just 'errors in context' but also perceiving 

errors in a context in which 'errors in context' are perceived. That phenomenology must 

take into account the context of perception is a crucial staning point for the present 

inquiry. 1 will elaborate this point fiirther in Chapter Three. 

Up to this point, 1 have show that the notion of error is a powerfùl one for the 

theory and the practice of L2 education. 1 have argued that the question of error 

perception and the constitution of error is a critical issue in the tradition of error 

evaluation research. 1 have also surnmarised the Iiterature of error evaluation research and 

showed that our knowledge fiom this research is uncertain and obscure. Following Rifkin 

and Roberts (Ibid.), 1 will fùnher argue that the obstacle to a better understanding in this 

- 2 8 -  
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research is not just research methodology but is a narrow conceptualization of the concept 

of error. 

2.3 - 2 .  Error and context 

While the term ewor has been extensively used in teaching and in the second 

language education literature, not many writers have attempted seriously to define the 

concept of error. In the literature reviewed for this proposal, 1 have encountered a total of 

only five explicit definitions of error. Below 1 will subject them to an examination. The 

purpose of this exercise is twofold. First, through this review, 1 will show that the notion 

of error is in fact too complex to be captured in a definition of a few sentences. Second, 

my review supports Rifkin and Roberts' (1995) observation that error so far has been 

conceptualized basically as a linguistic phenomenon. 1 argue that this is not enough. 

Harmer (1983) in his book, The Practice of E@ish lar~guage feaching, suggested 

the folfowing definition for error: 

Definition 1 : An error is the result of incorrect rule learning; 
language has been stored in the brain incorrectly, in other words. 
(P- 35) 

Harmer's definition follows that of Corder (1 967). They see language learning as 

equivalent ta learning the rules of linguistic systems. This reading has a base in cognitive 

psychology; however, it is not helpful tùnctionally for identifjmg and evaluating errors. It 

does not make explicit who should judge correctness nor the basis on which correctness 

or incorrectness cm be determined. Also, the conventional notion that language ability is 

something residing in a person's brain is problematic. I will corne back to this point later. 
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H. D. Brown in his 1 980 version of Principes of Imguage Iearrzing and teuching 

suggested the foiiowing definition for error, a definition which remained unchanged in the 

1 994 revised edition: 

Definition 2: Put in another way, an error is a noticeable deviation 
from the adult grarnrnar of a native speaker, reflecting the 
interlanguage competence of the learner. (1 980, p. 1 65; 1 994, p. 
205) 

Similar to that of Harrner, this definition tends to restrict the notion of error to 

grammatical competence, thus failing to account for sociolinguistic inappropriateness and 

pragmatic failures. However, it does suggest that the identification of errors requires a native 

speaker nom. 

The third definition, given below, appears in Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982): 

Definition 3: We use error to refer to my deviation from a 
selected nom of language performance, no matter what the 
characteristics or causes of the deviation might be. (p. 139) 
[Italics in original] 

The descriptive definition suggested by Dulay et al. (1982) can be seen as an 

improvernent from Definitions 1 and 2 in that it points out the need for a nom to judge errors. 

However, it does not say who is to pass this judgement; nor does it explain what this nom of 

language performance is nor how this nom can be established. 

Richards, Platt and Weber ( 1 985) in their Longman dictionary of applied linguistics 

defined error as: 
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Definition 4: The use of a linguistic fonn (eg. a word, a 
grammatical item, a speech act, etc) in a way which a fluent or 
native speaker of the language regards as showing faulty or 
incomplete leaming. (p. 95) 

This reading of error emphasizes rules of language use. tt also has the advantage of 

recognizing the need of a native speaker to judge error. However, like Dulay et aL7s 

definition, it does not explain what "faulty" or "incomplete" means nor how to determine 

'faultiness' or 'incompleteness'. It does not assume the existence of a nom and it does not 

consider error and its context. 

Lemon (1991) in his study on spoken errors by four female advanced German 

learners of English proposed the following working definition: 

Definition 5: A linguistic form or combination of foms which, in 
the same context and under similar conditions of production, 
would, in al1 likelihood, not be produced by the speakers7 native 
speaker counterparts. (p. 182) 

Of al1 the definitions suggested here, the one which Lemon (1991) proposed, 

endorsed by James (1998, p. 64), surpasses others in several aspects. In this definition, 

Lennon proposed to compare leamer's production with the language produced by native 

speakers in the same or similar context. An awareness of the context of production of 

learner language is evident in Lennon's observation that ''[Most erroneous foms are, in 

fact, in themselves not erroneous at d l ,  but become erroneous only in the context of the 

larger linguistic units in which they occur" (p. 189). A similar point on the importance of 

the context of error production was also taken up strongly by Haswell(1988), who raised 

the importance of what he called 'developmental context ' . When comparing errors 

produced by two groups of college students' writing at different years in their studies, 

Haswell observed that it is important to know the context of production, e-g., whether one 
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group of students were in fact experimenting in their writing with the more difficult 

features and hence produced more errors. 

By adopting a comparative approach to error, advantages are gained. First, the 

expanded notion of errors now embraces not only syntactic or lexical anomalies but also 

violations of use rules such as Grice's maxims or Politeness prïnciple (sociolinguistic 

inappropriateness and pragmatic failures). For example, in a formal context of meeting- 

new-friends, where native speakers may usually say "How do you do?" but the non-native 

speaker responded with "1 am fine. Thank you," grammatical analysis would not be telling; 

however, a comparative approach would show the non-native speaker's pragmatic faiiure 

as this is not a usual native speaker's reply in the similar context. Second, for a similar 

reason, a comparative approach can also reveal operationally leamers' coven errors (cf 

Johansson, 1978; Schachter, 1974) and the possible use of avoidance strategies, a criticism 

many early error analysts received. 

One study which bas exarnined the use of socio-pragmatic competence of the 

second language speakers and compared it to that of the native speaker in the same 

context is Harlow (1990). In this study, significant differences were identified between 

those requests made by native speakers of French and those made by non-native speakers 

in three different scenarios: (a) requesting information and thanking a stranger for 

providing information, (b) requesting a seMce and (c) apologizing. Some of these 

differences, for example, were that the native speakers tended to use more polite indirect 

requests involving tu and modal auxiliaries such as poitrrrier-vous (or saver-vorrs) while the 

non-native speakers preferred using vous and direct requests such as Oir est laphonnacie? 

Or Quelle est la rorlte ... ? Aithough the data analysed in Harlow (1990) were realizations 

self-reported by 28 native speakers and 32 non-native speakers in questionnaires, the study 

demonstrates the value of a comparative approach in which the context of language 
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production is given due consideration. 

2.3 -3 .  The context of error production and the context of error perception 

Lennon (1991) also proposed two usefil constnicts, dotnaitl and exterrt, to 

consider an error and its impact on the surrounding linguistic contexts. Domain refers to 

the rank of the Singuistic unit ( e g ,  morpheme, word, phrase, sentence, paragraph, the 

whole text, extra-linguistic context) which must be taken as context in order for the error 

to become apparent. Extent refers to the rank of the linguistic unit (word, phrase, 

sentence, paragraph, the whole text, extra-linguistic context) fiom minimally the 

morpheme to maximally the sentence. paragraph or the whole text, which would have to 

be deleted, replaced, reordered, or supplied in order to repair production (p. 19 1 ). Hence, 

for a sentence like "John is happy." when in fact John is sad, the domait1 of the error is the 

extra-linguistic context" and the extetrt of error is a word, e-g., from "happyy' to 

"unhappy". Lennon's examples for the use of these two constnicts imply that the gravity 

of error may be assigned according to the level of fit between the form of the language and 

what exists outside the language and the text. To this date. however, there have not been 

any empirical studies verimng the usefùlness of these two constructs. 

The consideration of the context of production of learner errors and the larger 

linguistic milieu in the text where errors are identified are not al1 that have to be 

considered in error evaluation. What seems to have been neglected in al1 these definitions 

is also the context in which an error is identified and perceived. In fact, 1 believe that error 

gravity is not only related to the extent and domain of an error, and the linguistic context 

in which the error is produced, but also to the larger social context in which an error is 
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perceived. 

Consideration of the context of error evaluation, which includes both context of 

language production and context of error perception, in which error is perceived, is 

particularly crucial for error evaluation when leamer language is considered at a discourse 

level. At thjs level, the genre (both speech and written), the role of the addresser and the 

addressee, the comrnu~cative purpose, the medium, the social formality, and the absence 

or presence of an explicit purpose of error evaluation are al1 relevant. 

This review of definitions tends to suggest, first of all, that the notion of error 

c.annot be adequately captured by a definition in a few sentences. In addition, the review 

also suggests three implications for fùrther error evaluation studies: 

(1) From Brown (1980, 1994), Dulay et a1.(1982) and Harmer (1 983) to 
Richards et al. (1 985), and then to Lemon (1 99 1 ), we can see error 
evaluation researchers' increasing awareness of the context in which error 
appears, though the larger context most of these writers have considered is 
basically linguistic. 

(2) In spite of the consideration given to the context of error production, 
however, the role of the context of perception is stitl largely neglected in 
the most recent research. 

(3) From Brown (1980, 1994) to Lennon (1991), we can also see the 
need for error evaluation to cal1 on two important constructs:' the native 
speaker' and a 'norm'. 

The first two of these points will be further elaborated in Chapter Three when 1 

3 
I note that the contexz of production may or may not be the sarns as the contehl of m o r  
perception. In face-to-face interactions, they arc Iikely to be the sams. in written cornniunication. 
for esample, whme the writer and the rad- are not CO-present in tirne and location, they may be 
difkrmt. 
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discuss the methodology of the present study. For the moment, 1 wish first to examine the 

terms 'the native speaker' and 'norm'. 1 will argue that in spite of their seMce to the 

discourse of error evaluation, the use of these two terms 'native speaker' and 'norm" has 

in fact taken too much for granted. 

C 

2.3 -4. Expert speakers' context-sensitive norm 

Rampton (1995) proposed the use of the terms "expertise" (Le., skill, proficiency, 

ability to operate with a language) and "allegiance"(i.e., identification with a language, with 

the values, meanings and identities it stands for) to decompose the tenn "native speaker" 

or "non-native speaker"- According to Rampton, the notion of 'native speaker' is 

problematic. It is too simplistic and cannot capture the complex realities of overlapping 

social and cultural identities in many muitilingual communities and situations. Rampton 

posits that the stereotypical notion of native speaker implies a static, biological endowment 

of a language, but in reality particular languages are required in social settings, and people 

do not belong to only one social group, once and for ali (p. 337). The notion of "the 

native speaker" is not only a dispreferred notion for sociolinguists; some language testers 

have made sirnilar complaints. Davies (1 995) concluded his article entitled "Proficiency or 

the native speaker: What are we trying to achieve in ELT?" with a preference for 

' proficiency ' over 'the native speaker' : 

The native speaker is a fine myth: we need it as a model, a 
goal, almost an inspiration. But it is useless as a measure; it 
will not help us define our goals. So in spite of my firm 
agreement with Birdsong and my conviction that there is a 
continuum between native speakers and non-native 
speakers, nevertheless, 1 recognize that for language 
teaching purposes what is crucial is the definabiiity of partial 
proficiency. (p. 1 57) 
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Hence, to avoid the impression of suggesting language proficiency as a biological 

endowment in the native speaker, 1 will hereaer use an alternative term for my study: the 

expert speaker. 

Rifkin and Roberts (1995) when commenting on the inadequacy of a narrow 

concept of error also pointed out the need to probe firther into the notions of norm(s). 

They posit that: 

. . . to better understand the process of L2 error evaluation, 
we need to investigate tiirther the nature of the target 
language norm(s) against which an error is being evaluated. 
Error may not be absolute linguistic entities but rather 
flexible, nom-bounded constructs whose limit s shifi fiom 
judge to judge across speech communities. (p. 53 1) 

The notion of norm as a fixed rigid standard by which errors are judged is 

problematic because any norm is basically context-sensitive and negotiable. The noms for 

different language media, for example, can be very different because of their different 

features, and people usually give more allowance to spoken variations and deviations than 

they do to written errors (Halliday, 1989; Ochs, 1979). 

1 believe that the norm people use to judge and evaluate language error is always 

influenced by the speaker/writer (Iearner) of the error, the genre of the language in 

question, the purpose of the evaluation activity, and the situation in which an error is 

identified. Take the speaker (learner) as a context as an example. For exarnple, what 

people in general regard as a language error may yield a different impression when the 

speaker/writer possesses a certain social status or personal traits. Former US Secretary of 

State Alexander Haig speaking in congressional heanngs in 1982 was perceived to be 

"strange" and not "ungrammatical", attempting to achieve deliberate effects when he used 
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nouns as verbs and verbs as nouns (James, 1998, p. 75). In Chapter One, I reported 

Swain's (1 995, personal conununication) observation that the audience would adjust their 

percepts of language deviations made by L2 speakers because of these L2 speakers' 

special social status. I therefore hypothesise that in a similar fashion, in many teaching and 

assessment settings, the personal traits or the needs and motivations of an L2 language 

learner may also have an impact on the error perceptions of their teachers or raters. 

By the same token, it can be reasonably predicted that the genre of the language, 

the purpose of the evaluation activity and the setting an error is identified in are al1 

different contexts affecting a judge's perception of a particular error. The present thesis 

study was launched with an aim to ver@ the impact of such contexts on peoples' 

evaluations of language errors such as the writerkpeaker of the language, the linguistic 

milieu (e.g. genre) in which a specific error anses, etc. 

2.3.5.  Establishing a constructivist perspective for error perception research 

In recent years, language researchers' ontological understanding of language has 

been less the abstract, objectified, universal entity, as Saussure and Chomsky saw it, and 

more the culturally relative tool of serniotic meaning as Humboldt, Sapir and Whorf once 

proposed. Gumperz and Levinson (1996) explained the ideas behind this perspective: 

Linguistic relativity is a theory primarily about the nature of 
meaning, the classic view focussing on the lexical and 
grammatical coding of language-specific distinctions. In this 
theory, two languages may "code" the same state of &airs 
utilizing semantic concepts or distinctions peculiar to each 
language; as a result the two linguistic descriptions reflect 
different constnials of the same bit of reality. (p.7) 
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Gumperz and Levinson (Ibid.) elaborated this perspective fùnher: 

. . . [a] large part of the burden of interpretation is t hus 
shifted fkom theories of context-fiee lexical and grammatical 
meaning to theories of use in context. Some important 
principles of the use of language may plausibly be argued to 
be universal (e.g. Grice's "maxims of conversation7' or the 
tum-taking and repair systems of conversation, or even 
some principles of interactional politeness). Yet others seem 
rnuch more clearl y culture-specific. For example, the 
ethnography of speaking has shown how diverse can be the 
principles governing the production and interpretation of 
utterances in specific speech events - court proceedings, 
formal greetings, religious rituals, councils, and the like. 
. . . . . .(p. 8) 

With this understanding of what language is, 1 believe that like the 'meanings' 

participants make in interactions, the "norrn(s)" and "cnteriay' that participants tend to 

adopt in rnany different settings are negotiated or are products of negotiations (Gumperz, 

1 982; Gumperz & Roberts, 199 1). Gumperz and Roberts ( 1  99 1 ) argued for the existence 

of different microscopic social systems which emerge fiom different interactions: 

Ethnographers of communication have show that speech 
events constitute miniature social systems that can be 
described in terrns of associated beliefs and values, the 
social import of what is transacted, norms specifjmg who 
cm participate and in what capacity, as well as expectations 
about appropriate themes and topics and about appropriate 
ways of speaking . . . [elvents themselves, as Gofian has 
shown, constitute separate social environrnents where 
participants respond to each other's moves and engage in 
types of reciprocity in accordance with situation specific 
mles of etiquette, norms and expectations. (p. 53) 
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Hence, given what we now know in sociolinguistics about how people 

communicate and act, the notion of norm(s) as a relatively rigid standard or set of rules, by 

which L2 errors are judged and which only the native speakers possess, seems to have 

neglected too much of what has to be accounted for when the interactional context is in 

fact an integral part of the error evaluation activity. 

2.3.6. Error perception: the conventionalist and the constructivist 

The conventionalist view that native speakers have the noms against which errors 

are judged is historically related to Chomsky's (1 965) notion of competence, an idealized 

ability that a native speaker has inherited and always possesses. Subsumed under this 

notion of "innate ability" is then the construct of norm(s), understood as a static set of 

rules residing within a native speaker who perceives and judges errors in a leamer's 

language. This set of rules is always, seen in this perspective, used in the sarne way every 

time by an idealized native speaker in every error evaluation activity. Ail of the 

conventional error evaluation studies I reviewed in this chapter tend to hold this 

assumption explicitly or implicitly. With this understanding of the nom, error evaluation is 

then depicted as a simplistic, straightforward, decontextuaiized, mechanistic process 

although, as 1 have shown in the review of the literature, some of the more recent 

researchers did begin to recognise the importance of an extended linguistic context of 

error (Lennon 199 1; Santos 1987, 1988), and one study considered the production 

background of learner errors (Haswell 1988). 

As 1 have argued, however, in recent years a conventionalist view of linguistic 

competence has corne under attack tiom many fionts, noticeably by sociolinguists 

(Gumperz, 1 982; Riley, 1 996; Willing, 1992) and socio-cultural interactionists (Lantolf, 
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1983 ; Lantolf & Appel, 1994; Wells, 198 1, 1985, 1986). These writers as well as the 

praxis researchers (Lather, 1 986% 1986b, 1993; Lemke, 1 990) have argued for the 

significant role that context plays, the social-cultural aspects of language interaction, and 

the collaborative nature of context-sensitive, situated interaction. One implication of this 

constructivist perspective is that 'norm(s)' are a collaborative 'contract' (Wells, 1 98 1 ) or 

a set of negotiated rules of systems agreed upon by the participants in the interactional 

context. Hence, what distinguishes a constuctivist notion of "norm" fiom that of a 

conventionalist is that the norm is interactional, Le. How the norm works in an error 

evaluation activity depends upon the nature of the interaction, which is a jointly 

constnicted activity engaging both the expert speaker's language and the L2 leamers' 

Ianguage. Such a perspective enables us to see the organic and dynamic relationships 

among error, the norrn(s) and the context of the communication of errors. 

Hence, the constructivist perspective is distinguished from the conventionalist 

perspective in that the norm(s) arise tiom the interaction itself. In other words, the expert 

speaker (as well as the L2 leamer) may have some pre-conceptualization of what counts 

as an emor or what not, but the actuai judgement of L2 error is a tùnction of the 

interaction and a host of other contextual elements, including the leamer's language, the 

communicative intents of the participants, the status and roles of the participants, the 

expert speaker, and so forth. In other words, this perspective assumes that the activity of 

perceiving an error is not only a matter of evaluating it in its linguistic context but is an 

activity affected by the larger context of the interaction. 

Moreover, this constmctivist perspective draws the difference between the context 

of production and the context of perception. For example, this distinction would allow an 

expert speaker to perceive a learner's written language when the expert speaker and the 

Iearner are not CO-present in time and space. An example of this would be an ESL 

instnictor, the expert speaker, identifjing errors in a language learner7s written essay for 
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assessrnent purposes. This context is different fiom that in which the very same instructor 

gives face-to-face error corrections on the same learner's dm during a composition 

Iesson. 

The constmctivist perspective seems superior to the conventionalist perspective in 

that: 

1. It more accurately depicts the error perception activity. The dynamics in 
the constmctivist perspective account for the different or changing noms 
people may adopt in different (social) contexts. 

2. It substitutes the mechanistic notion of 'competence of a native speaker' 
with one which accounts for the context-sensitive and collaborative nature 
of interaction. 

3. It takes into account not oniy the context of error and the context of 
interaction but also the context of perception to suggest that error 
evaiuation is not oniy detennined by linguistic d e s ,  but also rules of use, 
the various contexts in which the leamer's language is situated, and the 
contexts in which the leamer language is perceived. 

2.4. Defining the research questions 

2.4.1. Defining context and genre 

Since the constructivist perspective I propose relies very much on the notion of 

context, I wish to elaborate it fùrther and explicate some of its implications relevant to this 

study. Widdowson (1 998) suggested defining context in a schematic way; he viewed 

context as a set of variables (constructs) enabling the understanding of meanings, when at 

the same time he also recognised that these variables can be modified in the 

communicative process (p. 1 1). Goodwin and Duranti (1 992, p. 2) observed that the 
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notion of context "involves a fùndarnental juxtaposition of two entities: (1) a focal event; 

and (2) a field of action within which that event is embedded". Following Widdowson 

(1 998) and Goodwin and Duranti (1992), 1 define a contextual element in this thesis study 

to be a variable in the field, acting upon an error in focus in an evaluation activity. 

As I have argued earlier in this chapter, the evaluation of errors in classroom L2 

assessrnent is to varying degrees influenced by the specific needs and strengths of 

individual students (Berwick, 1989), the purpose of the evaluation activity (ELley, 1989; 

Engestrom, 1996), and the teacher's own beliefs in and attitude towards language teaching 

and leaming (Pennington, 1990). 1 also believe that the genre of a learner's written 

document - one kind of "enabling constmcts" (Widdowson, 1998, p. 17) and a form of 

"CO-text" (Widdowson, Ibid.) - may affect the error evaluation, given what we now 

know about the relationships between a particular genre and the use of its corresponding 

syntax and Iexis mhatia, 1993; Hatch, 1992; Hoey, 1983; G. James, 1994; Swales, 1990; 

Trimble, 1985). So in the event of an ESL instmctor evaluating a written error in a 

student's composition, major contextual elements should at lest  include the following: 

1 . Learner (writer) as context, 
2. Teacher (judge) as context, 
3. The purpose of evaluating the error as context, and 
4. The genre of the learner's written document as context. 

Of al1 these various contexts, the notion of genre is perhaps one which is most 

complex and requires a detailed discussion. Some writers consider the terni "genre" 

particularly applicable to speech communication (Bakhtin, 1986). Other writers 

(Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Russell, 1997) have been more interested in the 

recognizabie structure of written text types and their situatedness. On the other hand, 

some researchers (Wells, 1990) stress that the recognition of a genre by a specific 
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discourse cornmu~ty is indispensable while other researchers focus on the creativity and 

dynarnics of genre growth and death (Miller, 1984). Still others (Bhatia, 1993; G. James, 

1994; Paltridge, 1997; Swales, 1990) have arrived at vev systematic descriptions of 

existing genres for linguistic or pedagogical purposes. 

Because the data for the present study were collected in a course aiming to teach 

written technical: genres to ESL students, 1 found a definition given by Russell (1997, p. 

5 15) most suitable to the present inquiry: 

Put in simplest terms, a genre is the ongoing use of certain 
material tools (marks, in the case of written genres) in 
certain ways that worked once and might work again, a 
typified tool-mediated response to conditions recognized by 
participants as recurring (to paraphrase Miller, 1 984). 

Here Russell stressed the typicaiity of genre (description) and its recumng 

applications (prescription), which are both important for the genre leaming ofmany ESL 

students, who may not have the equivalent genre literacy in their L 1 nor have been 

exposed authentically to the genre types they are leaming. In other words, a definition of 

genre may prove inadequate if it does not address the typicality of what is to be learned 

and how this typicality and its related variations can effectively handle recumng situations. 

Russell's definition also seems particularly appropriate because it downplays the 

use of genre to create new knowledge. While this may appear to be a weakness, it is 

pedaçogically realistic. In most L2 classroom situations, the tasks are often simulations, 

whereas in real world situations, the tasks requiring the use of a genre are often novice 

attempts to create new knowledge. An exarnple of this would be the laboratory reports 

submitted by university students to their professors compared to the laboratory reports 

produced by research scientists and engineers. The former are usually simulation work as 

students' answers to display questions, while the latter are mediated tools for scientists to 
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create new human knowledge, as answers to laboratory scientists' self-imposed referential 

questions. In the students' leaming of laboratory reports, it is probably not as relevant to 

stress genre as a tool to create new knowledge, but usefùl to emphasize the effectiveness 

of its typicality in recumng situations. 

Another reason for adopting this definition of genre as opposed to the others is 

that recent L2 testing research has witnessed a shift towards an interactionist perspective 

(Chapelie, 1998; Douglas 1998; McNamara, 1997). The notion of genre as typicality in 

recurring situations seems to fit best an interactionalist, performance-based assessment, 

which is based on what Chapelle (1998) called "a sarnple of performance in similar 

contexts" (p.43). 

2.4.2. Research Questions 

1 have surveyed related literature to draw implications for the present study. In 

particular, 1 have proposed a constnictivist perspective of error perception to highlight the 

relationships between context and error perception. The present study was undertaken to 

yield answers to the umbrella research question "what is error?', and to identifi the 

reiationships between context and error gravity. In light of the literature review I have 

presented in this chapter, 1 began my data collection in an ESL technical writing course at 

a Canadian university to find answers to a set of research questions. 

I began with Research Question No. 1, which specifies that the data for this thesis 

study were collected in a teaching context. This question aims to identiQ certain language 

instmctors' percepts of the errors their ESL learners had made in their written work in a 

context in which the instmctors were actively participating in certain assessment activities. 

Their percepts inform an understanding of the meaning of error in the context. 
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Research Question No. 1 : What is error in the perceptions of the four ESL 
instnictors during their assessment activities? 

Research Question No. 2 aims to verie if and in what ways contextual elements 

such as leamers, the instmctor, the luiguistic context of the error, and the specific purpose 

of the assessment activity actually act upon the instmctors' understanding of error. ln this 

research question, the contexts of perception refer to the contexts I have discussed, 

namely, (a) learner (writer) as context, (b) teacher (judge) as context, (c) the purpose of 

evaluating the error as context, and (d) the genre of the leamer's written document as 

context. 

Research Question No. 2: M a t  are the relationships between errors 
and the contexts of perception? 

In order to elicit instmctors' assignment of gravity to their students' errors, 1 also 

asked Research Question No. 3 to identie the conditions in which serious errors emerged 

and the criteria the instnictors used to determine error gravity: 

Research Question No. 3: What are serious errors? What are the 
conditions with which they are identified? 

As 1 believe that error evaluation is a parc of assessment activity in L2 education, 

which itself is an integraI part of the larger activity called teaching, 1 wished to identi@ the 

relationship between error evaluation and the objectives and the nature of the technicat 

writing course. Hence, 1 asked Research Question No.4. 
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Research Question No. 4: What are the relationships between 
instructors' percepts of errors and the 
pedagogic objectives and focuses of the 
course as they perceived thern? 

2.5. Summing up 

To sum up this chapter, 1 have discussed the relevant Iiterature to draw 

implications for a theoretical orientation and the research questions in this thesis study. 1 

have pointed out that in spite of the crucial role error has played in language education 

practice and SLA theory development. our understanding of the nature of error and error 

gravity is obscure and uncertain. 1 have noted that there has been an increasing awareness 

of the important role context can play in recent error evaluation research, but this 

awareness has stopped at linguistic contexts (the context of error production), and the 

question of a naturalistic setting for the evaluation activity, the question of the context of 

error evaluation, has never been systematically addressed in previous studies. 

I have aiso pointed out that the main cause of methodological weaknesses in 

previous research is a conventionalist (positivist) epistemology and a conventionalist 

ontology of language. These views inadequately metaphorise language as an objectified, 

universal endowment in a native speaker which implies that various human percepts of 

violations of these mles - such as the severity level of violations, acceptability, 

comprehensibility and irritations - can al1 be decontextualized and objectively measured. 

Against these conventionalist views, 1 have proposed that, based on a relativist ontology 

of language, an interactionist perspective for error evaluation would help to make greater 

progress in error gravity research. Seen fiom these perspectives, 1 predict that error 

perception evaluations are activities subjected to the influence of contextual elements such 

as the participants in the activities, the purposes of the activities and the contexts in which 
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the errors were perceived or evaluated. In addition, I have ais0 argued that a nahiralistic 

inquiry into error evaluation can help expand Our understanding o f  what emr is. 



CEiAPTERTEREE 

APPROACE AND DESIGN OF TEIE STZTDY 

In this chapter, 1 explain why 1 adopted a phenomenological approach for this 

sîudy. 1 present the rationale for the design of this thesis study; 1 aiso report the rnethods 1 

used to collect and analyse the data. 

3.1. The phenomenological approach 

3.1.1 . What is a phenomenological approach? 

Phenomenology is an important school in the humanistic tradition (Lincoln, 1992). 

It shares a set of comrnonalities with other constructivist research approaches. Moustakas 

(1  994) in his book Phenomerlo/ugical research methais suggested the following list of 

cornrnon qualities of ail humanistic science research, under which the phenomenological 

approach is subsumed: 

1 .  Recognizing the value of qualitative designs and the methodologies and 
studies of human experiences that are not approachable through quantitative 
approaches. 

2. Focussing on the wholeness of experiences rather than solely on its objects 
or parts. 

3 .  Searching for meanings and essences of experience rather than 
measurements and explanations. 

4. Obtaining descriptions of experience through first-hand account s in informa1 
and formai conversations and interviews. 

5 .  Regarding the data of experience as imperative in understanding human 
behaviour and as evidence of scientific investigations. 

6 .  Formulating questions and problems that reflect the interest, involvernent 
and personal commitment of the researcher. 

7. Viewing experience and behaviour as an integrated and inseparable 



relationship of  subject and object and of  parts and whoie. (p. 2 1) 

Phenornenological cumculum inquiry is an approach based on the assumption that 

human knowledge springs first and foremost from perception and human Iived experience 

(Moustakas, 1994; Sullivan, 1990; Van Manen, 1990; WilIis, 199 1) . Willis (Ibid.) defends 

this assumption: 

Human experience, of  course, inevitably includes perceiving, thinking 
and acting inextricably c o ~ e c t e d  in certain ways, but it ail begins 
with perceptions, and in this sense phenomenological inquiry is 
inquiry into what is primary in human experience. (p. 173) 

Willis fbrther explains the role of  consciousness and its profound implications for human 

knowledge: 

Human beings can have perceptions of  the extemal world without 
becoming conscious of  them, but our consciousness o f  extemal 
perceptions - our life-worlds - is where each o f  us lives in the 
most deeply personal sense. Not only do we feel our  perceptions 
more acutely when we become consciously aware o f  them within 
our life-worlds, but we begin autonomously to consider what we 
can do about them.(Ibid., p. 175) 

A phenomenological approach begins with intentionality (human consciousness). 

Central to  the notion of intentionality are rtaema and noesis. Noesis refers to the 

interpretive act of  perceiving, feeling, thinking, remembering, o r  judging an object. 

Noema refers to the object noesis is directed to, the object o f  our intentionality. The 

consideration of  the CO-existence of  noema and noesis signifies the important notion of 

context. The ultimate aim of a phenomenological study is t o  acquire an interpretation of 

the structure of the object in scnitiny and identie the implications and outcornes of  this 
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interpretation. 

3.1 -2.  Justiwg a phenomenological approach for this study 

1 adopted a phenomenological approach for the present study for four main 

reasons. First of dl, historically a phenomenological approach, often initiated by a 

question in the forrn of "What is X?,, hhas been considered one of the best tools to probe 

into the basic structure of a phenomenon. Here are some examples. Van Kaam (1 959) 

asked: "What is really feeling understood?" Moustakas (1961, 1972,1975) asked the 

question: "What is l~neliness?~ M. Heidegger ( 197 1 ) asked: "What is language?Van 

Manen (1982) asked: "What is pedagogy?" Giorgi (1985) asked: "What is learning to 

drive?". Holmes (1993) asked: "What is the experience of homelessness?" The present 

study, initiated by the basic question "What is language error?", was undertaken in a 

similar spirit. 

Secondly, I have reported in the previous chapter a growing awareness in recent 

error evaluation research of the context of error, and I have argued for the importance of 

considering also the context of perception. A phenomenological approach is suitable to 

answer to these calls because it resents separating context From the subject under scrutiny 

and pnontizes the wholeness of human expenence and perception. Holmes (1  975) in his 

explication of Husserl's theory of the noema pointed out the importance of accounting for 

context in studying lived experience. He suggested three essential components of the 

noema, (1) the intentional object, (2) the noematic senses (percepts), and finally (3) the 

particular manner of their being given - the context. 

Thirdly. recent evaluation research tends to relate error perception and gravity to 

notions such as intepetability, comprehensibilim irriiafion , and acceptabiiify (Rifkins 

& Roberts, 1995). However, these notions are fluid and very difficult if not impossible to 
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define in conventionai research paradigms; the complexity of their meanings c m  best be 

revealed in the emic, experiential perspective of a phenomenologist- Furthemore, the 

intrinsic concept involved in these notions suggest the need for social selves and an 

interactional perspective. This is congruent with that of the phenomenologists, who hold 

that the unit of analysis in phenomenology is never a person (an 'I'), but a person in his or 

her social relation to others, a dialogue (1-thou) (Sullivan, 1990, p. 29). 

Finally, a phenomenological approach is congruent with the interactionkt view on 

error perception. Inquirers fiom both phenomenology and symbolic interactionism hold 

that reality is socially consttucted, consensual, intersubjective, and yet can have as many 

phases as the number of Mewers or participants (Giorgi, 1992; PIUS, 1996). These two 

approaches both seek answers to meaning questions (Heap 1995) - the meanings of 

people and things for people in the context in which they are situated; both approaches 

aim at understanding human behaviours by understanding the language people use to 

interpret people and things in the situations (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). For al1 these 

reasons, 1 canied out the present inquiry with a phenomenological approach. 

3.1 -3. Phenomenological research methods 

Contemporary phenomenologists al1 refer to the works of the same group of 

philosophers: Husserl, Heidegger, Schutz, Marcel, Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty, and Dilthey. 

Different phenomenologists, however, although they share some cornmon core 

characteristics, have emphasized different aspects of the philosophy. This is 

understandable because, after dl, phenomenologists are consttuctivists who believe in 

what Lincoln and Guba (1989) cailed multiple realities. Van Manen (1990) even suggested 

that a phenomenological inquirer should invent an approach for a particular inquiry (p. 

173), a point echoed in Willis (1991, p. 184). 



My task in this section of the thesis is to report the considerations 1 had when 

choosing a set of research methods. Tables 3.1, 3 -2, 3 -3 and 3 -4 highlight the major 

emphases of four different schools of phenomenology and the different methods each has 

adop t ed . These four SC hools are Empirical phenomenological research, Hennenewtics 

research, Hez~ristic research and Transcendental phe~tomemlogical research. 

As can be seen in Tables 3.1 to 3 -4. empirical phenomenological research tends to 

use the experiences of other people to ask and answer a meaning question. Hermeneutics 

emphasizes historical and textual analyses. Heuristic research usually requires the 

collection of experiences fkom more than one situation or context; it also prefers the use of 

stories and focuses its descriptions and interpretations on individual participants. 

Transcendental Phenomenology emphasizes Epoche, the elimination of suppositions and 

empirical knowledge in the pursuit of the essence of a phenomenon; it also tends to rely on 

the researcher's self-reflections to discover the meaning of things. 

Although 1 recognized that in the present thesis study 1 would derive the meaning 

of error fiom the i n t e ~ e w s  the instmctors gave me, 1 did not undertake this study using 

Hermeneutics because this approach tends to focus on historical or textual analyses, and 1 

did not think that this was particularly relevant to the issue of language error and language 

error perception among the dynamics of teacher-student interaction. 
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Table 3.1. Ernpirical phenomenological research 

Ernpirical 
phenomenological 
research (Van Kaam, 
1 959,1966; Giorgi, 
1979,1985; Van 
Manen, 1990) 

Aim: to determine 
what an experience 
means for the persons 
who have had the 
expenence and are 
able to provide a 
cornprehensive 
description of it. 

Van Manen ( 1990) 
also maintains that 
meanings are 
eventuall y derived 
fiom the descriptions 
of lived experience. 

1. To obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the basis 
for a reflective stnictural analysis. 

2. To disclose and elucidate the phenornena of behaviour as 
they manifest themselves in their perceived immediacy. 

3. Method I (Giorgi, 1 979; Van Manen, 1990): 
(1) Reads the entire description of the leaming situation 

straight through to get a sense of the whole. 
(2) Reads the same description more slowïy and delineates 

each time that a transition in rneaning is perceived with 
respect to the intention of discovering the meaning. 
(3) Eliminates redundancies, clarifies or elaborates to onseif 

the meaning of the units one has just constituted by relating 
them to each other and to the sense of the whole. 

(4) Reflects on the given units, still expressed essentially in 
the concrete language of the subject, and cornes up with 
the essence of that situation for the subject. Each unit is 
systematically interrogated for what it reveals. 

Transform each unit, when relevant, into the language of 
psychological science. 

(5) Synthesize and integrate the insight achieved into a 
consistent description of the structure of learning. 

Method 2 (von Eckartsberg, 1986, cited in Moustakas, 1994, p. 
1 5) 
(1) The research delineates a focus of investigation and 

formulates a question in such a way that it is 
understandable to others. 

(2) Start with descriptive narrative provided by subjects who 
are viewed as CO-researchers; query the person andor 
engage in dialogue. 

(3) Read and scrutinize data so as to reveal their structure, 
meaning, configuration, coherence, and the circurnstances 
of their occurrence; emphasis is on the study of 
configuration of meaning involving both the meaning and 
how it is created. 
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Table 3 -2.  Hermeneutics 

Herrneneutics (Gadamer, 
1976; Willis, 199 1; Smith, 
1 99 1 ; Moustakas, 1994) 

A h :  to describe and 
understand human 
experience by examining 
the meaning and intention 
of experience (especially 
texts) in the historical 
context in which it is 
situated 

- -- 

1. AU experience is given validity by our consciousness; 
undistorted reality exists for us in the facts of 
consciousness given by imer experience. 

2. To understand this experience requires a study of 
history and the experience in its historical grounding. 

3. Phenornena are amoral but interpretations are moral 
and interpretations unmask what is hidden behind the 

objective phenomena. 
4. Interpretation is  not isolated; it is the basic structure of 

experience. 
5. The dialectic herrneneutic circle: our prejudgments are 

corrected in view of the text, the understanding of 
which leads to new prejudgments; the prejudgments 
that lead to pre-understanding are constantly at stake, 
their surrender could also be cdled a transformation. 
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 1 0) 

6. The text, or interview protocol, provides an important 
description of conscious experience. 

7. Reflective, creative interpretation of text is needed to 
achieve a fùller, more meaningfùl understanding, to 

bring 'before me something that otherwise happens 
"behind my back"'. Reflection gives not only a 
description of the expenence but also an analysis of 
the interpretation of the undedying conditions that 
account for the expenence. 

8. Methods: 1. a fixation on meaning 2. Dissociation at 
some point fiom the mental intention of the subject 
(author of text) 3. the necessity to interpret the 
protocoi as a whole, a gestalt of interconnected 
meanings 4. Their potentiality for multiple 
interpretations. (Moustakas, 1 994, p. 1 1) 
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Table 3 -3. Heuristic research 

Heuristic research 
(Moustakas, 1 990) 

Aim: to initiate a 
process of internai 
search through which 
one discovers the 
nature and meaning of 
experience and 
develops methods and 
procedures for fiirther 
investigation and 
analysis. 

Characteristics und mefhods 

1. The self of the researcher is present throughout the 
process, while understanding the phenomenon with 
increasing dept h, the researcher also expenences growing 
self-awareness and self-knowledge. Hence, heuristic 
processes incorporate creative self-processes and self- 
discoveries. 

2. Six phases of heuristic research: (1)  initiai engagement, (2) 
immersion into the topic and question, (3) incubation, (4) 
illumination, (5) explication and (6) culmination of the 
research in a creative synthesis. 

3 . Heuristic research (HR) shares many commonaii ties with 
Empirical Phenomenological research (EPR) but according 
to Moustakas (1994) they are different in four aspects: 

(1) the Duquesne studies (EPR) focus on a situation in 
which the experience investigated occurs; heuristic research, 
on the other hand, is a wide open investigation in which 
typicall y the researc h participant widel y and deepl y explores 
the phenomenon. Hence, heunstic studies usually involve 
more than one example or one situation. 
(2) EP researchers seek descriptions of experience. In HR 
studies, the researchers seek to obtain self-dialogues, 
stories, poems, artwork, journals and dianes and other 
documents that depict the experience. 

(3) EP studies constmct structures of the experience; HR 
aims toward composite depictions that remain close to the 
individual stones rat her t han elucidating situational 
structural dynamics. Heuristic studies culminate in a creative 
synthesis while empincal phenomenological studies end with 
a general stmctural description. 

(4) In EP studies, the researcher disappears in the process of 
interpretation in structural analysis. The Heuristic research 
participants remain visible in the examination of data and 
especially in the individual portraits, and continue to be 
portrayed as whole persons. 
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Table 3.4. Transcendentai Phenomenology 

Me lhodologicaZ 
approach 

Transcendental 
phenomenology 
Moustakas (1 994, p. 
34) 

Aim: A return to the 
self to discover the 
meaning of things as 
they appear and in 
t heir essence. 

Characteristics and methods 

The approach is characterized by four major processes: 

1. Epoche: The elirnination of suppositions and empincal 
knowledge. Al1 everyday understandings, judgements and 
knowings are set aside. and phenornena are revisited, fieshly 
and naively fkom a vantage point of a pure or transcendental 
ego. 

2. Reduction: Each experience is considered in its singularity, in 
and for itself and described textually in its totality, in a fiesh 
and open way. 

3. Imaginative Variation: Utilize imagination and varïed fiames 
of reference to approach the phenornenon fiom divergent 
perspectives, different positions, roles or fùnctions. A theme 
analysis in this step will help consider the countless possibilities 
that are intimately connected with the meanings of the 
phenomenon. 

4. Synthesis: The final step is the intuitive integration of the 
findamental textual and structural descriptions into a unified 
statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon 
as a whole. 
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1 did not choose Heuristics, which usually requires the active participation of the 

researcher in the process and focuses upon the individuality of the participants. At the end 

of the day, 1 wanted this study to reveal some new meanings of error and inforrn language 

educators about error gravity, rather than focus on maintaining instructors' individual 

traits and their specific contexts in the experiences they told. Nevertheless, 1 appreciate 

that Heuristics emphasizes the discovery of new meanings of human phenornena via 

intense observation and introspection. I present my interpretative account of each of these 

instructors' percepts in Chapter Five when 1 discuss the findings of this thesis study. 

1 did not choose Transcendentai phenomenology because it requires epoche, with 

the researcher holding no presupposition, preoccupation, beliefs and biases. Although in 

the process of carrying out this study, 1 exercised "bracketing" on my own preconceptions 

and resisted leading the participants in certain pre-detennined directions, 1 found it 

impossible to begin my data analyses with epoche. 1 reaiized that 1 had come to the study 

with my own subjectivity, teaching and leaming experiences, and an understanding of the 

related literature. As the data themselves unfolded, the themes emerging fiom the 

transcriptions ofien turned out to be key points of discussions in the literature on error- 

related research. 

1 adopted an approach which basically followed the Empirical phenomenological 

school (Giorgi, 1979,1983, 1985, 1992; Van Manen, 1982, 1990). The reason that 1 chose 

this school is that, first of al], empincal phenomenology emphasizes the lived experiences 

of other people (Van Manen, 1990): 

The point of phenomenological research is to "borrow" other 
people's experiences and their reflections on their expenences in 
order to better be able to come to an understanding of the deeper 
meaning or significance of an aspect of human expenence, in the 
context of the whole of human experiences. (p. 62) 



At the time of the study, 1 was not teaching and hence my study had to rely upon 

data fiom other teachers as a starting point for my own understanding of the issues. This 

was the first reason. The second reason for my choice was that Empincal phenomenology 

is a research tradition with lucid, explicit research methodology and methods (Giorgi, 

1979, 1983, 1985, 1992; Marton, 1986; 1994; Van Manen, I W O ) ,  and 1 agree with Van 

Manen ( 1990) that there is a need to demystie phenomenology. Empincal 

phenomenology is especially capable of this task. Van Manen explicated the idea of 

demystiMng phenomenology : 

"Phenomenology is the study of essences," said Merleau- 
Ponty (1962, p. vii). But the words "essence" should not be 
mystified. By essence we do not mean some kind of 
mysterious entity or discovery, nor sorne ultimate core or 
residue of meaning. Rather, the term "essence" may be 
understood as a linguistic construction, a description of a 
phenornenon. (p. 39) 

Thirdly, according to Richardson (1999, p. 67), empirical phenomenology advocates 

the use of discursive practices - using participants' language constructed interactively 

and conversationally to amve at descriptions and interpretations; this fits logically and 

coherently weil with the basic views of social constructionism (Blumer, 1969) and, 

consequently, with the constructivist perspective of error perception 1 proposed in 

Chapter Two. Like a phenomenologist, a constructivist recognises that the relevant 

entities (e-g., "imtation", "acceptability", "seriousness") appearïng in the discursive 

practices (the conversational constructed interviews) are al1 locally created artifacts, and 

hence there is no need to prove their evidential status (Richardson, Ibid., p. 67), thus 

saving the researcher fiom the ontological debate on realism versus idealism and dualism 

versus nondualism. 
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In his discussion on contextualizing and implementing a phenomenological study , 

Van Manen (1 990) advocated a researcher "inventing an approach(p. 173) and he argued 

for ado pting "approac hes and procedures uniquely suited to this particular project and 

this individual researche?' (p. 163). AIthough the approach 1 adopted was primarily based 

on empiricai phenomenology, this approach also includes my interpretation of teachers' 

percepts as heuristics of my own. 1 have already argued, based on Willis (1 99 1 ) and Van 

Manen (Ibid.), that others' perceptions are a valuable starting point for m y  understanding, 

and in this thesis study the perceptions the instnictors provided me with served well as the 

major sources of my findings. However, at the end of the day, this thesis study also 

requires that 1 offer my own interpretation of these findings; ultimately it was 1 who was 

seeking the meaning of the phenomenon under study. 

There is a practical reason for this study to amve at an eventual interpretation of 

rny own. The contributions that the participating instmctors could give to this research 

were limited, and they had aiready contributed a lot by giving me the time they had agreed 

to. Because individual instructors only vet-ified the descriptions of their own perceptions 

and did not have time to read those fiom the other instructors, they were not able to see 

what 1 could see as a researcher, and hence it was not possible to seek their interpretations 

of al1 the percepts 1 have gathered. Moreover, of al1 the participants including myself, 1 

was probably the only person in a position to have carried out an extensive review of the 

literature. Consequently, 1 came to the data at the end of my analyses with this 

understanding, infonned aiso by discussions in the literature. 
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3.2. Mtthodological issues 

3. 2.1. Data collection methods 

One major kind of data in this thesis study was collected via the method of 

stimulated recalls (Tuckwell, 1980). Because such a method involves a participant 

reporting verbally in introspection or retrospection, it is also known as protocol analysis 

(Ericsson & Simon, 1993), a method widely used in many qualitative studies including 

some phenornenological and phenomenographic' research. For example, in some studies 

by phenomenographers, Marton and his associates (e-g., Marton, 1986; Marton & Booth, 

1996, 1997), gave students articles to read and asked them afterwards to report the gist of 

what they understood; the aim of their research was to define a hierarchy of leaming 

processes and outcornes. 

In a similar vein, the primary method for collecting data in this thesis study was to 

ask each of the four participating instructors in interviews to read again a student's written 

report the instructor had previously marked, and then ask the instmctor to report in 

retrospection his or her percepts at an earlier time when he or she encountered errors or 

mistakes in the assessing process. The student's text and the instructor's own markings on 

the student's report served as stimuli for the instructor's recalls. 

The general descriptions of instructors' beliefs, assurnptions and knowledge of 

language teaching and the course they were teaching were also an important part of the 

1 .  Phenomenography can be considered a subfield of phenomenoloey, combining phenomenologv with 
chography.  Simplistically put, a ptienomenological study investigates into a local cuIture or an 
institution in which the researcher is situateci (e.g., Marton, 1986, 1994). 
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data for this study. 1 collected them in one of the three interviews each instnictor gave me; 

these i n t e ~ e w s  were carried out as conversations. 

To understand the context in which my data were collected and the context in 

which the instmctors' percepts were initiated, I also carried out classroom observations 

and textual analyses to gain different channels to the phenornenon under examination. 1 

went into the participating instmctors' classrooms, the larger contexts from which their 

perceptions of error (the noema) emerged, and observed. 1 also studied -dents' 

previously assessed written reports and performed analyses on them. 1 report how 1 

carried out these data collection procedures and data analyses in detail in Sections 3.3 and 

3.4 of this Chapter. 

3 -3.2. Reliability and phenomenological research methods 

Phenomenologists do recognize the paramount importance of reliability in their 

methodology since for them the question of reliability, the differentiation of illusions from 

stable perceptions, is an integral part of their validity issue. Tt has been argued that 

reliability in phenomenology is not the same as in the discourse of the psychometric 

tradition (Wertz, 1986). The discussion on phenomenologists' conceptions of reliability 

starts with the primacy of perception but the argument rounds itself in dialectics. Wertz 

(Ibid.) maintains that "the multiplicity of perspectives entailed in various sense modalities 

does make perception wlnerable to illusion", but "the problem of the perspectivity of 

perception contains within itself its own soiution in the end, since it is only by the 

assumption of a new perspective related to the first as "bette?' that a former can be 

disclosed as illusory" (p. 190). Wertz develops further his argument dialectically: 
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What is most important about perception for our 
problem is that inconsistency, variance, relativity, and 
difference, far fiom being a threat to the establishment 
of a siable reaiity, is the very precondition and 
guarantee that 1 can look again and again and see the 
same thing, that 1 can touch and see the same thing; it 
is the way in which the meaning of "sameness" and 
"thing" is established. (p. 190) 

In other words, the solution to the possible unreliability of perception is continued 

perceptual consciousness and the variation of our focus of awareness. This view gives a 

crucial hint to explain why Moustakas (1994) advocates the phenomenological method of 

Imaginative Variation (cf Table 3.4) and Van Manen (1 990) the method of Varying the 

Examples (p. 12 1). By Imaginative Variation, Moustakas means "seeking possible 

meanings through the utilization of imagination", "varying the frames of reference" and 

"approaching the phenomenon fkom divergent perspectives" (p. 97). By v@ng ways to 

look at descriptions (examples), Van Manen (1990) means bringing the 'invariant' aspects 

of the phenomenon itself to corne into view (p. 122). 

3.2.3 . Validity and phenomenological research methods 

Many wrïters have argued that researchers in the humanistic tradition do not face 

the same validity issue as the conventionalists or natural scientists do (E3ogdan & Biklen, 

1992; Eisner, 199 1 ; Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995; Lather, l986a, 1986b, 1993) because of 

the differences in their respective ontologies and epistemologies. The conventionalists take 

the realist view that a single reality exists independently fiom the observer; hence the issue 

of capniring this single reality - the validity and especially construct validity - is of 

paramount importance (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The constructivists, however, believe that 

there are multiple realities, which are sociaily CO-constructed by people in the local context 



Chapter Three 

(Ibid.). For this reason, some writers, Wolcott (1990) for one, have even argued that the 

pursuit of validity rnight be meaningless and that what should be considered of supreme 

importance is the understanding of  the complex Iayers and webs of  meanings. 

Wolcott's (1990) view that understanding is most crucial finds echo in a piece of 

earlier writing by the phenomenologist Shapiro. In his paper entitled "Verification: 

Validity or  understanding", Shapiro (1 986) drew upon the works of  French 

phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Michael Polanyi's (1958) Personal 

kriowledge, criticized the positivist notion of validity, and argued for self-verification that 

ernphasizes understanding as a criterion of tnith. He concluded his argument by pointing 

out that although understanding is a personal process, its practice need not be asocial 

because the history people live in and the language people use to formulate this knowledge 

are shared. 

While 1 agree with Wolcott and Shapiro that validity cannot serve in the same way 

as a key criterion or goal for a constructivist inquiry such as this thesis study, i interpret 

validity as a verification of the standard (quality) of an inquiry, and agree with many 

constructivist researchers (e.g., Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Eisner, 199 1) that qualitative 

methodology is not "a licence for anything goes". Certain precautions and procedures 

must be exercised to  ensure that an inquiry can meet the standards set forth in the research 

community. The consideration of these procedures for the proposed study will be 

discussed in the following section, but before that, 1 wish to conclude this section by 

discussing validity from a phenomenological perspective. 

The examination of validity of a phenomenological inquiry also depends upon the 

congruence of  the phenomenologist's inquiry process to  the reality his or her claims seek 

to represent. The two core procedures in a phenomenological inquiry are seeking 

descriptions of the phenornenon and amving at an interpretation of it. The distinction 
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between interpretation and description in phenomenology is a subtle one. According to 

Giorgi (1 992), interpretation is a "development of a plausible but contingent Iine of 

meaning attribution to account for a phenomenon" (p. 122). Here Giorgi emphasizes the 

term contingent and that in interpretation one argues only for the plausibility of an 

account, not for its exclusivity. For Giorgi, description is "the clarification of the meaning 

of the objects of experïence precisely as experienced" (Ibid.); hence, the difference 

between the two is "the piausibility of a meaning" (interpretation) and "the precision 

associated with the fùlfilment of a demand or requirement" (description) (Ibid.). 

At the level of rnethod, this distinction helps to see the different strategies 

phenomenological inquirers should adopt at different stages of an inquiry. The stage of 

collecting CO-researchers' descriptions of the phenomenon requires that the primary 

inquirers should persist in seeking clarity and detailedness in a CO-researcher's 

(participant's) reports. The emphasis is on prectsion. Later at the stage of analyses, the 

researcher, collaborating with a CO-researcher (participant) in constructing a consensual 

interpretation, should persist in seeking openness and variations in the interpretation. The 

emphasis is on variafioti and conserrsirs. 

Eisner (1  991) endorsed constructivist approaches and suggested three ways for 

them to ensure validity and reliability. They are slrtrctt~ruI corroboration (Le., 

triangulation of data type and the consideration of disconfirrning evidence and 

contradictory interpretations), consetlsiral validation (triangulation of viewpoints of 

observers or CO-researchers) and referertlial adequacy (the capability of providing 

references to observations, inferences and concl~isions - references which exist in the 

consensual, expenential worlds of the CO-researchers) (p. 1 IO). 

1 obtained different data types in this thesis study, and following Eisner (Ibid.), 1 

perforrned structural corroboration on the data 1 collected in the study. What 1 obtained 
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fiom the instructors in the interviews regarding their beliefs and teaching practice was 

checked against my observation in their classes, and against their recalls of specific errors. 

Also, about 10% of the transcriptions in the study was verified for accuracy by a second 

transcriber. This will be reported in detail in a later section. 

The consensual validation was carried out at two levels, one at the level of 

description, and the other at the level of interpretation. Individual instructors were al1 

given the transcription of their interviews to ven@ and respond to. They were also given 

an interpretation of mine, to which they also responded. This will also be reported in detail 

later in the section describing my data treatment and analyses. 

3.2.4. The form of the study 

The present study was carried out in a form Patton (1 990, p. 19 1) called a rnixed- 

fom paradigm, using naturalistic inquiry, qualitative data, theme analysis and some simple 

statistical tallies. 1 had no hesitation to use statistics as a tool in a context-rich study. In an 

earlier unpublished paper (Tong, 1996) evaluating a language collocational study that 1 

completed for a course at OISERïT, 1 unfolded my own understanding of this mixed-form 

paradigm and argued for the inclusion of quantitative measures in context-rich, qualitative 

studies fiom a constructivist perspective: 

My position now is that we must look at the issue from a new angle: the 
cxperùnentalists and quasi-experimentalists need not have to actually put on a 
positivist hat. The cxpecimentalists and quasi-expcrimentlists have a long and solid 
tradition and have es tablished a set of readily accepte- methodological procedures. 
Of course, 1 see it a myth to think that following this set of procedures faithfully, we 
will have objective tnith. But if only WC recognize that this methodological tradition 
is no more objective or subjective than any other acceptable methdologies, we 
should not be afraid to use it as one of out many tools. The attraction of statistical 
analyses over other context-rich methods is that it cornes wvith a set of establishcd 
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criteria and practice; hence, evaluation, interpretation and judgement about the 
quality of a study are always accessible and relatively easier. 

A more recent example of this type of rnixed-form inquiry in the symbolic 

interactionist tradition can be found in Wensch (1998). In his narratives-as-a-cultural-tool 

study of US. college students' accounts of the origins of their country, Wertsch used a 

mixture of qualitative and quantitative measures to examine the construction of main 

characters in the students' narratives of the birth of their nation. These measures were (1) 

frequency of mention; (2) patterns of agency (e.g., the 'who" in a "who did what" 

statement); and (3) patterns of presupposed presence (p. 9 1). The results of Wertsch's 

study were also presented both qualitatively and quantitatively. 

3.3. The context of data collection 

The buIk of the data of this study were obtained between January 1998 and July 

1998 from four ESL language instmctors and their students in one of the two degree- 

compulsory ESL technicai writing courses at the Faculty of Engineering in a university. 

However, the very last follow-up response fiom one of the instructor participants ended in 

July 1999. This particular university is situated in a major Canadian city with a hjgh 

percentage of immigrants in its population. At the time, a high percentage of immigrant 
2 students attended the Faculty of Engineering of this university. A policy stipulated that 

al1 entering students who had not obtained a score of 85% or above in English in their 

provincial high school academic course had to take a written English placement test 

2. According to a faculty newsletter published in September, 1999, a totaI of 900 studmts 
entered their nine undergraduate programs that year. Out of these 900 students, a total of 572 
(who had not obtained 85% or higha in English in their provincial hi& school academic 
course) wrote an Engiish placement test and at least 220 studcnts in the test wtrr  dstermined 
to be nerding ESL instruction. 
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administered by the faculty. From this placement test students were divided into three 

groups. The high ranking group fiom the placement test attended a technical writing 

course taught by graduate teaching assistants in the English Department of the university. 

The lowest ranking group, considered relatively weak even in general English acadernic 

writing, had t o  first take a tem-long ESL English academic writing course before entering 

the ESL technical writing course. The middle group fiom the placement test, considered 

only proficient enough to  benefit fiom a technical writing with an ESL focus, went directly 

to this ESL technical writing course, which in the Spring Term of 1988 was taught by five 

ESL instructors, four o f  whom were participants in this thesis study. 

3 -3.1. Justimng the selected context of the study 

While the present context of  the study was selected primarily because of its 

availability and the likelihood of voluntary participation by the instructors and students, it 

was also my belief that the constructivist perspective I proposed in Section 2.3.6 for error 

evaluation wouId be verified and exemplified in a variety of contexts, induding the one in 

which the data o f  this study were colfected. 

1 note that interactions such as  error evaluations in classrooms can be very 

different fiom those outside classrooms, and students' writing in a technicd writing course 

is intrinsically different fiom engineers' wn'ting in their real working world. 1 take it that 

Ianguage error evaluation outside classrooms, where authentic communication is taking 

place, would make very interesting studies. Nevertheless, using a technicd writing course 

such as the one in the present study is an exploration of a legitimate error perception 

phenornenon, given that classroom teaching and learning, like many other human 

endeavours, c m  be seen itself as  a genuine, social activity, authentic in its own way. Put 

differently, it is a reality that in L2 assessrnent (a context this study explored), an ESL 



instmctor has to idente and evaluate errors and to determine error gravity in order to 

assign a score to a piece of student's written work. Hence the acts of instructors 

perceiving ESL errors in assessment and in giving feedback are authentic, social- 

interactional acts in their own right. 

The nature of the course 1 selected for the study aiso afforded a probe into the 

assessrnent activities in a technical written communication course, which is sornewhat 

different tiom that in many English academic writing courses. For instance, there have 

been various studies explonng the use of an analytic assessment scheme for ESL academic 

writing (Carlisle & McKenna, 199 1 ; Hamp-Lyons, 199 1 ; V ~ M ,  Lorenz & Meyer, 199 1 ; 

Vaughan, 1991); to date, however, very little research has been carried out to explore the 

activities of L2 assessment of technical wrïting, a kind of English for Specific Purposes 

(Hutchinson & Waters, 1987) or English for Science and Technology (Trimble, 1985). 

The course in which the data of the present study were collected provided a valuable 

opportunity to reveal the relationship between technical writing assessment and error 

gravity . 

3.3 -2. The participants 

At the time of this study, the eight sections (each consisting of about 16 students) 

of this technical writing course for non-native speakers were taught by Bve instructors. In 

December 1997, I began to cornmunicate with al1 five instmctors teaching the course. I 

explained to them that the key participants in my study would be the instructors 

themselves, although after obtaining their consent, I would still have to secure consent 

from their students as well. In my explanation, 1 also stated explicitly rny ethical 

obligations in the data collection procedures, and 1 requested their voluntary participation. 

At this point, l suggested that this would include eight Zhour sessions of classroom 
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observations, six one-hour instnictor interviews, four hours of their reading and validating 

my descriptions of  their percepts, and five hours of their reading my final analysis. 

Teacher participants. In January 1998, after the instmctors had discussed my 

invitations, the course CO-ordinator gave me administrative consent to conduct the 

research, however, with a reduction on the number of hours the instructors could 

participate in the study. Table 3.5 summarizes what this collective, common consent 

included. In addition to what 1 specified in this summary, three of the four consenting 

instructors upon my request aiso agreed to let me audio-tape their teaching sessions. The 

fifth instnictor, whom 1 talked to only once over the telephone and have never met, 

declined my invitation for personai reasons. 

Table 3.5. Sumrnary of  the teacher participants' consent to participate in the study 

Tora1 T h e  (Es tint ared) 

8 hours 

3 hours 

3 hours 

1 hour 

1 5 hours 

Daru Collec~iorz 

Procedrires 

Classroom observations 

Instructors' interviews 

Validating descriptions 

Follow-up fcedback 

Purpose 

4 - 8 sessions of classroom observation 

3 interviews, each lasting no more than an hour. 

Reading and validating descriptions and reflections of 

teaching and assessrnent activi ties 

Reading and living feedback to description 

Total 



The four consenting instructors signed back a copy of the consent letter 1 had 

given them for their consideration. I present a copy of this letter in Appendix A. Pior to 

their individual consent, 1 had already obtained administrative consent fiom the 

coordinator of the course, who was also one of the four consenting instructors. Appendix 

B displays a sarnple of this ietter. Table 3.6 gives a profile of the four teacher participants 

in the study, whom 1 have called Anna, Edward, Kelly and Marge. AI1 teacher participants 

were native speakers of English. Anna was bom in Europe and emigrated to Canada 

when she was about 8 years old. Edward emigrated to Canada in his teens. KeIly was bom 

and grew up in Canada. Marge grew up in a English speaking country and moved to 

Canada in the 70's. 

Table 3 -6. Profile of the teacher participants in the study 

Student participarrts. Student participants in this thesis study were either 

immigrant students or visa students. The vast majority of the participants were native 

speakers of Cantonese or MandaridPutonghua, and they came from either Hong Kong 

China, Taiwan., Malaysia or Indonesia. In every section there were also ofien three to four 

Pseudorrynr 

Anna 

Edward 

Kelly 

Marge 

Gender 

Fmale 

Male 

Male 

Fernale 

Age 

Mid 30s 

Early 40s 

Early 40s 

Early 60s 

Highesr educarion levei 

Ph.D. in Second 
Language Education 
( S W  

Doing an M.A course in 
SLE 

M.A. in SLE 

Ph.D. in Applied 
Linguistics 

Years of language 
reaclting 

> 10 ysars 

> 4 years 

> 8 years 

> 30 years 
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students fiom Korea, Japan, or Sri Lanka, and one or two fiom Eastern European 

countries such as Poland and Romania. 

During the tirst and second week of the Spring Tenn of 1998, 1 visited each of the 

classes of the consenting instructors, explained to their students the purpose of my study 

and my being there. 1 gave each of the students a letter of invitation (See Appendix C). 

The consent 1 requested fiom a student included his or her allowing me to sit in and audio- 

tape or take note of the class on condition that 1 would not intempt the lesson, and 

granting me the right to have access to al1 the written work he or she submitted to their 

instructors for assessrnent and feedback. The students indicated their consent or 

disagreement in a reply slip attached to my invitation letter. All the students expressed 

consent to my sitting in class and audio-taping the lesson. A total of four students fiorn 

different classes denied my request to have access to their written compositions or 

exercises. 1 noted the narnes of these students and 1 excluded their written work fiom my 

data set; 1 did not make copies of their written work and 1 did not use them for either the 

instructor interviews or for my own analyses. 

3 -3 -3 .  Data types 

My data collection began with classroom observation during the second week of 

the Spring Term, 1998. 1 collected four types of data in this study. The first type of data 

were classroom observations. These data appeared as audio-tapes in the cases of Anna, 

Edward and KeHy, who had al1 agreed to my audio-taping. 1 also sat in on two of Marge's 

sessions and took field notes; she did not agree to my taping her classes. These data 

provided me with direct percepts of the context of teaching, the instructors' teaching 

agenda, their concerns, the climate of learning of these students and their needs and 

weaknesses. These data were used to crosscheck with the data 1 obtained fiom the 
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instructor interviews, especially with their recalls of specific serious errors. 1 discuss this 

data type fiirther in Section 3 -4.1 . 

The second type of data was the instmctor-marked, written assignments or 

practice activities written by the students. These data were passed on to me by the 

instmctors. Appendix D presents a summary of the students7 text types I collected via the 

instructors. Selected texts fiom these data were used as stimuli in the stimulated recalls. 1 

often referred to these data when 1 was transcribing the instructor interviews. These data 

also provided a basis for certain textual analyses, which I did to inform my interpretation 

of the instructors' percepts. 1 discuss these data in Section 3.4.2. 

The third type of data consisted of instmctors' stimulated recalls of specific errors 

in the learners' written samples. These data were actually instructors' recalls of their error 

evaluation experiences. 1 elicited them in the first two of the three 1-hour interviews each 

of the instmctors gave me, and they provided me with the primary evidential bases for my 

descriptions and interpretations. These data included individual instmctors' percepts of 

errors, their error evaluation procedures during their assessment procedures, and 

specifications of the kinds of errors they considered as serious, rninor, or imtating. 1 later 

imported these data into a computer soffware package for qualitative research, QSR 

NLID'IST Vivo (NVivo) 1 .O for coding. Based on the language the instmctors used in 

their recalls of specific errors, and the four major categories in the assessment scheme the 

instmctors were ail using (See Appendix E for a copy of the assessment scheme the 

instructors were using), 1 generated a list of error labels in the NVivo 1 .O software 

program to code the errors each of the four instructors cornmented upon. 1 discuss this in 

Section 3.4.3.  

The fourth type of data was the instmcton' general descriptions of their own 

beliefs, assumptions and knowledge of language teaching and of the course they were 
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teaching, the kind of students they had and t heir general views on language teaching and 

learning. These data alIowed me to interpret the instructors' beliefs, assurnptions and 

knowledge (their BAK systems3) and to relate them to their percepts of errors and error 

gravity. These data were later also imported into NVivo 1 .O and then coded in a theme 

analysis. I discuss this in Section 3.4.4. 

Table 3.7 gives a summary of the four data types, the methods of collection, data 

treatment, the analyses performed and the uses of the data in relation to my research 

questions. 

- --- 

3. Woods ( 1  996) coined and defended the use of the acronym 'BAKs' to refrr to teachcrs' 
bçliefs, assurnptions and knowiedge in relation to their teaching. 
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Table 3.7. Surnrnary of data types, methods of collection, treatment, analysis, and their 
uses 

(i3) Marked 
written sarnples 
from lemers  

(C) Instmctors' 
rcxall of specific 
errors in the 
learntrs ' w-ïtten 
sarnples 

(D) Instructors' 
general 
dcscri p tions of 
own belicfs and 
practice 

Method of 
collection 

Audio-taped 
or sum- 
m&ed as 
field notes 

Collected 
tiorn the 
instnictors 

Instructor 
interviews: 
Gmeral 
descriptions 

Data treatment 

Reviewed during 
transcribulg and 
uscd to cross-check 
with other data 
x'es 

Used as stimuli in 
the stimulateci 
recaiis to obtain 
instructors' recalls 
of specific mors  

M e r  being 
transcribed, these 
were vtrified by the 
ùistnictors 

Mer being 
transcribed, these 
were verif~ed by the 
instnictors 

Data analysis 

Used for cross- 
checking data types 
and arriving at an 
understanding of the 
teaching agenda of 
the rrismctors 

Referred to during 
transcription to 
idmtify the error an 
iristructor commented 
upon 

Coded in NVivo 1 .O 
to gmeratr statistical 
counts of serious 
m o r s  and their types: 
content, organization, 
vocabulary or 
accuracy 

hnported into NVivo 
1 .O and c o d d  in a 
theme analysis to 
provide descriptions 
and interpretations of 
individual instmctors 

Data rrse 

- 

Provided the 
conta- of 
teamers' error 
production and 
instnictors* 
teaching and error 
corrections 

Ailo~ved me to 
examine the genre 
and the linguistic 
contrxts of m o r s  to 
compare with 
instmctors ' m o r  
perceptions 

Provided m v s r s  
to the question of 
m o r  gravi h; 
was used to check 
against the general 
description data 

- 

Instmctors' beliefs. 
assump tions and 
knowledge in 
language teaching 
(BAKs) providtld 
bases for my 
uiterpreting 
instmctors' rcxalls 
of speific tnors  
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3.4. Data collection proceâures and data analyses 

The data collection in general progressed uneventfùlly, though one difficulty 1 

experienced in the process was time pressure, described below. In the following 1 report 

the data collection procedures according to the data type. 

3 -4.1. Classroom observations 

Each of the consenting instnictors suggested some possible dates for my classroom 

observations and asked me to choose some possible dates. However, the difficulty I had 

was that the two 2-hour meetings per week of al1 the classes of this course were scheduled 

to take place between 12 p.m. and 2 p.m. on the same days. This meant that on any day 1 

could visit at most onIy one instructor's class. The other constraint was that there were 

assignment sessions in the course and dunng these sessions, the students did nothing but 

write and the instmctor did not do any teaching; hence, making classroom observations on 

these days would be of little use to this study. Because of these constraints and because 

sometimes the sessions did not last the hl12 hours, 1 was not able to obtain a firll 8 hours 

of observation time fiom Kelly and Marge. Of the four instructors, I had more observation 

hours in Edward's classes than 1 had in the classes of the other instnictors because he 

kindIy granted me the permission to visit any of his classes at any time and on any day 

provided that of course that 1 caused no interruptions. Because Edward had granted this 

permission, 1 was able to complete a total of over 33 hours of class observation time, 

though about half of this time was in Edward's class. The specific hours 1 observed classes 

for this thesis study are given in Table 3.8. 
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Table 3.8. Summary of classroom observations by instructor 

Itlstrrrctor Duration of Format of data Total diirarion 
observatiori time 

Anna 

1 Kelly 1 4 hours and 9 minutes 1 Audio-taped 1 
I Izdward 

1 Marge 1 3 hours and 30 minutes 1 Field notes 1 33 houn and 14 minutes 

7 hours and 40 minutes 

17 hours and 55 
minutes I Audio-taped 

These data helped me gain a solid feel of what was going on in the course and 

a good understanding of the teaching agenda, the kind of leamers and the learning 

climate, and the contexts in which leamers produced their language errors. 

Audio-taped 

3 -4.2. Marked written work 

I collected a total of 33 1 pieces of students' written compositions via the four 

instructors. A total of 285 pieces of these compositions were assignments. An assignrnent 

was a piece of student's written work which was awarded a mark that would be counted 

towards the final course grade. Appendix F gives a sample of a prompt for an assignment 

task and Appendix G shows a page of student's work for an assignment. The assessed 

written work which I collected via Edward and Marge included 46 practice activities. A 

practice activity was a student's written work which was marked and corrected by the 

instructor but was not given a mark, or even if it was, the mark was not counted towards 

the final course grade. The use of assignment tasks and practice tasks provided my study 

with two different conditions for the context which 1 have called "the purpose of the 
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(evaluation) activity". When eliciting Edward's recails of specific errors, 1 used samples 

fiom both types of tasks for him to comment on, to see if there were any dserences in his 

comrnents. The only other instnictor 1 collected practice tasks fiom were ten 

argumentative articles fiom Marge, which were adudly a diagnostic test Marge gave her 

students on commencement of the course. 1 did not use these articles for recalls of specific 

errors because they were not technical writing tasks. 

Since the course aimed to teach technical writing, the syllabus of the course 

contained several text-types the students had to learn to write. The course began with a 

diagnostic test of students' ability to write an argumentative essay, a text-type most 

students were familiar with prior to attending this course. The course then moved on to 

the teaching of several text-types engineers are supposed to produce on their jobs: 

Incident report, technical instructions, inspection report, instructions manual, progress 

report, investigation report, and evaluation report. The tasks students were given usually 

consisted of a one-to-three page prompt containing not only al1 the contextual clues and 

information necessary for the writing of the required report but also some irrelevant or 

unnecessary information to train students' ability to discriminate the relevancy of 

information. 

In addition to accurate and appropriate use of language, the success of the writing 

tasks therefore required that the written compositions appear in a suitable genre presenting 

al1 the relevant textual features required of this genre. For example, in the case of a set of 

technical instructions for the installation of a piece of equipment, the required documents 

should consist of (a) an "Introduction" or an introductory paragraph, stating the primary 

use or hnction of this particular piece of equipment, (b) a "Materials and tools" section, 

listing al1 the needed materials and tools for installation procedures, and finally (c) a 

section called "Instructions", giving al1 the numbered steps one by one to complete the 

installation. In the case of an incident report, the expected structural elements, as the 



coursebook suggests (Blicq & Moreno, 1998, p. 86), should include: (a) sumary, (b) 

background (c) facts and events and (d) outcorne. 

1 note also that while the student compositions were supposed to appear in the 

appropriate, required text-type, the prompt they had been given for the writing task often 

appeared as a narrative, often containing extracts of conversation. A sample of the prompt 

for students' tasks is displayed in Appendix F. 

It was only right that the instructors wanted to retum to their students the assessed 

written work as early as possible; however, this sometimes left me littIe time to gain access 

to the marked scripts, particuiarly when marking had been done only shortly before they 

were returned to the students. Hence, in general, it was really the availability of marked 

scripts fiom the instructors that determined which written work 1 had access to. 

Nevertheless, 1 should note that it was not necessary for me to have collected al1 the 

students' scripts since 1 had more students' written samples than the instmctors could 

cover in their two 1 -hour stimulated recalls. 

3 -4.3. Recalls of specific serious enors 

The major parts of my data came from the instructor interviews. As can be seen in 

Table 3.7, the two types of data 1 obtained via the instructor interviews were instructors' 

recalls of specific errors and instructors' beliefs, assumptions and knowledge of language 

teaching and the course they were teaching. The instmctors' recalls of specific serious 

errors always took place in their first two interviews. The four instmctors' beliefs, 

assumptions and knowledge of language teaching and the course they were teaching were 

al1 elicited in the last of their three 1-hour interviews. 
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According to Tuckwell(1980), instmctors' recalls of specific phenomena should 

be elicited as soon as possible after the instructors' assessment procedures. On the other 

hand, 1 also respected instructors' intentions to retum their assessed student work to the 

students as soon as possible after doing the assessments. This meant that I had to rely on 

the instructors to make adjustment to their schedules so that these interviews could take 

place shortly &er the assessment and right before returning them to the prospective 

students. Because of great efforts on the part of the instmctors, 1 was able to elicit this 

part of the data successtiilly. The instructors provided me with the students' assessed 

written work or the photo-copies of these marked scripts, which had already been 

returned to the students. The time between instructors' actual assessments and the 

elicitations of recalls usually ranged fiorn 20 minutes to 2 days. During their recalls of 

specific errors, 1 did not detect cases in which the instructors experienced any diffculties 

in making their recails. 1 present in Table 3.9 some of the cue questions I used in this part 

of the data collection process. 

Table 3.9. Samples of cue questions eliciting instructors' recalls of specific errors 

Sarnple 1 : A cue question I asked Anna: 

In that order, [1 passed the photocopies of Anna's marked scripts to her: Scripts: A-4- I to 
A-4-23] 1 hope, ifyou could prirnarily talk about your perceptions of the tirne, your 
judgements and specially when evaluating thr seziousness of mors. You could relate them to 
specific students. 

Sarnple 2: A cue question 1 asked Edward: 

Now uh, basically 1- what I would like you to do is to recall your perceptions at the t h e  when 
you encountered mors in essays, and not- probably not rnuch on a change of perception .... I 
mean, if you see ihings that you did not see before, that's fine too. But that wouidn't be my 
focus, and also 1 sort of 1 never- there is not what you would cal1 a "hidden agendan in these 
things. It's just- 1 just randomized the order of these reports a linle bit. There are about 20, 
and it would be good, ifwe could go through these 20 scripts. 



Sample 3: A cue question 1 asked Kelly: 

Okay. Let me rernind you that this 1s basically a recall inteniew. That is, 1 would like to ask 
you to recall your perception and feelings at the time when you encountered mors in the 
tem. By perception 1 mean the feelings, judgements, evaluation, your decisions, why o u  
made tbat sort of decision, why you made certain responses, al1 right. And no names will be 
mentioned, only the only the uh only the- only nurnbers? So could 1 ask you to look at 
K- 1-00 1 ? Uh, and please tell me the kind of- 

Sampie 4: A cue question given to Marge: 

Now actually 1 would like you to recaU although I dont rnind you re-evaiuating, you know, 
the mors now. But 1 would like you to recall and say say p u r  feetings and your judgement, 
your attitude, your mood when p u  saw these errors. 1 particularly would lke you to tak 
about grave mors, serious errors, and errors that disturbed you or irritated o u .  

It was my intention to elicit fiom each of the instructors a similar number of 

specific errors fiom their students. However, &er my first interview with Anna, who was 

also the first instructor 1 in te~ewed in the data collection process, 1 realized that the 

number of specific errors Anna had covered was relatively small. 1 tried to raise this 

number during the second interview, but overall rny attempt was not too successful. This 

may have had to do with Anna's personal conversational style; she not only spoke 

eloquently but also went into lengh and depth on every issue and provided vivid examples 

and stories. However, in the end, the number of specific errors she was able to cover in 

her two 1-hour interviews was still relatively Iower than that covered by the other 

instmctors. In Table 3.10 1 present a sumrnq of the number of assessed scripts and the 

number of specific errors each of the instructors covered in their interviews. 
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Table 3.10. Frequency of assessed scripts and errors recalled in the instructor 
interviews 

Instrucior 

Anna 

No. of assessed 
scriprs covered in 
the instructor 's 
recalls 

Ed w ard 

Kelly 

Marge 

3.4.4. General descriptions of instructors' beliefs, assumptions and knowledge 

4 

Total 

1 elicited from individual instructors information about their persona1 backgrounds 

and education, their own language learnïng experiences, their beliefs in language teaching 

and learning, and their general views on errors and error gravity. Table 3.1 1 consists of 

verbatim transcriptions of sample questions I used during the interview to elicit these data. 

In general, 1 attempted to elicit clarity and detail in participants' descriptions, as advised 

by phenomenological researchers (Giorgi, 1992; Van Manen, 1990). To this end, the 

instructors were given considerable freedorn in their interviews to talk about whatever and 

in the marner they wished, although 1 had prepared a set of cornrnon questions to refer to 

in al1 the instructor interviews. During these serni-structured interviews, 1 looked at my list 

of questions fiorn time to time to make sure that 1 had covered al1 that 1 had wanted to 

ask. 

No. of spec~pc 
errors covered irr 
the recaiis 

b 4 

33 

24 

13 

Duratiot~ of specific 
error recaifs 

36 

74 

95 minutes 

153 

1 O 0  

94 

I 

1 5 5  minutes 

135 minutes 

1 10 minutes 

383 8 hours and 15 minutes 



Table 3.1 1 Sample questions used to elicit descriptions of instnictors' beliefs, 

assumptions and knowledge about language learning and their teaching 

A. instructor's educational background and other languages they spoke 

Can you say something about your training. your educarion and whar you have 
been doing uh sznce graduation? 
Do you speak other languages. other rhan French? 
Do you speak German? 

B. instructor's teaching experiences and beliefs 

Before teaching this ESL course. didyou teach orher courses? 
Do you enjoy teaching in this program? 
You raughr other LW courses before. How do you compare this one wirh the 
other ones you had? 

C. Ins tructor's own language leaming experiences and beliefs : 

So what is your view on language learning? Like. what are some of the more 
egective ways oflearning a language, in general? Do you wanr ro ralk about if a 
little bit? 
Some factual questions like- I undersrand thar you are reaching linguistics and ar 
the same time also reaching pedagogy. but now I a m  inreresred wherher orher 
languages. what the other lunguages you have acquired or leamed? What are 
these languages? 
In your view. whar makes good teaching? 

D. instnictor's understanding of the objectives of the present course and his or her 
students 

Can I ask you ro give a generul description of the program you are reachtng. ltke 
whar hnd of studenrs do you have? 
So in rhis regard, ho w important do you see that you slanuld understand your 
studen ts, individual srudents in the reaching ? 
When you mentioned rhat you wanr your students to understand the language. 
whar does thar mean? Can you elaborare fürther? 
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E. Relating language learning to language teachuig 

Now f i  askyou to connect your own learning experience ofEngfish with your 
own teaching, how would you make that connection. in terms O/- I mean do you 
see any link- obvious lin k or strong lin k between your own learning experience 
andyour beliefs in language teaching? 
Do you rhink rhar your own learning experience of a foreign language such as 
French. has anything to do with p u r  teaching philosophy now ? 
Do you rhink the nvo [your teaching philosophy and your language expericnce/ 
are related? Or is it more related to whar you h o w  about second language 
education? 

F. Instnictors' percepts of error 

m e n  you see errors in this category, for example. do you feel sometimes 
irritated? 
Mqbe  my fast question is: what is error in your view? 
What role do you think in general errors play in the contexr of learning and 
teaching a language? 

G.  lnstructor's own evaluation policy or preferences 

Iguess my second question. do you try to mark or identrfi every error you see in 
students ' scripts? 
Yeah. but. so so- when you when you 're murking for a score. do you $nd yotrrself 
trying to pick out every mistake? 
Do you also rhink thar you don 3 mark, you don't mark or respond to article errors 
because rhey are not as serious? Would you say thar? Is rhat a = 

3.4.5. Data treatment 

The instmctor interviews were audio-taped and transcribed according to a 

standard set of  conventions ( s h o w  in Appendix H). I exercised care during the 

transcription process and cross-checked these data with rny field notes, the audio-tapes of 

the classroom observation, and copies of students' written work to ensure accuracy at 

obscure points. To check the reliability of my own transcription fiom the audio-tapes, 1 

passed two 1-hour tapes of the instmctor interviews and a hard copy of the corresponding 
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transcription to an independent v e ~ e r .  The venfier was a non-native speaker of English, 

formerly an ESL instructor but at the tirne a Ph.D. sociolinguistics smdent attending a US 

university in Washington, DC. Out of the 42-paged, single-lined transcription, the verifier 

identified a total of 15 rninor discrepancies between my transcription and the audio-tapes 

she had listened to and interpreted. These were mostly typographical errors, articles, 

prepositions, and missing fillers. None of the discrepancies identified indicated major 

differences in understanding or serious distortions of meaning. 

1 then gave the transcription of individual instmctors' interviews, together with a 

description 1 had produced of individual instructors' error percepts and some follow-up 

questions to individual instructor participants for their verification. Appendix 1 is a page of 

a sarnple of an instnictor's feedback chart to rny transcriptions. Based on the verified 

transcriptions, 1 fomulated a description of each instmctor's percepts of errors and some 

follow-up questions for each of the instructors to respond to. Participants' answers to the 

follow-up questions subsequently led to further amendments and supplements to the 

original descriptions and transcription. A sarnple of a description of an instmctor's 

percepts and some follow-up questions I produced is given in Appendix J. A sarnple of 

this instnictor's follow-up responses to my description and interpretation of their 

perceptions is given in Appendix K. 

Based on the responses fiom the instructor participants, 1 revised the transcriptions 

and then imported thern into QSR MJD*IST Vivo 1 .O (NVivo) (1999) (Licensed to me) 

for a computer-assisted theme analysis of the general descriptions of instructors' 

perceptions and the coding of specific errors commented upon by the instnictors. The 

theme analysis assisted in organigng my data and formulating my interpretations of the 

instructors' percepts; the coding of specific errors the instructors commented on provided 

quantitative measures of serious error types responded to by individual instmctors. 
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To ensure reliability, 1 perfomed triangulation procedures on the different data 

types by comparing the data fiom different data sources. For example, fiom the recall of 

specific errors, 1 detected that Kelly's perception of error was very much structured by his 

teaching advice and teaching points. In order to verifi this observation, 1 looked at my 

field notes and listened to the classroom observation tapes. 1 eventually found that Kelly's 

teaching indeed differed fiom the other instructors in that prior to an assignrnent he 

particularly highiighted and gave advice against certain errors. When these errors came up, 

he marked them in the recails as serious errors. In my last interview with Kelly, 1 brought 

up my observation that his assignments of error gravity was closely linked to the advice 

and instructions he gave every time before the written assignrnent. Kelly confirmed this 

observation. 

What the instmctors said in the general description was also used to cross check 

with their recalls of specific errors. This use of data triangulation enabled me to explicate 

instructors' knowledge about themselves. In the interview, when asked about his marking 

strategies, Edward expressed that he did not respond to article errors as a policy because 

he  felt that the English article system was too complicated to make any feedback usefiil. In 

spite of his own perceptions of himself, to his surprise, the statistical counts of specific 

errors indicated that he responded to article errors quite fiequently. Edward explained that 

he  made exceptions to the nile when he detected that a student was refatively more 

advanced and therefore might benefit fiom his marking this aspect of their English usage. I 

discuss further some of the discrepancies existing between different data types in Chapters 

Four and Five. 

3.4.6. Analysis of descriptions of instmctors' beliefs, assurnptions and knowledge 

1 subjected instmctors' general descriptions of themselves and their teaching to a 

- 85 - 



theme analysis assisted by the PC software program NVivo Revision 1 .O, coding these as 

"&ee nodes".' The coding process was very much a ground-on-data procedure. During 

this process, 1 was al1 the time aware of the need to  code the data as rnuch as possible 

fiom the perspective of the individual instnictors. This means that coding was done 

according to the language individuai instmctors used to describe and evaiuate the error 

under discussion, although eventually the coding was rny own interpretation of what they 

were actually saying. What was helptùl was that the instnictors not only explicitly 

identified the type of each of the errors they r d l e d  according to the comrnon assessrnent 

they al1 used, but also often explained clearly why they considered an error to be serious. 

1 explain this in detail in Section 3.4.7. In the case where I suspected that there were slips, 

I went back to the instmctors and asked for verification in the instructor interviews and in 

the follow-up questions; and these slips were corrected in their reading of the hard copies 

of the transcription. 

En the theme anaiysis of  the generai descriptions, 1 performed al! three methods 

suggested by Van Manen (1 990, p. 94). 

( 1 ) Wholistic method: I read the whole text to look for themes at a macro 
level. Because the transcriptions contain 
conversationai exchanges, this method allowed me 
to look at not only each conversational tum as a unit 
but also meanings conveyed over more than one 
tum. 

4. A node in the NVivo Revison 1 .O program is an object in a project which is used to 
represent anything that the project users may wish to refer to, such as constnicts. people 
being studied, concepts. places, mental States. features of the research project. etc. Some 
nodes are groupeci, comectcd, or nestd .  For example, the node of "gender" c m  be 
connecteci to two other son nodes at a lower level "male" and "fernale". which are 
thanselves unconnectesi. A 6- node is a stand-alone node, which is not connecteci to 
another node at the top level; a fiee node rnay have son nodes at a lower level. Seri L. 
Richards ( 1 999). 
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(2) Highlighting method: 1 read any phrases that stood out. In this reading, 1 
found that, in particular, notions that have been 
discussed in the error evaluation review were coded, 
such as error gravity, comprehensibility, irritation, 
error type cornparison- 

(3) Line-by-line met hod: I read past each sentence and each sentence cluster 
Iine by line very carefùlly t hough 1 found t hat t his 
method was not particularly helpfûl. 

The NVivo Revision 1.0 software program allowed me to use ail these three 

methods efficiently whereas in a previous triai using the NUDIST 4.0 program, doing so 

had involved very cumbersome operations. This is because unlike NUD*IST 4.0 (an old 

version of NVivo Revision 1 .O), which requires the insertion of a hard return at every unit 

boundq in the texts before they are imported into NUD41ST 4.0, NVivo Revision 1 .O 

mercifûlly allows coding to take place at any time and at any point in the texts. The 

analyses of these data generated a group of themes, each of which collated relevant text 

extracts for easy, effective pemsai. (See Appendix L for a project sumrnary and a list of 

themes generated in the analysis.) These themes facilitated my interpretations of the 

instructors' general perceptions data and reliability checks. One reason for this is that the 

NVivo Revision program enabled one to not only browse, code (or de-code) at any time 

and any location in the transcriptions but aiso to collate, group or re-group any nodes or 

any sets of nodes which had already been created. 
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3 -4.7. Analyses of t he instmctors' recails of specific errors 

The purpose of coding the specific error red ls  was to compute the relative 

frequencies of dinerent senous error types perceived by individual instructors. These data 

provided evidence for me to see the serious error types and their different weights in 

individual instructors' percepts and to compare differing percepts of error gravity of the 

instructors. 1 also used this result to ver@ findings from the general description data. 

When my data collection procedures began in January, 1998, 1 already leamed 

fiom the course co-ordinator that al1 the instmctors should be using the same assessrnent 

scheme she had developed for the course. This assessment scheme is given in Appendix E. 

As can be seen in Appendix E, this assessment scheme contained four major categories: 

content, organization, vocabulary and accuracy. When 1 coded the specific errors in the 

instructors' stimulated recalls, 1 inevitably stmctured their responses around this 

assessment scheme- 

When commenting on errors in students' writing, each of the instructors usually 

identified an error and categorized it according to the assessment scherne (in Appendix E), 

and then finished by commenting on its severity. An instnictor's comment on a specific 

error typically consisted of some or al1 of the following moves, not necessarily in this 

order: 

1. Identi@ the location of t he error in t h e  text. 
2. Categorize the error according to the assessrnent scheme. 
3. Mention the evaluation of error gravity (the seriousness of the error). 
4. Give reasons why the error was considered serious or not. 
5. Estimate the possible cause of the error. 

Here are some samples of specific error recalls by different instructors: 
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Sample 1 

Researcher: Okay, this one is number 7. p-M-7).  
Keiiy: Okay, ùiis bas a lot  His vocabulary is. a lot of rni&es. And there are words that if you look 
on the seçond line. the second word of the second line of the second paragraph. Uh 1 think the word 
is "flawns". 1 don't know. 1 mean, [reading aloud the sentence] "Trees were broken and flawns were 
darnaged."? 1 mean, 1 I have no idea It's uh, and uh, is thme any more? Uh, speliing mistake like 
here: "Cottact" for "Contact".  tex^: "Cottact Bell Canada to repair the telephone line."] F-M-7. 
Para.3321 

Sample 2 

Anna: And the oîher thing 1 think that, okay 1 am not on thjs whole page. one thing 1 put down on the 
bottom is "What about the furnace, air-ducts?". We need to mention what tvorks as well as what 
doesn't. For me. 1 guess. that's the one of- it's i rnpomt  because they n d  to know that tve trilked 
about ihat, but they have to talk about what's okay as welt as not okay, like not just the problem. in an? 
investigation inspection or  progres report, we've said that you have to say what's done, and what's 
okay. and then also what's not done, and so that's not there. So as far as content goes, that needs to be 
there tm. LA-4-17, Para5821 

Sample 3 

Edward: " E ,  one, six Okay, ri&. "E". one. sis. @- 1-61 Yrs, of course. we're not allowed to say 
names. [laugh] Okay, the frrst comment is obviously related to the content in a way. 1 made a 
comment regarding uh the fact that the studcnt had included a11 the details, al1 thc essential details but 
did not provide, did not provide any conclusions. 1 mean, 1 think in this particular esmcise. 1 was 
expectine huh a kind of judgernent The esercise, I don't h o w  if you know the exercise at dl ,  but the 
esercise concem an incident where somebody was cominp back fiom huh a meeting, and when he 
opend up his bnefcase huh to work on his computer. realized that he had taken the wrong computer 
case at some point of sornebody. So, but the point here is that the computer that he got was far more 
eqxnsive than the one he had  los^ and then therefore it's highly unlikdy the cornputer was stolen on 
purpose. In other words, it was more likeiy to have b e n  d i sp l ad .  1 expected the student to makis a 
staternent regarding that. So the comment in this case was regarding the the missine logic in this case. 
[E- 1-6. Para. 1081 

1 coded each of the error recalls according to how the instructors categorised each of the 

errors they commented on. In a few cases where 1 doubted whether the specific errors were 

accurateiy recailed (1 had detected slips of the tongue in some of the instructors' recalls), 1 asked 

the instnictors to ver@ them again in the follow-up questions. 



Not al1 the errors an instnictor commented upon were serious errors although 1 always 

asked an instmctor to identie them in each of the students' texts. Occasionaily, the instmctor 

reported first a minor error, or an error, and then added that it was a rninor error. In these cases, 

the concemed error was coded as a minor error (non-serious error), as in the following examples: 

Kelly: Organization, one sentence has hvo steps in it, but that's not that serious. w- 1-008, Para. 
1221 

Edward: Uh, nothing serious, it's the same again. 1 said "snap the Mini-Minder in" Uistead of "Mount 
it". 1 changed the testing step again. [K- 11-0 1 1, Para. 7051 

Marge: Okay, 1 also noted a minor Grammm error. This student makes vcxy few Grammar mors. in 
fact, a Tense error uh which didn't change the meaning. but it's carelesmess on both parts 
really and so I pointed it out to her. FI-M- 1. Para. 1 91 

Because Wivo  Revision 1 .O does not require pre-set unit boundaries for data 

entry, the data treatment procedures for this thesis study required that 1 decided on a 

working definition of a unit for the coding. When coding this part of the data, 1 treated 

the first mention of a new error as the beginning of a unit, and this unit ends immediately 

before the mention of the next error. There were also cases where between the mentioning 

of two consecutive errors, the instmctor made other remarks, e.g., comments on language 

teaching and leaming in generai and on the specific needs and strengths of individual 

students, etc. I did not treat these as units of analyses for this data type, but 1 did use these 

comments as part of the data for understanding individual teachers' BAKs. 1 used 16 

content codes, 10 organization codes, 20 vocabulary codes and 25 grammatical accuracy 

codes, based on the language indiMdual instnictors used to evaluate these errors in their 

recalls, to code a total of 323 errors in 74 pieces of students' written documents. 
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i coded the stimulated recalls of specific erron and generated a list of error types 

(which is actually a list of tree nodes, as opposite to fiee nodes) in the NVivo Revision 1.0 

program. 1 present this list in Table 3.12 and wish to explain it with an example. In Table 

3.12, the first error type label under the category of content reads: 

82 ( 1  1 12) Errer Tlvpe/Content/Ambiguous expression. 

This expression h r  Type/Content/AmbÏguorrs expresston indicates t hat t here is a 

node called Ambigtrous expression. This particular node, however, is located under 

another parent node called Conient. While Content is the parent node of Ambigtrozrs 

expression, it is itself the son of another parent node called E m  type. Hence the error 

type labels (error narnes) are in fact located at the lowest level of a node tree, which has a 

top node called h r  fype. The numbers in the bracket (e-g., ( 1 1 1 2), ( 1 3 23)) in each 

label fom a position ïndicator; it is just another way to indicate the parent-son 

relationships of the nodes. For example, the third number "23" in (1 3 23) for an error 

type called Adverbial means that this error type is the 23rd error type under the node 

Grammatical accuracy, which itself is the t hird node under the parent node Ewor type. 

This number (e-g., (1 3 23)) indicates therefore the relative position of an error label in the 

whole node tree. These position indicators are not in ascending or descending order in 

Table 3.12 because the list is in fact ordered alphabetically by node (label) name. 

When coding, every time 1 identified an error type in an instmctor's stimulated 

recalls, I coded it using one of these labels in Table 3.12 based on how the error was 

descnbed, identified and evaluated by the instmctor. When I carried out my data analyses. 

1 counted the number of errors I coded under each label (node). 1 then tallied the resulting 

frequencies. 
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To check the reliability of the coding 1 perfonned, I gave to a second coder the 

transcription of Edward's second 1-hour i n t e ~ e w  (which was selected randornly) 

together with the lia of coding labels I had generated fkom my own coding. The 

transcription of this interview contained a total of 88 specific serious errors. The second 

coder was at the time a practising ESL instmctor in Canada, a native speaker of English 

who holds an M . A  degree in second language education. Without pnor discussion or 

negotiation, out of the total 88 n o n ,  a total of 75 of the errors were identically coded by 

both this ESL instructor and myself, achieving an agreement rate of 83%. 

Table 3.12. 

Content 
8 1 
82 
83 
84 

85  
86 
87 

88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 

Accurac~ 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
1 O3 
1 O4 
105 
1 O6 
1 O7 
1 O 8  

Error type labels generated based on the c o m e n t s  by the insîructors on specfic m o r s  

(1 1 )/ Error TpeiContent 
(1 1 12) /Errer Type/Content/Ambiguous expression 
( 1 1 3) Errer TypdContentKon tradicting staternen ts within tex? 
(1 1 13) Error  T,ype/Content/Conveying message that may cause undesirable readm 
behaviour 
(1 1 8) Errer TypeKontedCopying fi-om prompt 
(1 1 6) iError Type/Content/Did not consider real world constraints 
( 1 1 1 4) Errer Type/Content/Fact mentioned in one section requues mentionhg in another 
section 
(1 1 9) /Errer TypeKontedFailure to present uifo and argument logically and schematically 
( 1 1 7) Error  T-ype/Content/Inaccurate uiformation 
( 1 1 4) Error  TypdContentIIdomation contradicting the prompt 
(1 1 2) Error  TypeKontenthelevant or unnecesary information 
( 1 1 1 1 ) Error  Type/Content/Lack of necessary emphasis 
( 1 1 5 )  iError Type/Content/Missing eiaboration 
( I 1 1 ) E n o r  Type/Content/Missuig information 
( 1 1 1 1 ) iError Type/Content/Missing information/Background 
( I 1 10) Errer Type/Content/Wrong focus 

( l  3) /Errer TypeErammatical Accuracy 
( I 3 23) Error  Tdype/Grammaticai Accuracy/Advcrbial 
( 1 3 1 ) /Errer Type/Grammatical AccuracyIArticle 
( 1 3 1 1 ) Error  Type/Grarnmatical Accuracy/Art:cle/Defini te article and relative clause 
( 1 3 8) /Enor Ty-pdGramrnatica1 Accurûcy/Comrna splice 
( 1 3 2 1 ) /Errer TypdGrammatical AccuracyKoncord agreement 
( 1 3 1 0) Error  TypeIGrammatical Accuracy/Connector 
( 1 3 1 6) Errer TypdGramrnatical AccuracylCoordination 
( 1 3 1 1 ) /Errer TypdGrammatical AccuracylCount N o n a u n t  noun 
(1 3 15) Error  Type/Grammatical AccuracylFragment 
(1 3 18) /Enor Type/Grammatical AccuracylGermd 
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( 1 3 1 3) E n o r  TypdGrammatical Accuraq/Mudal 
( 1 3 2) /Errer Type/Grammatical Accuracy/Preposition 
(1 3 9) Error Type/Grammatical AccuracyPronoun 
( 1 3 1 9)  Error Type/Grammatical AçcuracyiRelative Clause 
( 1 3 20) Error Type/Grammatical Accuracy/Run On 
(1 3 3) Error TypeIGramrnatical Accuracy/Sentence structure 
( 1 3 1 2) Error TypdGrammatical Accuracy/Subject of the sentence 
(1 3 1 7) Error TypdGrammaticai AccuracyISubordination 
(1 3 4) /Errer Type/Grammatical Accuracyflense 
( 1 3 14) Error Type/Grammatical Accuraq/Topic-Comment vs. Theme-Rheme 
( 1 3 7) Error T-ype/Graxnmatical AccuracyNtxb 
(1 3 5) Error TypeErammatical Accuracyfferb-Terise agreement 
( 1 3 6) E n o r  TypelGrammatical AccuracyNerb-Voie 
( 1 3 22) /Enor TpelGrammatical AccuraqNrong pilrt of speech 

(1 2) Error TypdOrganization 
( 1  2 8) /Errer Tdype/Organizrition/Failure to present info or argument schmaticall~ 
(1 2 4) Error TypdOrganization/uifo ïn a wrong orgiinizational unit 
(1 2 3) Error Type/Organization/Missuig organizational unit 
(1 2 5) E n o r  TYPe/Organization/Not followïng the organization of a document typo 
(1 2 1) Error Tqpe/Organization/Organizational unit too long 
(1 2 2) Error Type/Organization/Too much info in an organizational unit 
(1 2 9) E n o r  Type/Organization/Unnecessary organizational unit 
(1 2 6) Error Tdvpe/Organization/U the organization of a diilèrent document 
(1 2 7) Error Type/Organization/Wrong ordering of information 

( 1 4) Error TypeNocabulary 
(1 4 1 ) Error TypeNocabulq/Arnbiguous expression 
( 1 4 1 1 2) Errer TypeNocabulary/Arnbiguous e~pression/Ambipous word 
( 1 4 1 8)  Error TypeNocabulaxylAwkward expression 
( 1 4 1 1 ) /Errer TqpeNocabulary/Copavirig from prompt 
( 1 4 16) /Error TypeNocabuIarylLack of whesion 
(1 4 10) Error TypeNocabulq/Lack of parallelism when necessary 
(1 4 5) Error TypeNocabulq~Low information content word 
( 1 4 1 7) /Enor Type/Vocabulary/Over-Usùig. a word 
(1 4 4)  Error TypeNocabularyPlural rnarker 
( 1 4 1 3) Error TypeNocabularyRegister and fonnality 
( 1 4 3) Error TypeNocabulary/Spelling 
( 1 4 1 2) 5 r o r  TypeNocabulqlUnnecessq politenes marker 
( 1 4 9) Emor TypeNocabulary/Use of abbreviation 
( 1 4 2) /Errer TypeNocabulary/Ushg espression unknown to reader 
(1 3 7) Error TypcNocabulary/Word choice 
(1 4 6) /Enor TypeNocabularylWord ending 
( 1 4 8)  Error TypeNocabulary/Word formation 
( 1 4 14) Error T~pe/Vocabulary/Word order 
( 1 4 15) /Error T~eNocabulary/Wrong choice of expression 



1 should note that it was not the purpose of this study to constmct an objective, 

reliable labelling system for these "serious7' ESL errors. The present coding scheme was 

generated fiom an emic perspective. It is therefore oniy natural that this labelling system 

contains some overlapping labels. For example, an instnictor at one instance considered an 

item a vocabulary error because it was an ambiguous expression, but at another instance, 

the same instructor called another language item also "an ambiguous expression" but then 

categorised it as a content error. 

3.4.8. Reliability and vdidity of the theme analysis 

During the data analysing process, 1 carried out consensual validation with the 

instructors to revise and improve the transcriptions of the interviews and my descriptions 

of the instructors' percepts of errors. Marge's and Kelly's follow-up responses to my 

descriptions were sent back to me by post and by email. (See Appendix J for a sample of 

my initial interpretation of Marge's error percepts and the follow-up questions 1 posed. 

See Appendix K for a sample of Marge's response to my follow-up questions.) The 

follow-up questions with Edward and Anna were primarily camed out in two independent, 

45-minute meetings; these data were also audio-taped and transcribed. In general, the 

folIow-up responses fiom the instructors did not show that 1 had formed 

misinterpretations of instructors' percepts at even the initial stage. They helped achieve the 

following: 

1 .  Clarified obscure points in the interview transcriptions. 
2. Extended the instructor interviews by allowing me to ask fùrther questions. 
3. Provided different focuses and variations on my interpretation. 
4. Brought into light instructors' own tacit knowledge about themselves and 

their teaching. 
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5 .  Encouraged the instnictors to reflect on their teaching and assessrnent 
strategies. 

3.5. Summing up 

To sum up the present chapter, 1 adopted a naturalistic, emic and context-rich 

approach to elicit data to answer the research questions. Although 1 experienced some 

difficulties during the process of my data collection, I exercised appropriate procedures to 

ensure the quality of this study . These procedures, the details of which I have reported, 

included structurai corroboration (triangulation of data types), consensual validation 

(triangulation of observers /participants), and referential adequacy (quality documentation 

of observation, inferences and conclusions). 
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CaAPTER FOUR 

m m G s  

In Chapter Three 1 described the context of the present thesis study. The data were 

collected from and via four language instmctors teaching an ESL, degree-compulsory, 

technical wrïting course to engineering students at a university in a major Canadian city. In 

Chapter Two 1 introduced the four research questions guiding this thesis study. These 

questions are: 

Research Question No. 1 : 

Research Question No. 2: 

Research Question No. 3 : 

Research Question No. 4: 

What is error in the perceptions of the four ESL 
instmctors during their assessment activities? 

What are the relationships between errors and the 
contexts of perception? 

What are serious errors? What are the conditions 
with which they are identified? 

What are the relationships between instructors' 
percepts of the errors and the pedagogic objectives 
and focuses of the course as they perceived them? 

In this chapter, 1 present my findings to answer these four research questions in 

Sections 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 respectively. 

Section 4.1 basically shows that the definitions of errors three of the instructors 

provided to my question "What is error?'were much narrower than the notions of error 

they actually utilized in their assessment activities. These narrow definitions conformed to 

one suggested by error analysts in earlier SLA research. They were, however, to varying 

degrees, amended by the instructors themselves in their later responses to my follow-up 

questions. 
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Findings in Section 4.2 demonstrate that while the assessment scheme prescribed 

for the course seems to have imposed a structure on the four instructors' percepts of 

errors in their students' written work, a host of contextual elements dso influenced their 

error evaluation procedures. These contextual elements included the specific assessment 

purposes, the genre of the document in which errors were identified, and the instmctors' 

repeated or prolonged engagement wit h the students' written texts. 

Responding to Research Question 3, findings in Section 4.3 show that the criteria 

t hat t hese instnictors consciously used in their error evaluation activities included 

comprehensibility, error frequency, and imtation. In the process of an error evduation, 

however, the determination of error gravity was otten affiected by factors such as 

perceptions of student's learning needs and strengths, or the genre of the document 

containing the error(s) under focus. A tally of the kinds of serious errors (e.g., 

grammatical errors, content anomalies, or discourse infelicities) individual instructors 

responded to shows that there were basically two different pattems, dividing up the four 

instructors equally into two goups according to the serious error types they responded to 

the most. Two of the instmctors, Edward and Marge, responded more to grammatical 

errors than content errors, whereas the other two instructors, Anna and Kelly, responded 

more to content anomalies than grammatical errors. 

My analyses performed to answer Research Question 4 in Section 4.4. suggest that 

the two different response pattems of the two groups of instructors were due to individual 

instnictors' beliefs, assumptions and knowledge (the BAK system) about their teaching. 

Put differently, the dflerent response patterns of the two groups of instmctors were 

related to what they considered as important objectives and teaching points in the context 

of the course and how they viewed error as a social phenomenon. 
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4.1 Research question No. 1: What is error in the perceptions of the four ESL 

instmctors during thcir assessrnent activities? 

This section reports individual instmctors' views in relation to this research 

question then provides an overall surnming-up of what error is in the perceptions of these 

instmctors. 

4.1.1. Edward 

When the first i n t e ~ e w  started, Edward did not object to my using the term 

"erro?'. He had been using the term ''error" himself 67 times dunng the recdls of specific 

serious errors (and had ody four times used the term "mistake") prior to rny question on 

the definition of error, mostly refemng to grammatical anomalies but also occasionally 

missing details, content anomalies, and missing orgmizational elements in compositions 

such as background or conclusion. However, when 1 asked him the very first time towards 

the end of the first interview to define error, he gave the surprising comment that he did 

not like to use the term "erro?' much: 

Raearcher: Okay, my 1 s t  questions, probably reveal more about my- what 1 am realIy interestai in is. 
in your view, what is error, what is error, as a- as a working notion in the context of what 
you teach and what you assess? Can you say sornething about what it is, in your view? 

Edward: Error, uh. 1 guess sornetimes 1 am reluctant to use the term errors, simply because it's a 
value judgement. 1 tend to say things like- 1 would rather say "you have probIem with 
this", "you have problern with that", or "you're weak in this area", "you're weak in that 
area". para-  3731 

Edward gave an explmation for prefemng not to use the term "errof7 though at 

the  same time he felt that maybe he needed to: 

Edward: It's not uh, you know, "cornputer was misseci" is not an error as. well it's an mot ,  but 1 
don't cal1 it an error, 1 don? cd1 it an error. Somehow it doem't s ~ e m  like it. It's just an 
hperfect expression. It's just ushg the wrong ihing. I mean it's an emor in a sense, but 
uh 1 mean, the fact is that he may be taking something fiom his native language, and just 
translating it to English. para. 3791 
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Later when I asked hun once again in the second interview to define errors, 

Edward expressed that errors are violations of niles: 

Edward: Yeah yeah yeah. Uh, what is an error? Well, simplistically, it'd be just incorrect application 
of mle or somethuig like ignorance, ignorance of a particular mlc 1 pess that in the end, is 
uh, that is what error is. lfyou want me to, that's what I would defme it. para. 9701 

In terms of interpreting the term "errof', Edward was different from al1 the other 

instmctors in that he attached a religious connotation to the term "error" and expiained 

that this may have to do with his Catholic background: 

Edward: Well- error has a reiigious connotation. 1 think if you brought it in there. I am not a Catholic 
any more. But if you are brought up as a Catholic, an m o r  is an trror. I mean error is. you 
know, biting the apple in the Garden of Eden. That's an error. para. 388) 

So Edward preferred to lirnit the notion of error to incorrect linguistic forms, and 

he had the opinion that content and organization anomalies should not be calied errors: 

Edw ard: 1 mean, 1 @es, to me errors are such that if I use the t m  "mor", then I tend to 
regard its formal features as an error. So when 1 say error, then to me that would 
be ahnost like Ianguage error. But mors, I tend to associate more wvith incorrect 
form I guess this is how 1 would- an error is what 1 would correct- would cal1 
an incorrect form. So that there rnight be- there might be difIiculty in 
organization, there might be missing details, there rnight bc missing details, but 
1 don't see them as  enors in that way. So errors. para. 3 741 

When 1 asked Edward if the term "error" was not preferred, how should 

anomalies be conceptuaiized, Edward suggested using the term "mistakes" or 

"imperfections" : 

Edward: Imperfections. because 1 think right and wrong is- Error, I donet like the t m ,  
because to me error implies maybe it's my Catholic background, but an error is 
an error, as a sui, right? Then error is something that is wong. So 1 don't like 
telling students that you commit ffieen errors, or something because- but to me 
errors, if you ask me what error is, 1 would Say error to me is a linguistic thing, 
to me is an incorrect form. But 1 mean that 1 miefit be picking at details, and it's 
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Edward: 

certainly not ihe only thing 1 paid attention to, but error as such to me is that 
para 3771 

An error is sornething that uh that is somethg you arc supposed to repent 
or something. To me it's a much too value laden a terni, that's why I dont 
want to use it for even grammar, 1 guess, "mistake" would be a better term 
in a way than an "error", but uh but that's my feeling. [Para. 389) 

4.1.2. Kelly 

Kelly's discussion on the conceptualization of errors reveaied three key points. 

1.  Error is retated to declarative knowledge and declarative knowiedge only. 
2. His students in general did not commit errors, but mistakes, which he felt 

are more senous than errors. 
3 .  Errors and mistakes are different. Serious mistakes refer to particularly 

students' violations of rules or knowledge the tacher, Kelfy himself, had 
previously taught. 

As had happened in Edward's i n t e ~ e w ,  1 started Kelly's first i n t e ~ e w  with a cue 

question containing the term "errer". Ail throughout most of the one-hour interview, Kelly 

did not seem to have any queries regarding the use of the term. Although tallies ofwords 

used in the inteniew transcription later did show that Kelly himself used the term 

"rnistake" a lot more fiequently (30 times) than "error" (9 times), he did not seem to 

intend a difference between the two terms, as show in the following examples: 

Kelly: 

KeIIy : 

Kelly: 

Kelly: 

O.k., serious errors. The person made basically one big serious error for the whole 
thing ... he put hvo instructions in one step- uh two steps in ont: instruction [Para. 181 

irritating, uh. No, this one is quite good. The oniy other serious =or, in fact, is uh, a 
lot of people made it too. In the instructions, they Say "take w l o u r  picture and maiie a 
copy". ...... what the person needs to do the, what it's called? in the the equipment kt, 
they forgot that colour picture. para. 341 

Uh the other mistake the person did was, a lot of vocabulary mors. @'ara. 461 

Okay. This person made uh a lot of content enors. Uh. ... again, having uh too much 
information for each instruction. para. 991 
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Similar to those exampies 1 gave above for Edward's recalls, these extracts show that 

Keliy was using the term ''error" to refer to not only grarnmar anomalies and vocabulary 

anomalies, but also organitational and content anomalies. 1 was therefore surprised when 

towards the end of the same first interview Kelly replied this way to my next question: 

Researcher: Can I ask you uh something more general in nature? Suppose someone cornes up 
and says to you as a teacher "what is error?'. so how would you respond to that? 

Kelly: An m o r  or  a misbke? 
Researcher: Do you make a distinction? Do you distinguish between the hvo? 
KeUy : Oh, y&- An mm is when somme does something consistently, or does 

something wong, 1 guess, consistently. Mistake is they don't do it right, Ike  the 
person who got 60% of the articles nght and 40% wrong that's a rnistake. para. 
1 901 

At this point, Kelly actually suggested a criterion to differentiate errors fiom mistakes: 

Kelly: . If the persou missed every article, or missed eveq article or missed 89% of the 
articles, then 1 would say that's an error. and they should you how.  let's do- I've 
done it, I've done one-to-one work on errors. welly. Para. 1 93 ] 

These conceptualbations of errors and mistakes suggest that Kelly considered 

mistakes in the realm of procedural knowledge (performance deviations) and errors the 

results of ignorance or lack of proper declarative knowledge. Consequently, Kelly felt that 

his students did not make a lot of errors, only mistakes, as he expressed in the following: 

Kelly: The thing is that most of my students don't make errors. they make a lot of mistakcs, but not 
that many errors. So if 1 do frnd errors, I do do one-to-one. Luckily. this is a hi&-level class, 
and 1 don't find that many errors. [Para. 2 1 9) 

In a verification response to my description of his perceptions, Kelly made a point 

that his distinction between errors and mistakes was not so much based on the declarative 

knowledge of the students but rather on whether he, Kelly himself, had already taught the 

specific feature. In other words, if an anomaly was something Kelly had already covered in 

the course, he would consider it a mistake and penalized the student more heavily. This 

is actually an observation he had already confirmed once during his third interview. 
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Second, he objected to my initial observation that he did not seem to react to mistakes and 

errors differently; he wrote: "1 penalize mistakes much more than 1 do enors. Mistakes 

made me sad while 1 understand the cause of errors." He added: "Thus, 1 am most critical 

when a student makes a rnistake on something that we have either discussed in class, or 

that 1 had repeatedly wrïtten down on his previous papers." 

1 therefore interpret this to be what Kelly was saying: The term "error" is reserved 

for improper declarative knowledge of rutes, grammatical, organizationd and content 

niles; "rnistake" is a term for a procedural deviation. As an instructor teaching the course, 

he  was primarily concerned with "mistakes", which to him were more serious than 

"errors" . 

4.1.3. Marge 

In contrat with the way Kelly and Edward responded to the cue question, Marge 

showed her sensitivity to the scope and meaning of the term "errer" right at the very 

begiming of the first interview, but Iike the other instructors, there were discrepancies in 

what she declared as the definition of error, and how she applied the term "error" in her 

language. 

As soon as 1 asked Marge to begin commenting on the senous errors in her 

students' texts, she asked me to dari@ whether I wanted her to comment on just 

grammatical errors, or any problems in the organization and the content categories: 

Researc her: Now actually 1 would lke you to recall although 1 dont mind you re-evaluating, you 
know, the m o r s  now. But 1 do like you to recall and say say your feelings and your 
judgement, your attitude, your mood when you saw these mors. 1 particularly would 
like you to taik about grave errors, serious mors ,  and m o r s  that disturbed you or 
irritateci you. 

Marge: Are you- do you want me to tdk about the language, not talking about the content and 
the organization. 

Resmcher: Well. 1- actually mmm, 1 woutd Iike you to talk about mythg  that is not ri@. 
Marge: Well, okay, fair enough. So it could be any of those things, okay. [Para. 121 
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However, there were contradictions in how she used the term. In the following, 1 see 

that she avoided calling a content anomaly an error: 

Marge: Uh, yeah, the first thing, okay, the flirst thing 1 reacted to reaily was the fact the subject 
was not complete. This is not a grave mor.  This is a good student. 1 want to heIp h a  
to improve in v q  precise ways. So uh, by reacting to the first so d l e d  error, it's not 
really an error, it's not a garnrnar mistake. It's the fact that she is using too much detail 
in a situation, whme conciseness is needed. para. 161 

ln another instance, however, 1 found again that Marge kept using the terrn 

"mistake" to refer to an organizational anomaly, as in the following segment: 

Researc her: Yeah, for example. the cue te% the prompt is obviously a narrative, whaeas this is a 
more a iûnctional report, aftenvards [ d e r  event] report? 

Marge: They are- because the textbook [caches it specifically, and directly, so y=, they are 
aware of i t  That's in fact where the major thing is that we are t d g .  So in terms of 
of error, if it is deviating from that form, they are in fact making an error at this 
point Before they have b m  taught this is the format of an inspection report this is 
the format of an incident report. And even thou@ they know that there are variations 
within that format if th- deviate overall Gom the format, it's a mistake. para 951.. . 

Here, 1 can see Marge in one way intending that error is a violation of a rule (a use 

mle or a morpho-syntactic nile) which the students had been taught and therefore should 

know but which they failed to execute. Later, in a follow-up verification, Marge confirmed 

that she used the two terms "error" and "rnistake" interchangeably, and that the word 

"slips" to her would be related to carelessness. In her verification of my description of her 

perceptions, Marge also reaffirmed her view that errors are violations of linguistic 

(morpho-syntactic) mies, which are applied regardless of context, whereas genre and 

content anornafies are context dependent. This is a very interesting observation, and 1 will 

take it up furthet in Chapter Five. In her most recent response to my follow-up questions, 

Marge observed that there are language rules and writing rules, and she wrote: 

1 ihinCr my answer is that breaking the linguistic rules marks you as a non-native speaker, 
which rnay be more or less acceptable depending on the toleration of the host culture. The 
consequene of breaking the second set of d e s  results in a l e s  effective or inappropriate 
piece of w~t ing.  It is a writing, not a language problem. and certauilg not corifined to 
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non-native speakers of English. iJbfarge, Follow-up responsel 

1 interpret this message to mean that there are language errors and there are 

writing errors although in the case of a violation of a writing rule, Marge rnight prefer to 

Say "an inappropnacy" rather than "an error". 

4.1.4. Anna 

During the interviews, Anna used both "error" and "mistake" to refer to al1 kinds 

of anomalies. She used the term "rniaake" herself much more frequently (35 times) than 

"errer" (1 7 times) in the three interviews. Of these 35 counts of "mistakes" and 17 counts 

of "errors", 25 uses of "rnistakes" and 5 uses of "error" occurred before 1 asked the cue 

question regarding her definition of error. It is obvious in the specific recalls and in the 

general descriptions of her BAK system that Anna was using the two terms 

interchangeably. 

When asked what error is, Anna put forward a dialectic view of error. For her, 

error serves a positive fùnction but it is aiso something to be eliminated in the process of 

achieving a learning goal. This is a view that, as 1 interpret it, actually sums up what we 

have Ieamed fiom SLA, a view that sums up fiom not only error analysis research (which 

basically views that errors are undesirable and to be eliminated in the learning process), 

but also interlanguage studies (which views that errors corne fiom a leamer's own 

developing rule-based system, which is approximating and evolving towards that of a 

proficient speaker) and learner process and strategy research (which holds that errors are 

results of and evidence for learners' uses of leaming strategies and intemal processes): 

Anna: I thhic it's a lot of things, just depending on who you are or which way you are 
looking at it, what hat you're wearing, you know. ... You're [the l m e r ]  
working sornething out here. It's- it's a mistake. It's something you're doing in 
a way, it's the won& it's a mle you don2 have, it has stopped as a mle- being 
an English nile, you know. Huh so you know, it's obviously a developmmtal 
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thing and you have CO work through i t  On the other han4 it's something in 
some way does not fit what the native speaker does. It's always chat dilemma 
of saying " p h  you have to make mistakes in the process to get ît to this 
point, and at the same tirne you want to eliminate them", you know and yet the 
question is you're never really gonna be elimioating them. para. 1791 

In a follow-up verification interview, Anna posited that errors are violations of 

rules that native speakers go by, and there are not just syntax rules and lexical rules, but 

dso discourse and genre rules (use rules), and the notion of error covers any anomalies in 

any one of the four categories in the assessment scheme they were using: content, 

organization, vocabulary and grarnmar. Like Marge, she viewed a slip as being due to 

carelessness. 

Findings to answer this first research question displayed the four instnictors' 

diverse, personal understandings of "errors" and "rnistakes". At times, there seemed to be 

discrepancies between the instmctors' own declarative knowledge on these issues and 

their actual behaviours in their recalls of specific errors. For example, Edward, Marge and 

Kelly al1 said they did not like to use the term "enor" for the content and organization 

anomalies their students made, but they had been using the term "error" to refer to content 

or organization anomalies during their interviews, until the point at which 1 specifically 

asked for a definition of "enor". My questions on the definitions of errors and related 

tems seem to have brought into light their tacit knowledge in a number of error-related 

issues, but also the discrepancies between their tacit knowledge and their actud 

behaviours. 

On the issue of whether error is reserved only for linguistic anomalies, the four 

instmctors tended to be divided into two camps. Anna and Kelly both applied the term 
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"mistakesY7 or "errors" to al1 kinds of anomalies, although Kelly maintained that error was 

an indicator of improper declarative knowledge and was not relevant to his teaching 

context. Edward and Marge, on the other hand, considered oniy linguistic deviations as 

errors. Table 4.1 sumrnarizes the instnictors' different views on the nature and scope of 

errors, mistakes and slips, and the arnendments some of them implied in their responses to 

my follow-up questions. 

The title of my thesis study is "A phenomenologid study of ESL instructors' 

perceptions of written errors among adult ESL leamers". 1 have chosen a broad notion of 

error and intended that this thesis study would look into al1 kinds of errors this group of 

ESL instructors perceived, whether they are ESL errors, linguistic inaccuracies, discourse 

anomalies or wrïting errors. Therefore, although the definitions that three of the 

instructors' initially declared in their in te~ews  were restricted to only linguistic (morpho- 

syntactic) anomalies, and although some of instructors tended to differentiate ESL errors 

fiom writing errors (i-e., content or organization imperfections or mistakes as they called 

them), 1 continue to adopt an inclusive notion of "error" for my discussion and use the 

terni as such. 

In order not to misrepresent the instructors' views, nevertheless, 1 have tned to 

exercise care in this regard when reporting the language the instnictors used, and to make 

clear the scope of the tems the instructors were refemng to each time. As a general mle 

in this chapter, 1 will use the term "anomaly" to refer to any deviation fiom an instructor's 

expectations, be they morpho-syntactic, content, organization, lexical or discourse 

(language use) deviations. On the other hand, the term "erra?' in the remaining portions of 

this chapter always refers to a violation of a morpho-syntactic nile. 



Chapter Four 
- - - - -  - - - - - - -- - - 

Table 4.1. Surnmary of views of the Uistmctor participants towards scope of errors, 

mistakes, slips and content and organization anomalies 

. - -  ~ 

"Error" applies to a violation 
of nile; these rules include 
discourse and genre niles. 

He disapproves of the term 
''moi' and prefers to use 
"rnistake" or "imperfection". 
if he had to use the terrn, 
"error" is for linguistic 
incorrectness. 

"Error" only applies to a 
violation of a rule due to lack 
of dalarative knowledge of 
the d e ,  whjch he had taught 
his students already. 

"Error" refers to a violation 
of a linpistic rule only; Error 
n i l a  are decontextualized; 
genre and discourse are 
contefi dependent, 

.- 

Same as mors. 

Same as mors. 

Most of his 
students made 
mishices because 
they are careles 
and Iack editing 
skills. 

Sarne as mors. 

Content and organization 
anomalies 

He preferred to call al1 
anomalies including those in 
content and organization " 
mistakes" or "imperfections" 

He prefmed to call al1 
anomalies including ihose in 
content and organization " 
misrakes". 

T h q  are not cailed mots. 

Amendment in 
the follow-up 
respomes 

Therc are 
orginkational 
rules and 
violations of such 
niles can bs 
considerd 
m0TS. 

In assesmatS. 
he dealt with 
mrstakes, which 
include 
anomdiris of a11 
Lin&. Mistaka 
result from 
irnpropsr 
procedural 
knowlrdge. 

~ h t ~ e  art: \kYitmg 

rules and 
thmefore witing 
mors. wnting 
niles v- with 
the contr'it but 
grarnmar 1 ~ 1 t h ;  do 
not. 
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4.2. Research question 2: Wbat are the relationships between errors and the 

conttrts of perception? 

In spite of the four instnictors' diverse views on the scope and nature of errors, 

mistakes, and content and organizational anomalies, one conunon invariant element 

present in the context of the instmctors' assessment activities was the use of the marking 

scherne. This assessment scheme provided conceptual categories to structure instmctors' 

perceptions of language anomalies. 

4.2.1. The marking scheme 

Although the instructors in the study provided different definitions and scopes for 

the concepts of errors, slips, or mistakes, it is perhaps even more important to see how 

they reacted to them at an operational level. As 1 have reported in Chapter Three, the 

instructors' recalls of specific anomalies in their students' writing were very much 

stmctured by the assessment scheme they were al1 using. 

Marge, the coordinator of the course, explained this marking practice in very direct 

tenns when 1 asked her why they had to evaluate content anomalies: 

Marge: And sometimes 1- nex? to the parentheses. when there is irrelevant detail, 
1'11 write "not relevant here", if it's sornething that can be used somewhlzrs 
else. 

Rcsearcher: Why- well, just a side question, rnaybe. 
Marge: Ysah. 
Researchcr : Why why do you W you should respond to content? 
Marge: Because of ou. marking scheme. Have you seen the rnarking scheme? 

Para.441 

Anna responded that she would always evaluate anomalies according to the four 

categories in the scheme when 1 asked her to look at specific anomalies for the first time: 
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Anna: Okay, so 1 don't know what ycu want me to, just taüi? Talk aloud? 
Researcher: Primarily just ta& about some of the m o r s  you you thuik that are more 

serious. 
Anna: The errors that 1 think are more serious? 
Researc her : Yeah. 
Anna: What lïin4 do 1 divide-. 1 mean, 1 tend to think of this always in terms of 

these categories [Anna points at the marking scheme.] 1 don't, 1 mean, I 
don't. 1 mean 1 don't- 1 wouldn't Say, you h o w ,  put content over grarnrnar 
or something like. So you know, if 1 ùunk about= 

Researcher: That's fuie. Whatever you think is whatever 1 want to get. para. 741 

1 reported in Chapter Three that 1 had coded al1 the recalls of specific anomalies 

according to the language the instructors used and the marking scheme they were using. 

This was possible because this was how the instructors categorized each of the anomalies 

that had caught their attention. For example, in nearly al1 of h a ' s  students' marked 

assignments, 1 could see marking and responses to anomalies in dif'fierent categories with 

different colour pens, just as she explained: 

Anna: 1 always mark the garnrnar and the cornmats dflertntly, so 1'11 do 
gammar in one colour. and then comments about organization and content 
in others b e c a u  1'11 find then people would get it back, and then often the 
comments on organization might be, you know. "clearly organizd". "good 
intro [introduction]", "clear topic sentence". and stufflike that m h g  
them separate out fiom what th- are doing with organization and content 
and the garnmar. para. 2871 

The instructors' recalls on specific anomalies also often progressed from 

one category in the marking scheme to another. In the following extracts, Kelly 

cornmented particularly on the two of the four categories in the assessrnent scheme: 

Researc h a :  N a t  one, "K", one, zero, one, one. [K- I -O 1 1 1. 
Kelly: Okay. Uh, [sigh)] Did 1 add this up right? I'm sony. [Kelly checks his scoring. J 

Two six, two four. Yeah. Okay. uh aimost the sams thing, again it's content and 
vocabulary is what the person has to work on. Uh, vocabularv, ambiguous 
sentences, uh, using again "ccw", instead of counter clochwise. Uh, like in step No. 
3, uh he's used the word- uh nurnber "4" (screws) instead of spctling it out. [TexT: 
Use the Philips hb. 4 screwdriver to renrove fhc 4 screws a! eadr corner ofrire 
bacAp1ate.j This person lost a lot of marks relative to the rest of the class in 
vocabulary. And content. uh. h e  has a couple- one one sentence with two steps in it. 
Uh, little minor things, forgetting the colour picture. Nothing scrious. Vocabulary 
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is the most serious. ( P a n  1281 

Edward in the following extract commentai upon three of the four categories in the 

assessment scheme. 

Researcher: Which one is this? 
Edward: "E, one, five. p- 1-51 This one. Okay, obviously 1 gave hi& marks for both 

vocabulary and language, and 1 said it was well-organized and well-rwittm. 1 made 
reference to a rnissing logical point, again; in other words, in this case he did not 
say an-vthing about whether the computer has been ramvered or not. The prompt 
made it r r q  clear tbat it's uniikely that they would frnd the computer because it's 
hand luggage, not check-in luggage. Because thme was oniy limiteci information 
available to them huh fiom the b n c f c a ~  they have got So it's not v q  likely that 
they wodd fmd i t  And 1 also made a thing about not follo~cring the memo format. 
Okav, let me see now. So here, for esample, 1 1 1 corrected the article m o r  again, 
"the Washington National Airport". It's a h o s t  the only m o r  he cornrnitted. So as i 
said, when 1 deai with a student that is othenvise comptent in every respect, thtm I 
then 1 do article, because there was not much else they need to do in terms of 
irnproving their language so. para. 2261 

In Edward's recall here, the rnissing logical point was a content error; the memo format 

was an organïzation error; the article error belonged to the grammatical accuracy category. 

Hence, al1 through this part of the interviews in which the instructors recalled the specific 

anomalies they identified, corrected or commented upon, they spoke of errors and anomalies in 

tems of the assessment scheme. 1 discuss this assessment scheme in Section 4.3. in greater 

detail. 

4.2.2. The specific purpose of assessment and e m r  perceptions 

The data also show that the specific purpose of assessment structured at least two 

of the four instmctors' responses to errors at an operational level, in tenns of which 

categories to emphasize and how detailed the corrections or marking should be. 

As 1 have explained in Chapter Three, there were basically two types of student 
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reports for the instructors to assess: (1) assignments, which camed marks counted 

towards the final course grade and (2) practices, which were wrïting activities that were 

not counted towards the final course grade. When Anna and Edward were marking a 

practice task, they placed emphasis on content and organisation and displayed lower 

sensitivity to language and vocabulq anomalies. 

Edward told how he dealt with the practice tasks differently than he did with 

assignments: 

Edward: üh probably, uh probably in terms of the practice ones. uh 1 may be more 
haphazard, 1 migbt have been correcting things more in random than the 
assig~ients because- in terms of the l a n p g e  itseif. 1 think in the 
assignments I tend to focus more on the meaning and how they do the 
organisation sirnply because in a sense that is the course is orienteci 
towards that 1-54] 

Anna was one of the two instructors who reported that she marked practice tasks 

differently than she marked assignment tasks. Anna suggested a reason for being more 

carefül and more comprehensive in identwng errors in an assignment: In the assignment 

tasks, the scores the instructor gave would be counted towards the course grade; the 

scores given to the practice tasks would not. The instructor as a rater therefore was held 

accountabfe for what he or she has put down as a mark; and in order to feel confident 

enough to assign a mark to an assignment, the instructor had to be able to see what had 

been put down as corrections and cornments. 

Anna: So huh although for this, there is always the dilemma, because with the assipment, 1 f i l  
like 1 have to put enough on it for to justi@ the mark. Huh, on the other hand, they would 
have to be usefil. [A 1 -6- 1 5 )  

Earlier than this, Anna explained in detail why correcting and marking anomalies or errors 

in an assignment is important. 

Anna: Once they [the students] actually do it for evaluation purpose, so whm they do an 
assignment today, there I want to, there 1 feel the need to be even more açcountable for 
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what 1 unte  on that for f d b a c k  probably because this is gonna be a marked assigned 
now to it. So 1 want to gïve that same feedback, but even more so. 1 have to make clear, 
you b o w ,  if you gonna give someone a 60 or a 50, they n d  to know why they have a 50 
or the 60. And 1 can't just put a number without puning enough comments on them, so 
they can see it. And it's also for myself, so that I don? put the grade, 1 mean, my 
assessrnent too as  1 worked through and writing is to get a sense of what everybody's 
problems are and where these students stand- So before i can put a number on it. 1 need to 
be able to see the kind of çomments 1 put on. para. 261 

At this point 1 should add that although Anna and Edward were not as comprehensive in 

their responses to the practice tasks as they were to the assignments, the two instmctors often 

went over typical errors and anomalies in their classes and discussed them with their students, as 

Edward put it: 

Edward: So the quality of the feedback may not be the sarne for an informal assigrment [a practice task 1. 
And often what I do also with informal assigrment is, although 1 don't make too many 
corrections on the paper, 1 do take them up in classes as you have seen, and 1 ofien gïvs 
them a model or somelhing like ihat, instead of correcting errors. 1 tend to make 
cornments on the more general level. So I think that it is probably in terrns of individual 
feedback is not of the same quality, but at the same tirne, 1 try to compensate for that bu 
taking them up in class or giving them a model for the solutions. So 1 thïnk that 1 treat 
hem serïously because t h m  is no point in giving hem- but uh it's a differmt kind of 
approach. para. 931 

I asked both Kelly and Marge if they had responded to students' anomalies 

differently in the two conditions, the assignment and the practice task; they both replied 

that they would not behave differently. 1 have not been abte to check their own 

observations against other data sources because 1 do not have any of Kelly's student 

practice tasks, and the only shident practice tasks 1 had obtained corn Marge was not a 

technical writing piece, but a piece of academic writing which she had asked the students 

to do in the very first session in the term, primarily for diagnostic purposes; 1 therefore did 

not use it in the recalls of specific errors. However, 1 examined the feedback in this 

diagnostic test and found that Marge basically responded to al1 the obvious grammatical 

errors in the students' texts. 



Chapter Four 

4.2.3. Genre as context acting on error perception 

As Marge suggested, if the term "error" applies only to grmatical  accuracies 

and that error is often decontextualized, then it seems only reasonable that contexts cannot 

influence the perception of an error, regardless of the context type. In other words, a 

violation of a morpho-syntactic rule is called an error regardless of where it has been 

identified, in whatever condition, whoever cornmitteci it and whoever identified it. There 

is, however, one instance in Marge's data to show that the application of a morpho- 

syntactic rule is not always relevant to any genre. This was indicated in Marge's recall: 

Marge: L h  he's missing out a whole verb, and 1 am not sure about this point 1 meant to ask 
him that, but I didn't. 1 am not sure whether he thinks he is writing note form. 
Because this would be perfectly good note form ianguage. For exarnple, he has 
written "Major damage found at this mark-" [The student had provided a sketch map 
accompanying his report. The mark {vas given on the sketch map. J You and 1 rnight 
wtite that when waiking along there. Marge said üus because the prompt was a 
narrative of an investigator reporting what could be seen as he  or she was walking 
along the paths in the resort site.] He hasn't w-ritten "Major damage was found et this 
mark." or "is found at this mark." He has missed out the "be" fom. They are told 
clearly that they are not allowed to write in note forrn. But in note form this would 
not be an error. In here, grammatically it is an error. para. 1831 

One interesting side question arising in this exarnple is: Was this an instance of the 

student not knowing the syntactic rule (the "be" fonn in passive constructions) or was this 

an instance of this student not knowing the required use of this syntactic rule in this genre? 

Or was this just a careless slip? There is little doubt here Marge concluded that the 

student was committing an error, a violation of a syntactic rule, meaning that the student 

had known he should use a complete passive sentence but failed in executing it 

successfùlly. Persondly I would guess retrospectively that the possibility of the student 

making a careless slip is veq high, given that he or she had made several passive 

constructions flawlessly in the same text, as in the following: 

"The inspection was held on Sept. 19 by myself." 
"The resort has been closed for six years." 
"Now some mining work will be needed in that area." 
*"The road is rough and fallen trees are found in the interval." 
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*"The bridge acrosses a siream is made of unpainted tirnber~.~ 
"Some parts seem to be rotting, a d  they have to be replaced." 
"Fallen trees and subsidence should be cieared up." 
*"The 120111 major darnaged section should be rebuilt." [M-M-51 

But when Marge said, "They are told clearly that they are not allowed to write in 

note form", she was actually referring to a use rule, a regulation on whether to use a set of 

morpho-syntactic rules, not about whether applying a certain morpho-syntactic mle 

correctly, Le., not whether rules such as "NP Movement Rule" or "Structure P r e s e ~ n g  

Principle" (cf. Radford, 1988, p. 420-445) have been applied correctly, but whether these 

rules were applicable in the first place. 

Marge's suspicion at one point that this student might have thought that he was 

writing in note form was not totally unsupported. in this particular studentos Investigation 

Report, there was another instance where the "be" form was missing in a lead-in for a list 

of items: 

"Conditions found dong the road: 

i) O- 1.8 Km The road is rough and failen t r e s  are found in the interval." w-M-S]  

As can be seen here, the very first sentence following the erroneous passive Iead-in 

is a correctly constructed passive sentence although this sentence does contain a word 

choice error, also pointed out by Marge's written comment. This suggests that 1 cannot in 

absolute terms exclude the possibility that (if the original anomaly was not a careless slip 

as I would guess) the student might have been mistaken in deciding whether to use a 

passive construction rather than the student had intended a passive construction but failed 

in his execution. 

Hence, this particular exarnple seems to suggest the following: 

(1) While the linear formation of this particular sentence must comply with 
morpho-syntactic rules, there exists at least a mle at the genre level 
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regulating whether one should apply these morpho-syntactic d e s  in the 
first place. 

(2 )  Marge might think that error applies to violations of grammatical niles 
only; in practice, it seems that she was treating violations of use niles as 
errors as well. 

In any case, however, the point that is most relevant here is that the nom Marge 

used to judge errors, in Marge's view, has to be related to the genre in discussion. 

Marge's observation was about the interaction between the genre and the 

determination of an error proper. Kelly spoke about the interaction between an 

organizational anomaly and the genre of technical instructions manual: 

Kelly: üh, in the manual, 1 eqlained to the class that there should be oniy one step for sach 
instruction, so one imperative vetb for each instruction. And that's important because the 
user has to be able to read one simple line. do a step. read another line. do a step. ff the hvo 
steps are in one Iine, the reader has more difficulty followuig the manual, and one hvo thre 
four five times in ihis one, he put two uistnictions in one step or two steps in one instruction. 
So like "UnpIug the photo copier and tum it around.". There's the "unplug" and "turn". 
"Remove the bulb and replace it". Thme's "remove" and "replace". They should be broken 
up into two diffèrent steps. And for technical manuals. that's really important. So probably 
that's where the person lost quite a few of his marks, most of his marks. 1 Uiink I deducted 
like, [cou&] 32% of the orgûnizational marks got taiien away for doing that and doing it so 
ptmistently. [Para. 201 

It is obvious that this one-step-one-verb rule (and 1 notice that in fact al1 the 

instructon referred to this mle when marking this document type) applies only to writing 

technical instructions, and not to the writing of many other genre types. Kelly's sensitivity 

to this interaction between genre and specific error types was manifested when he 

suggested why a pafticuiar error seemed particularly prevalent in the assignment of a 

user's manual: 

Kelly: Okay. This person did well. This is a good student, probably one of the best in class. Let me 
just- yeah. Again, it's vocabulary and content., but i t's really the type of exercise that creates 
this. para. 1551 

Here, by vocabulary, Kelly meant the erroneous use of more than one verb in a 
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procedural step. 

Hence, in these two examples, respectively fiom Marge and Kelly, 1 can see that 

sometimes genre as a context can exert great influence on instructors' error perceptions, 

to the extent that it can determine whether an error or an anomaly actually exists. 

4.2.4. Change of percepts resulting fiom repeated engagement with scripts 

There are instances in the data which show that errors and anomalies may exist but 

they did not always necessarily catch the eyes of the judges. Raters or instructors missing 

errors in their reading is part of the reality in language evaluation and assessment, however 

uninteresting and trivial this phenornenon is, as in the following: 

Edward: So 1 should have correcteci "aboarded" to "boarded". I think the original prompt probably 
said "aboard lhis fight" and uh 1 think he sort of formai the wong word. But I thmk 
my my my my assessment of the language is fme. p a r a  1251 

Kelly: Ye& there're some, there're sorne vocabulary mistakes. uh, like "number" over 
here should be abbreviated. "Nu "0" period, uh 1 didn't 1 didn't see that 

Researcher: Yeah, is it because you thinlc that it's, 1 mean= 
Kelly: No, that's a mistake that I'rn gonna correct nght now. 1 correct4 on everybody 

else's paper. 1 must have- it's hard to ... para. 261 

Marge: Oh, goci, you know, 1 missed that last h g ,  look at that at the vexy end. "It's 
essentiai to improve your company cornpetitive." And 1 am just going IO add the 
word "edge", if you want to add it to yours, uh just to give her new= para. 4971 

While missing errors may be due to raters' fatigue, carelessness or other factors, it 

seems that prolonged or repeated engagement with a script may result in the instmctors' 

change of percepts. During their recalls of specific errors, on several occasions. the 

instructors experienced changing percepts in their evaluations of the errors in the students7 

report, resulting in an evaluation of their initial assessment. The following extract records 

that Anna expenenced a change of percept afker she had gone through a few scripts during 
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recalls of specific errors: 

Anna: Probably not Yeah, 1 think I'm gonna change this mark anyway because 1 
thought I was looking-, actually 1 didn't have rime because his was- there w a e  
about five or six or  more ihat 1 set aside, 1 said 1 would look, by the time I've 
gone through it earlier, 1 said tfiat these are the ones 1 should re-look at 
because 1 think ihat the marks are low. 1 didn't bave time to do it, so I'll just do 
it later, either look at them again, or make adjustrnent later when 1 tak to hem 
individually and go over thern. But uh, yeah because it wasn't meant to be 
f in ish4  the whole lot, and ihen you go back to the ones o u  did way back. and 
even though 1 am Iooking at aU of them a s  1 go, you still end up marking low for 
some remon. and then by the time you reach the end. you realize you szill have 
to adjust that. para. 2 181 

This extract shows that Anna was aware that she had to keep readjusting the nom 

she was adopting in Iight of her percepts of the perfomance of other students. While 

Anna's change of percept here was on the performance of a whole report, Edward 

reported in the following a change of percept on the seriousness of a specific error: 

Edward: 1 guess 1 should have made the correction on the article usage because uh somehow 
in tiont of proper noun, somehow it looks worse. &~@s]. Sometirnes it's "the 
Washington Nationai Airport". 1 mean it's a proper noun and "You go to Pearson 
Auport", not "the Pearson AirportW. So the thing. uh Reading to hïmselfin an 
inaudible voice.] para. 1671 

In a sirnilar situation, Marge re-evaluated the seriousness of errors and anomalies 

in one of her students' writing: 

Marge: LJh, we've got to ihe last page or so, "in o r d a  to operate an power factov 
tentativelyw. 1 am glad you brought this to my attention, because the lanpage work 
is what really matters. Okay, so. the recomrnendation. what is she rtmmiending? 

Researcher: Y eah, it doesn't have a label, and it doesn't have a section. 
Marge: No, no. 1 mean, anothcr thing is, is she recommending that they do or they don't? 

It's not clear, as  to if they are supposeci to hire somebody or not hire somebody. 
And then she immediately jumps "the sooner technical problem get solved. the 
sooner the power plant gets bettern. Boy, 1 am 1 am inclined to lower her, you 
know. para 5601 

Ln sum, the instructors' changes of percepts during the interviews suggest that 

when assessing they oflen had to readjust the nom they had been using, resulting in an 

evaluation of their previous evaluation, implying that the reliability of assessrnent in fact 
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varies with prolonged, repeated engagement with the scripts. Examples given in the 

present section also show how complex the assessment procedures can be and that 

percepts of errors can change when evaluation is carried out in a different context. 

Ln answering Research Question No.2, I report that several contextual elements 

influenced the instnictors' perception of error. In spite of the instructors' diverse, personal 

declarative knowledge of error and other related notions, they al1 used the same marking 

scheme. This marking scheme provided important categories for the instnictors to make 

sense of their error evaluation and their assessment activities. There was also some 

evidence to suggest that in some situations genre as context and assessment purpose as 

context changed the instmctors' responses to errors, in turn resulting in a different percept 

of an assessment. Repeated or prolonged engagements with the students' anomalies also 

tended to result in a perception of a different assessment. 

4.3. Research Question No. 3: What are serious errom? What are the conditions 
with which they are identified? 

In this section 1 organize the findings in three parts to answer this question. First, 1 

discuss the types of errors and anomalies which were considered serious by the 

instmctors. Second, 1 report the conditions in which the instmctors identified serious 

errors and serious anomaiies. Finally, 1 show how these conditions afFected error gravity. 

4.3.1. What kind of errors did the instructors consider serious? 

In coding the errors the instmctors recalied in their interviews, I used a total of 16 

content codes, 10 organization codes, 20 vocabulary codes and 25 grammatical accuracy 

- 118- 



C hapter Four 

codes, based on the language individuai instmctors used to evaluate these anomalies in 

their recalls, to code a total of 323 errors in a total of 74 pieces of students' wtitten 

documents. As 1 reported in Chapter Three, the instructors remarked some of these 

anomalies they regarded as minor (non-serious) anomalies. So in the end, there were a 

total of 293 coded serious anomalies. The frequencies of these serious anomaiy types they 

attended to in the recaiis by category are given in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 shows that two anomaiy categories seem to have attracted a lot of the 

instructors' attention: content and grammatical accuracy. The second rightmost colurnn in 

Table 4.2 shows that on the average 38.8% of the errors the instructors considered senous 

were content anomalies, and slightly above one fourth, 27.34%, of the errors they 

commented on were grammatical errors. These figures have to be considered 

approximations only because one of the instructors, Anna, had a very high response rate in 

the content category, causing a high average in the content category, particularly 

compared to Marge, who made few comments about content but many about grammatical 

accuracy, 

Table 4.2. Frequencies and percentages of anomaly types considered serious by the 
instnictors by anomaly category 

Categov and the 
weight each caregoty 
carries in the 
,Lfarl*ing scheme 
Content (22%) 

Grammatical 
Accuracy (28%) 
Vocabulary (22%) 

I 1 1 I I I 

.-Ill ins rnrctors 

1 04 

Anna 

23(63.9%) 

7(19.4%) 

2(5.6%) 

Total ( 1 00%) 

Edward 

36(30%) 

43(35.8%) 

14( 1 1 -7%) 

3 6 

Kelly 

35(43.8%) 

4(5.0%) 

2 1 (26.3%) 

120 80 1 

Marge 

10(17.5%) 

28(49.15%) 

8(14.0%) 

57 100% I 

A verages O/ 

percentages 

38.8% 

293 

27.34% 

14.40% 

82 

4 5 
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Table 4.3 shows a ranked order to represent the extent of attention individual 

instnictors tended to pay attention to each anomaly category. 

Table 4.3. Ranked order of serious anomaly categories recalled by the instmctors 

Inrtructor Ranked Isr I 
Anna 1 Content 1 Organization 1 Vocabu lq  I 
Edward 

Kelly 

In Table 4.3 it is show that both content anomalies and serious accuracy errors 

ranked higher than the other two categones when the instmctors recalled serious 

anomalies in their inte~ews.  This suggests that while linguistic errors were two of the 

four instnictors' one primary concem, these instructors also paid great attention to the 

content anomalies in their students' writing. 1 will take up the issue of content deviations 

and grammatical errors as two serious anomaly types in the next section when 1 answer 

Research Question No. 4. There 1 also discuss why content anomalies were two of the 

instmctors' primary concems. At this point, 1 move to report the instmctors' conscious 

use of certain criteria in their error evaluation activities. 

Marge 

There are ample instances in the data to show that the instnictors' percepts of 

Gr ammar 

Content 

senous errors was a fùnction of context. That is, their determination of serious errors was 

Gramrnar 

often afFected by contexnial elements such as the learner, the purpose of evaluation 

Content 

Vocabuiary 

activity and the document type. To see what "serious errors" really meant to the 
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Otganization 

Organization 

Vocabulary 

Gramar 

Content Vocabu lq  
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instnictors, it is essentiai to see what criteria the instnictors actually used in determining 

error gravity. Ln Sections 4.3 -2 to 4.3 -4 below, 1 discuss three criteria. They are 

comprehensibility, imtation, and error fiequency. 1 then move to discuss in Sections 4.3 -5 

to 4.3.6 how genre as context and learner as context interacted with error gravity. 1 do not 

discuss instmctor as context in a section of its own because 1 deal with this when 1 report 

on individual instructors under other section headings. 1 note the instnictors' individual 

differences and interpret that instructor (teacher or judge) as a context is probably the 

most detennining element of d l .  

4.3 -2. Comprehensibility as a criterion for evaluating error gravity 

In many previous studies and wtitings on error analysis, two frequently studied 

critena for error evaluation are comprehensibility (Galloway, 1980; Guttennan, 1978; 

Khalil, 1985; Lennon, 199 1; Munro & Denving, 1995; Schairler, 1992; Varonis & Gass, 

1982) and irritation (Albrechtsen, H e ~ k s e n  & Færch, 1980; Piazza, 1980; Santos, 1988). 

Comprehensibility as a criterion refemng to whether an error is serious or not is 

detennined by whether the error impedes comprehension, hinders communication. or 

changes the intended meaning. 

In Chapter Two, 1 showed in a review of the related literature that previous studies 

have studied constmcts such as "serious errors", "comprehensibility", "irritation" and 

"acceptability"(Aibrechtsen, Henriksen & Færch, 1980; Galloway, 1980; Gutterman, 

1978; Khalil, 1985; Munro & Derwing, 1995; Piazza, 1980; Santos, 1988). In this 

section, 1 will show that: 

1. Comprehensibility was an important criterion to determine serious errors. 
2. Even when an error was comprehensible, it does not mean that it was not 

serious, however, because there were situations in which other pedagogic 
considerations came into play. 

In the interviews, although 1 myself used the term "senous errors" and "irritating 
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errors" in my cue questions, I did not actuaily have to mention terms such as 

"comprehensibility" or "comprehension" or "cornmunicability". Rather, the notion of 

comprehensibility arose itseifin the generai descriptions of the instructors' BAK systems 

and in the recalls of specific anomalies. Three of the four instmctors thought that 

prepositions and articles in their given specific contexts were minor errors because they 

did not hinder communication or comprehension. Here are some examples taken fiom the 

recalls of three of the instructors. The first extract is taken fiom Edward's interview: 

Researcher: Yeah, well. let me go back and pick up two terms p u  have USA. One 1 think 
1 introduced it. that is 'serious', serious mors. The other is 'disturbkg' you 
mentioned some time ago in the interview. 

Edward: Yeah. 
Researc her: Do you tend to equate those two types of errors? 1 mean, like errors, are 

errors- serious mors usually initating or= 
Edward: Disturbing. I'd say disturbùig, 1 am trying to think 1 take the perspective of 

not a language instnictor, but of an ordinary prrson with whom I am 
cornrnunicating. That's why I say disturbing. They are not serious because 
because as 1 said, just because you don't put the 'third person singular' mding 
to a verb doesn't mean that 1 don't understand anything you are saying. Of 
course I understand you pdéctly. So thq are not serious errors, but they are 
disturbing errors, to 1 think a non-language instnictor. If it is not a l a n p g e  
instnictor, they will think that p u  know this student is not- it seems so basic 
to be able to put a "s" at the end of it. 1-4- 181 

Edward's comment here once again shows that comprehensibility was a major 

criterion he used for determining senous errors, but at the same time, he claimed that 

minor errors are usuaily disturbing to a lay person although they rnay not impede meaning 

and communication. 

Kelly ais0 commented on article errors, using comprehensibility as a criterion for 

error evaluation: 

Kelly: Uh most of the mistaka he m d e s  are minor, basically articles missine or 
prepositions, usually misskg or the wrong one. So o u  h o w  "on the boat house" 
instead of "at the boat houe". But none of his grYnmar mistakes impded 
comprehension. And and they were mainly minor ... [K2-3-41 
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Marge commented on a tense error and considered it rninor, suggesting that she 

was using comprehensibility as the criterion for error gravity though she also estimated 

that the error was due to carelessness: 

Marge: Okay, I also noted a minor garnrnar error. This studmt makes v e q ~  few gammar 
errors, in fact, a tense error uh which didn't change the meaning. but it's 
carelessness on both parts really and so 1 pointed it out to her. 1 - 1 -3 1 ] 

Why is comprehensibility a criterion to determine error gravity at dl? Marge's example 

below gives a reason: Errors that distort meaning, hinder communication, or do not present the 

required message can result in undesirable grave consequences: 

Marge: The way 1 treatd erron, the way 1 talked to students about errors, is the 
consequences of the mors,  that is, in this situation, make thïs kind of mors, this 
is going to be the consequence. Not that error is. not that accuracy is is important 
for its sake, which 1 think is the French attitude. It's- if it's going to offmd 
somebody. you're going to make a huge rnistake here. somebody is going to 
misunderstand you, the bridge is gonna fa11 down, you h o w ,  that there are 
consequences to making that kind of mistakes. like the "sn and the "ai" mdings. 
para 9091 

But meaning or communicative effectiveness as a criterion alone was sometimes not 

helpfbl enough in ternis of detennining error gravity. In the following Edward seemed to be, on 

the one hand, hesitant to cal1 this particular error serious because it did not impede 

communication, but on the other hand, he found such an error rudimentary. 

Edward: "E" zero eight. E-0-81 Okay, I just said "well-ivritten report". Ttie only persistent 
problem appears to be verb-tenses." peading the text in an inaudible voice.] Y-, 
vh-tenses. First, teme, "We had met at my manager office ten days ago." So, you 
know, use of present perfect with a clear p s t .  Weil, in fact, 1 made the comment 
because hvice in successive sentences he has cornmitteci the same error: "You met 
me ten days ago." "You had given me air samplar at that tirne, so 1 could measurr: 
the pollution rate twice a day." 

Researc her: What did you think about this type of m o r ?  
Edward: Uh it doesn't impede meaning, but uh but but it's uh but it's uh uh uh (pause) 
Researcher: Rudimentary, would you say? 
Edward: 1 think it's one of those tense errors ihaf is well nidimentary, 1 think it's one of 

those tense errors again maybe native speakers would not commit para. 252) 
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1 draw attention to Edward's hesitation and his five-second long pause in this segment; 1 

interpret that what seems to have bothered Edward here was not that comprehensibility as a 

criterion for determining error gravity is problematic, but that it would be a problem if he were to 

insist on using comprehensibility as the only criterion for error evaluation; this is because 

somehow the gravity of an error has to be judged dso  based on the relative position of where the 

error is located on an instructor-perceived language developmental scale or an L2 acquisition 

continuum. 

The fourth instmctor, Arma, did not speak directly about comprehensibility as a 

criterion for serious errors. As a matter of fact, she gave each of her students an error 

record sheet, which she called "Revising your writing" (displayed in Appendix M). This 

sheet contained a list of what Anna considered major grammatical errors and minor 

grammatical errors. The major errors included sentence structure, unclear message, 

relative clause structure, word order, coherence, conjunction and transition words, 

tiagment, mn-on, wmma splice, verb tense, verb form, preposition, word form, wrong 

word or expression. The minor errors included spelling dong with other error types such 

as agreement, article, punctuation, capital letters, plural/singular, pronoun reference or 

reference agreement. In both my first interview and also the follow-up verification 

interview with Anna, 1 asked her the question of how she determined her major errors and 

her minor errors. On both occasions, she answered that she could not remember exactly 

the source, but that she had probably adopted this from a book for instructors of English 

writing and had revised it a few times over the years. She inferred that the original source 

was probably not an ESL book, because some of the items in the Iist tend to be errors 

committed by native speakers, such as nin-ons and fragments. 

4.3.3. Imtation as a criterion for evaluating minor errors 

As I said in Section 4.3.1, during the i n t e ~ e w s ,  I did not mention in my cue 



Chapter Four 

questions the notion of comprehensibility, which eventually arose in each instructor's 

recalls. 1 did, however, in my cue question mention irritation and imtating errors. 1 did this 

because 1 wanted the instructors to report not just error gravity, but also their emotive 

feelings, which 1 feared they might not be inclined to report. Two of the instructors 

expressed that they were ofien imtated or disturbed, not by serious errors, but by certain 

types of minor errors which are violations of trivial, simple rules: 

Edward: Prepositiond errors, 1 tend to correct thern because again th? arc thing that 
kind of look h y .  Disturbing, you could say, not serious. I mean you knotv. 
[El-10-3 11 

Edward on another occasion explained what he meant by "disturbing errors", using the 

t hird-person-single error as an exarnple: 

Edward: Uh 1 said the only rationale is that now 1 tried to mark the ones that's are 
either are are are recunïng and uh and then like, 1 have to say it ttiis [way], 
mors  that 1 frnd disturbing as a reader. 

Researcher: Uh hum. 
Edward: That that may may not mean that writing is non-communicative. It just mcans 

that it gives a poor impression. In other words, it loolcs sub-standard, for 
exarnple, uh not putting the third person suiplar "s" at the end of the verb or 
something. para. 521 

Anna commented that "al1 errors bug me", but like Edward she also suggested equating 

rninor errors with imtating errors: 

Anna: The minor [trrorsj does not mem that they are not important. It's because th- are important 
too. The idea is that in relation to these [She points at the major errors] , you want to clear 
them up. And 1 crnphasize that the minor mors  are the mors  that are initating ... [A 1-9- 151 

She explained fùrther why and how these minor errors are imtating. 

Anna: Wetl, 1 think. 1 think it's even for native speakers. ifyou have handed in 
someibg,  let's say, a native speaker's report is full of spelling errors. Huh, 
it's like, you know, wearig the wrong dress to the whatever you know 
performance. 11's people get an impression. And impression isn't so much 
about what it's about your language, it's about carelessness, it's about how 



Chapter Four 

you do your work. And because it distracts them. not in terms of meanings. 
Say with agreement, because 1 think for a lot of native speakers it's kind of 
Wce. [inhale] "God, ask her again? Get it? Don't rhey get it? Yeah, doesn't he 
get it?" 1 c m  ask again! You know, what 1 mean, and then it's like in his 
whole rnind is preoccupied with this because it's like you have someone's, 
like 1 tell th- kicking their head aga& the wail, l k e  somane, you know, 
knocking evety tirne. At the end, you [the instnictor or the rater] are not 
paying attention to contenf even if the person has great ideas and gcxxi 
organization, everything has been so distracted by thjs. Then you give them a 
"D". 1 mean. 1 don't do it, but 1 am saying if you go to a crdited course with 
a native professor ... para. 1 1 71 

The scene that Anna depicted in this long extract is interestingly vivid. She used 

phrases like "whole mind is preoccupied", "kicking their head against the wali"[sic], 

"knocking every time" to describe a rater's provoked emotion. The gist of tius message is 

that when a rater or reader has been imtated and distracted by this type of error, 

comprehensibility as a criterion for error evaiuation no longer applies, and al1 that the rater 

is left with is imtation. 

4.3.4. Frequency as a criterion for evaluating anomaly gravity 

Comprehensibility and imtation were both cnteria used to evaluate one single 

error; but error frequency was a notion that the instructors applied to more than one 

anomaly. Table 4.4. consists of three samples corn each instmctor, showing how 

quantification of errors played a role in their anomaly evaluation. 

Table 4.4. Examples of error quantification in evaluating anomaly gravity by instructor 

Anna 1 mean 1 guess, ysah because socnethes people presurne a lot of spelling misidcs. If I put 
Spelling al1 over i t ,  they [the studmts] kind of jus1 think "Oh, my god." You know, w m .  
They don't put it in perspective. para. 1 231 

You know, a lot of the mors ,  you know. And 1 do point those out. para. l6Gj 

Yeah. 1 thought it was- his vocabulary was good, he doesn't have a lot of mistaka. para. 
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Edward In this case it was probably he just ornittexi a lot of details so. Yeah, uh, a lot of details are 
missine, factual details. para. 1 851 

Othenvise, the Ianpge  is fine. It's just like reading a telegram. Again fair enough. 1 
probably wouldn't do anything dflerent And again as 1 said, 1 reacted more to the fact that 
ihere are too many misshg details. para. 1941 

Yeah. Because he's using it correctly many times. but he's also using it at the h e s  whm he 
shouldn't be using it. para. 2651 

Kelly Uh the other mistake the petson did was. a lot of vocabuIary mors. p a r a  461 

It just could be better. Uh, the other mistake this person made is- there're a lot of vocabulq 
mors. [Para. 561 

Okay. This person made uh a lot of content errors. Uh. (pause) again, havïng uh too much 
lnfonnation for each instruction. para. 991 

Marge 1 mean he's using compies grammar, when p u  look at Mike's sentence srnicture, it's 
cornples and it's fairly accurate. It's just his individual- and the trouble is there are a lot of 
individual errors. para. 3381 

For this particular person, she is not making too many grammar errors, she's still m a h g  a 
fair nurnber of preposition errors, so uh 1 do like to point out. She's like many of the 
advanced students, mostly preposition and article errors. [Para. 281 

Yeah, he he's got a lot of the word- the uh word ending problmis. which of coursr are 
various grarnmar niles, but in most cases that i've rnentioned so fw, he's got probltms 
whether to assume it's a count noun or not. para. 15 1 ] 

In the extract below, Kelly related quantification of content anomalies to gravity: 

Kelly: Uh. there're other arnbiguous sentences too. Like "Unscrew the four screws 
on each corner of the back plate." It sounds like there are four screws on 
each corner. What the persor really wants to say is at each corner, there's a 
screw. So there's only four screws in total. In this case, he makes it =und 
like there are 16 screws. So that's ambiguous. So a lot of mistakes like that, 
which probably is serious. [Para. 6 11 

In the second extract, he again explicitly related the fiequency of grammatical 
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errors (of various types) to a mark reduction in the grammatical accuracy category of the 

assessrnent scheme: 

Researcher: So are you saying this person didn't choose his word wisely 6om corn a an 
audience analysis? 

Kelly: Yes. One of the things 1 uy to have the students do is to know who the 
readers are, and use vocabuliuy appropriate to them. But 1 think the othm 
area the person probably dragged d o m  the mark is his grammm. A lot of 
littls pmmaticaI mistakes. [Para, 841 

Edward in a similar fashion explained why fiequent errors should be given priority 

in instructors' feedback: 

Edward: You know, and and 1 find that the distinction between meaning and and 
form sometimes artdicial, so 1 do focus on grammar too, but 1 try to more to 
focus on recurring problems, problems that uh- probli-ms that may have 
either rnrnrn a bad eEect, because 1 say this in class, therr: are some 
problems that are not serious, but they happen so frequently that that the! 
should be correcteci simply because of the 6equenc~. para. 301 

1 have reported that Anna labeled some of the grammatical errors as major and 

minor in the sheet "Revising your errors" she gave her students. In this error tally sheet, 

Anna categorïzed spelling errors as minor, but at one point during the interview she also 

noted that a repeated minor error is not minor and is worthy of special attention, as she 

said in the following: 

Anna: Ifa person, for example, keeps spelling the word "panel" wong throughout the 
whole thing, then 1 am really, and 1 am gonna say at sorne point, you h o w ,  ri@ 
now it's not that important, as you go on, b i s  is the word you're probably gonna 
use, so just make a note of it and practice it at home. You may know how to spell ii  
in your head but it's not getting down to your hand. and it nrxds to be automatized. 
You know, write it up. para. 34) 

4.3.5. Teaching advice as a criterion for anornaly gravity 

One criterion which seems to have been used by two of the four instnictors is to 

consider an anomaly senous when it went against the teaching advice this instructor had 
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previously given. In his verification response to my description of his perceptions, Kelly 

reported explicitly the use of this criterion: 

Kelly: Thus, 1 am most critical when a student makes a mistake on something that we 
have either discussed in class, or that I had repeatedly wfitten d o m  on his 
previous papers. For example, befme we review "numbers* (Le., symbols or 
spelled out), 1 do not penalize a student ifthey have wn'tten out a number instead 
of spelling it out. 1 would comment on it so that the d e n t  can think about i t  
However, after we review number use, 1 expect the student not to make these 
rnista)res. . . . (Kelly, Follow-up response J 

After reading Kelly's follow-up response, 1 went back to Kelly's interview transcription 

and found an example Kelly mentioned in his foilow-up response. tn this example, a student 

made the mistake of writing the word "number" instead of 'Wo.". 1 asked Kelly in a recall if it 

was a serious mistake,. He said: 

Kelly: Well, no, as in this scheme of things, it's not v q  important; however, about two or 
three weeks ago, 1 tau& it to the students. and what 1 teach the student 1 hope that 
they remember and use it in their wrîting. So, in that way, it is serious. Uh, just 
because uh 1 taught it, 1 hope that they use what 1 teach. para. 321 

Still on another occasion during another interview, Kelly explained explicitly his policy 

on evaluating errors when cornrnenting on another student's vocabulary rnistake: 

Kelly: Vocabulary, uh, what he does is, uh mistakes hat  we talkrd about in class. and 1 
am pretty hard. Mistakcs that we haven't d i s c d  yeL like the person before with 
the conjunctions, I'm I'm not that hard on him although I explained what 1 mean, 
and tell him we're gonna have a lesson on it. But here, uh. when he wote  likr 
"Appro.ximately 7". we taked it about in class. We don't use "approsimately" and 
we give exact nurnbers. So 1 Lhink 1 was hard on him with vocabulary. para. 3 13 1 

Another vocabulary mistake this particular student made was the use of "low 

information content words" (Blicq & Moretto, 1998, p. 390), a mistake that went against what 

Kelly had just taught the class: 

Kelly: 1 told the class, we did exercises, not to, you know, use vocabulary like thût. It just 
rnakes the reader have to read slower, l e s  confidently. So, uh a lot of his 
mistalces- he doesn't have a lot of rnistakes, but a lot of rnistakes we've dealt wvith 
in class. And in engineering, they are heavy counts. [Para. 3 161 
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The other instmctor who related serious errors to prior teaching advice is Edward. When 

he was commenting on the use o fa  definite article in a defining relative clause, he emphasized 

that this particular serious error was a point he had made in prior teaching activities. 

Edwatd: Yeah. The same kind of correction "the air sampler which you 
gave mew. 1 think 1 don't remember. 1 think I actually r a i d  this 
point in ciass. Well, uh 1 am sure 1 did The fact chat you cannot 
use a deîïnïtive referme on this unless you are qualïfjwg it. 
Because in this case, it's known necessarily for the reader and the 
writer at the same tirne. E-0- 1 31 

In Section 4.3 -6, 1 discuss this particular error in the work of Edward's students in detail 

when 1 exempli@ the relationship between serious error type and genre as context. 

4.3 .o. Learner as context and error gravity 

1 have given in Sections 4.3.2 to 4.3.5 evidence to show that the instructon were using 

certain criteria in their evaiuations of error. In this section, 1 wish to show that perception of the 

learner aiso plays a role as a contextual element in the evaluation process. When this happened. 

the instructor was usuaily ready to abandon or downplay another criterion. Three of the four 

instmctors reponed that their perceptions of a leamer's individual strengths and weaknesses can 

play a part in shaping the instmctors' error evaluation behaviours. 

Anna 

In the error record sheet "Revising your writing" that Anna's students used 

(Appendix M), spelling was categorised as a minor error type. 1 have already reported 

that, to Anna, a repeated minor error did not remain minor; it was worthy of special 

treatment. Another exception to Anna's general division of major and minor errors 

appeared in a story of one of her engineering students who kept misspelling the word 
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"machine". This story exemplified, in her perception, an interactive relationship between 

error gravity and learner as a context: 

Anna: For example, one student, 1 think it was a lot of the comments that 1 
wrote. I circled the word and put in the column the word "mactiine". And 
the next thing she did for me, it was the same m i d e .  1 thought, well, 
here 1 have to just point out, you know, as  an engineer, if you don't know 
how to spelI this word, huh, let's say it's not important, you h o w ,  1 know 
you h o w  how to spell it. 1 am not sayïng you are stupid, and you don't 
know how to. 1 am saying, it just means going home. ... but it's just 
repetition. It's just your hand d m ' t  hou. what your head is telling il to 
do, and it's writing it out so that it's automatic. You know. and and that's 
one that 1 sort of think I am- not necessary- but huh someiimes- so 1 
guess in some way it's something serious. para.  143 1 

The message here is clear. To the instructor, repeatedly misspelling a word such 

as "machine" is perhaps not much of an error in its ordinary sense; it could be just a 

simple bad habit. But considering that the student is an engineering student, misspelling a 

word like "machine" is certainly not something that the instructor thought could be taken 

lightly. Other instnictors' recalls also exemplified sirnilar evidence, which 1 will show in 

the following. 

Edward 

Edward reported that in general he would not respond to article errors: 

Edward: 1 don? correct articles simpiy because uh becausr: it's much too complicated. And 
and I think students will learn it they lem it by themselvçs 

Researc her : You don? correct articles at d l ?  1s that a policy? 
Edward: Generally, I dont anyrnore. No. [Para. 573 

The justification for this policy according to Edward, is that the English article system is 

too complicated to tech and Iearn. 

Rescarc her: Do you also think that you don? mark you don't mark or respond to article m o r s  
because they are not as serious? Would you say that? 1s that a= 

- 1 3 1  - 



Chapter Four 

Edward: 1 thuik so. Weil, not as serious, 1 mean uh 1 thuik that what 1 what 1 think And as a 
language teacher, I know how complicated the article system is. A person who is not 
a l a a p g e  teacher may stdi be offended by the error, but having having and 1 used 
to correct articles when I began, but again, having realized how complicated it is to 
learn, never mind to teach them to learn, 1 have given up because there's no point 
correcting them without going into detailed explanations of why and the rules are 
too many. I don? lhïrlk they are that serious, and ... para 681 

However, in his recails of specific errors, 1 was able to identiQ a total of 16 corrections on 

or responses to erroneous article usages or erroneous usages of article before a defining relative 

clause. Edward explaineci these exceptions to the nile: 

Edward: The only case 1 can see myself comecting d c l e s  deliberately is when 1 get a 
student who is pretty well, you know, pretty well cornpetent in every respect and 
then an article is something that he  or she is not very good at, then 1 sa! fine. 1 mean 
that's- 1 pess  1 could say sometimes 1 do tailor rny rnarking sometimes to the level 
of the student 1 mean uh a student with the problems at al1 leveis, 1 don't both with 
Articles or  even the third person singular. para. 731 

At one point during the interview, when Edward discovered that he had responded to an 

article error again, he gave the following explanation: 

Edward: So here, for example. 1 corrected the article m o r  apain, "ihe Washington National Airport". 
It's alrnost the only error hc cornmitted, So as  1 said when 1 deal with a student that 
is otherwise cornpetent in every respect then 1 then I do article, because therr: was 
not rnuch else they need to do in terms of irnproving their ianpage. so. para. 23 1 

In other words, an exception to Edward's policy of not correcting articles was his 

perception of leamers' individual needs. 

Marge 

1 have reported how Anna and Edward adjusted their percepts of error gravity due 

to individual students' roles or their specific needs. This was also the case with Marge. I 

reported in Chapter Three that there were a common set of steps that ail the instructors 

took in their recalls of specific errors. While the other instructors' recalls basically 
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progressed fiom one error category to another and one error to another and then 

cornmented on the individual student's characteristics oniy occasionaüy, Marge's recalls of 

specific errors were difEerent in that they were ofien organized around her knowledge of 

her students, demonstrating strongly an understanding of individual students' needs and 

strengths. In some of her recalls, Marge would give the name of the student whose text 

she was about to read, then she made conunents on the specific strengths and needs of the 

student in relation tu the error or errors concerned- Below are some of these samples: 

Marge: It paughs] 1 don't know if you remember, when 1 was talking to hirn [the studmt], 
but uh, he spelt "block" as B-R-O-C-K-E-D [brocked], so he was carrying a 
pronunciation error into his writing. 1 changed it into "blockn. and 1 did=. para. 73 1 

Marge: Tony, yeah, not a lot of gammar mistakes, Tony. He is quite good. He's got about 
76. 1 mean my highest mark is 78. you have to realize that. para. 4061 

Marge: Yeah, yeah. Okay, okay, so we're starting with Mike FI-4-0091. Okay. Mike. Mike 
is interesting 6om the point ofvicw that hr: is one of the best rcsponders in class. 
That his idea is about the report are ahays  very good, one of the best in the class 
actually. para- 2951 

Marge: John is again a bit of a mix like Eddie. Sornetimes he s a m s  to do reaily poor work, 
and the other time he wmes up with really good vocabulary, his vocabulary is quite 
sophisticated, and unusuaily so. 1 mean 1 haven't seen- actualy he showed me a 
coupie of poems he has written. 11's quite sophisticated vocabulary. So he seems 
fiom the vocabulary point view, he is goad. para. 3931 

Marge: Okay. Should we go on to Lilian FI-4-004]? 
Researc her: Yeah. 
Marge: üh, she works so hard; she tries so hard; and she stilI got her garnmar mishices. I 

don't think Lilian has really improved veq  much. para. 429) 

Marge: Okay, now Julie @l-4-0051 is quite interesting. She's not one of my favorite 
students. She is one of my best students. But she tends to be, because she is good 
she gets impatient with what 1 am doing with the rest of the class. para. 5 1 1 ] 

Since Marge had, al1 the tirne, kept in the back of her mind the needs and strengths 

of each of her students, it is no surprise that Marge adjusted her reactions to serious errors 

according to the learner, as in the following: 

Researc her : 1s this like a policy of yours that you respond to prepositions, or= 
Marge: No, depends on the student's fiequent mors. 1 mean if- prepositions for this group 

are a fiequent m o r  for most of them. For this particular person, she is not making 
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too many grammar errors, she's still making a fair number of preposition mors, so 
uh I do Wce to point out She's Wce many of the advanced studrnts, mostiy 
preposition and article errors. So I just indicate them and then 1 expeçt thern to tq 
work it out themselves. p a r a  29) 

As a matter of fact, because Marge knew her students and their needs and 

strengths very well, she was ready to overlook even fiequent errors in a student's work 

and see errors as an unavoidable consequence of a leamer's risk-taking experiments with 

newly leamed features. This is how she commenteci on the relativeiy high number of errors 

a student made: 

Marge: My initia1 reaction to this student, is no- nothuig CO do with errors. This is 
that he made major real effort to use his own language. so consequently, he 
has made more errors than the ottrers. He doesn't- uh uh I'm very caretùl 
not to penalize too much in a situation like rhis, when they are really taking 
a risk and they are really trying to write their own pammar, own 
vocabu1ar)r. Uh, but 1 do you know note his grarnmar so that he c m  work it 
out and work together. And he did today actually. para- 1071 

4.3.6. Genre as context acting on errors 

1 have reported in rny answers to Research Question No. 2 that in some cases, 

genre as context can actually determine whether "an error is indeed an error", Le., whether 

certain morpho-syntactic niles are still applicable to a particular genre. In one case, genre 

restricted the use of a morpho-syntactic nile; in another case, it relaxed the use of a 

morpho-syntactic rule. What I show in this section is that the determination of serious 

anomalies, in the perceptions of the instructors, was aiso influenced by document type as 

context, with document type being one of the main teaching objectives in the course. 

There was a close Iink between the genre of an assignment and what was expected 

of the students in terms of their morpho-syntactic production. Before the students began a 

writing task, they were told in the prompt what their writing was supposed to achieve; 

they were also given in the prompt al1 the information needed to complete the writing task. 
- 134- 
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The prompt was usudy given in one genre while the required document would be in 

another. For example, in one assignment (displayed in Appendix F), the prompt the 

students were given was a narrative consisting of a conversation, in which one person 

explained the technical procedures to another person. Having read this prompt, the 

students were expected to produce a user's manual consisting of some technical 

instructions. In another task requiring the students to produce an investigation report, 

students were given an eye-witness account fiom the investigator, as if he or she was 

walking dong the paths inspecting the site. While events and things in the prompt were 

presented in a narrative, the students were expected to organize the content differently in 

the Investigation Report. In both examples, the students were required to transforrn the 

information in one genre to another, and of course in these tasks, students' ability to use a 

genre and its related language was in fact one of the focuses in the instructors' 

assessrnents. 

Because of a close relationship between the genre of a piece of writing and the 

fiequent use of certain types of morpho-syntactic structures, the instructors expected each 

time in students' assignments or practice tasks not only a correct presentation of the 

organization and content, but also a correct use of the certain genre-related rnorpho- 

syntactic structures. These expectations may have been part of their tacit knowledge, but 

the questions that 1 asked in the interviews regarding such a link definitely forced the 

instructors to corne to an awareness of this. In the following extracts, we can see Edward 

and Kelly obseMng this genre-error relationship: 

Edward: WeIl as 1 said, they were just- the problem is that with this kind of 
exercises, a lot of the steps that you s e  in the prompt will be reproduced 
exactly because that's exactly how it is- that there is nothing else you can 
do. You know, the prompt is very restrictive in a seme when you are using 
it for Technical instructions. The prompt more or  Iess tells you exactly- It's 
an information transfer thing and you are quite restricted in what h d  of 
vocabuIary you can use. [Para. 6241 

Kelly: Okay. This person did well. This is a good studcnt, probably one of the best 
in ciass. Let me just- yeah. Again, it's vocabulary and content, but it's rcrally 
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the type of exercise that creates this. para. 1551 

Kelly: Well, it's the type of exercise that creates- the grammar is very basically 
easier in this. It's al1 imperative verbs. And 1 was reaiiy pleased to s e  the 
d e n t s  got that 1 think o d y  one instruction with one snrdent, they didn't 
use the imperative verb. p a r a  1 571 

In her interview, Anna aiso spoke on the relationships between the kind of emors 

she expected and the specific document type the students were writing in: 

Anna: 1 mean I'm trying to uiink of- like we are back on reports now. 1 mean. We 
are actually, uh we are not on the technical instructions. Uh 1 think so. 
Some they make very few mistakes. 1 mean 1 am looking just at whether it 
is comma splices for those, or fragments or whatever else. Now that they 
had- but still in this one, they had more: it's always different. in an incident 
report, they may be struggling with the perfect tense, you know. or some 
other tense Wre that, whereas in thîs one, there were a lot more passivs, it 
seems that they wvere putting in the time so that they don? have to show up 
the probleni. [Para. 222) 

In my classroom observation data, 1 also noticed how a genre highlighted the role 

of certain morpho-syntactic structures. The instmctors teaching the course had al1 agreed 

readily on a list of document types they were to cover in the teaching scheme. There was 

no agreement at al1 on what grammatical items to teach. A lot of the in-class time on the 

course was devoted to discussion about the organisation and fùnction of specific genres, 

but the instructors also spent time on grammatical items as they saw fit, and a lot of this 

discussion involved responses to errors in students' recent work. 1 was therefore not 

surprised when. within the first three weeks in February 1998, 1 found Edward and Anna 

both discussing restrictive and non-restrictive relative clauses in their classes because that 

was the time the instnictors had just finished correcting incident reports, their first 

assignment . 
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From a fbnctional perspective on gramrnar, English relative clauses are often used 

to identiQ things, people or events, or to give extra information. Halliday observed that a 

defining (restrictive) relative clause hnctioning "as an expansion is essentially to define, 

delimit or s p e w '  (Halliday, 1994, p. 243). It is easy to see why such a function has to be 

performed in an incident report, especially in the beginning of the report when people or 

things involved in the incident have to be identified fiom a more general class so that what 

has happened to them can be taked about. A sample of an assignment of an incident 

report, which the instructors used and 1 am about to discuss, is given in Appendix N. The 

example was taken fiom the course book, Blicq and Moretto (1 998, p. 1 17- 1 18). In this 

task, the writer and his or her colleagues were travelling in a company van on a field 

assignment to video-tape a construction site. They stopped at a motel for the Nght. The 

next morning they found that their van had been broken into and the video camera they 

were going to use had been stolen. The writer wrote to report the incident and ask for a 

reshipment of the ndeo camera. In the following I list the relative clauses Anna used in 

her class discussion, al1 produced with errors by her students for this assignment. 

1. *"The Company was broken into last Nght on the parking lot of the motel 
that we stayed yesterday." 

2. *"There will be one bus a day passes through Freehampton, and I will pick 
it up at Freehampton." 

3. *"The serial number of the video carnera that was stolen is Nabuchi 
TX200, 2 17848 where I rented from Meadow Electronics in Toronto." 

4. *"I would like to pick it up on Jan 3 1,98 at Freehampton's Greyhound 
station, which the bus stops only on request." 

5 .  *"Yesterday, we stopped for the night in the Clock Inn where is 3.5 km 
West of Clearwater village." 

A follow-up, correction activity for what the instmctor considered to be a serious 

error type is of course a familiar, logical act fiom many instructors. The point I make here 

is that what the instructor was doing about this particular syntactic fonn was a 

consequence of her teaching this particular document type. 
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Still another example illustrates how error gravity interacted with genre. 1 have 

reported that Edward said he adopted a policy of not conecting articles in general but I 

have also reported that according to the results of my coding, he in fact responded to 

erroneous article usage for a total of 16 times, treating them every time as grave errors. As 

Edward explained, exceptions to his policy were often due to leamers' individuai needs. 

On the other hand, an examination into Edward's corrections on these article errors in a 

total of 34 incident reports he marked also suggests that many of these erroneous article 

usages were in fact definite article uses related to a restrictive relative clause, a salient 

feature in this type of report. 1 observe the salience of the restrictive relative clauses in 

incident reports in the following episodes. 

One of Edward's students p-0-91 in the very first mention of an air sampling 

device, called "air sampler" in his incident report, wrote this sentence: 

* 'Tm witing to uiform you that unfortunatly [sic], the air sampler broken at 
Cormorant Dam accdentily. [sic]" 

Edward in his written feedback suggested deleting T m  writing to inform you that7', 

inserting "was" before "broken" and inserting "which you gave me7' f i e r  "sampler". In the 

interview, he recalled this erroneous sentence as follows: 

Edward: Uh mm there was a missing ausiliary in which 1 put in there for the passive, and 
when you say the air sampler. you cannot really Say the air sarnpler lkç that, you 
cannot maice a defuiite ref- this is the case where the article is in fact correct, 1 
mean, but if you are going to use an definite article, then you must put some Srind of 
a quaiifkation to put it in contex% so 1 gave- but 1 did not esplain to him why. E- 
0-91 

Having gone through two more student reports, Edward once again in this part of 

the i n t e ~ e w  came to another student report which contained the sarne erroneous fom. 
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"The air sampler has been broken accidentally in Conmorant Dam on 23 December. 
1997." 

This time Edward again corrected the sentence by inserting "which you gave me" &er 

"sampler". So the sentence now becarne one that contains a restrictive relative clause: 

*"The air sampler which you gave me has been broken accidentally in Conrnorant 
Dam on 23 December, 1997." 

In his recall of this error, Edward gave an explanation for what he did: 

Edward: Again, 1 did the same thing as before. He said "the air sampler" and 1 said "the air 
sarnpler which you gave me", because o t h h s e -  the reader wiil not probabb 
understand- what do you mem "the air sarnpler"? p-0- 1 5 )  

Gramrnatically speaking, as Edward put it when he comrnented on the previous report w- 
0-91, "this is a case where the article is in fact correct". but then it would not be the 

rneaning which should be intended, and hence it was in fact a discourse error! Or in 

Lennon's (199 1) tenninology, this is an error which has an extra-linguistic context as its 

"domain"(See aiso my discussion in Section 2.3 -3 , Chapter Two.) 

The context is that prior to writing this report, a senior stafTmember in another 

department in the Company had given the writer an air sampler to take measurements of 

the air when he or she was on a construction site. Later, unfortunately, an accident 

happened while the writer was taking samples, and the air sampler was broken. The task 

of the writer was to report this incident to this senior staff member and request a 

reshipment of another air sampler. As any experienced writer would know, the writing of 

this kind of report requires that in the beginning of a text, certain relevant things and 

people must be identified first (and in this case, it woufd have to be the air sampler). It is 

this requirement that determines the nature of error or anomaly here and how it should be 

evaluated and corrected. 
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As the interview continued, Edward found still once more he had corrected the 

very sarne mistake in the sarne sentence structure in a third student's report CE-0-131. This 

student had written: 

*"I wouid iïke to tell you that the air sarnpler had been broken in an 

accident -" 

Edward again added "which you gave me" afier the word "sarnpler". This is how 

he explained this in this specific recall: 

Edward: Yeah. The same kind of correction "the air sampler whch you gave mew. 1 
think, 1 dont remember. 1 think 1 actually r a i d  this point in class. Well, uh 1 
am sure I did. The fact that you cannot use a defuitive referace on this unless 
you are qualifjriig it Because in this case. it's h o w n  necessarily for the reader 
and the --riter at the same tirne. [E-0- 13 j 

In an examination of the students' reports, 1 Iooked through this batch of wsitten 

reports, including the ones that Edward did not have the chance to cover in the interview. 

1 conducted a simple fiequency count of students' uses of this particular syntactic 

structure in the case when they used it, the alternative way they handled the transmission 

of this message in the case they did not use this structure, and the responses Edward gave. 

I present the resuits of these figures in Table 4.5. 

There were a total of 34 reports collected from the two sections of students which 

Edward was teaching. As Table 4.5 shows, a total of only 7 out of 34 students managed to 

d o  what they were supposed to without using the restrictive relative clause, and a total of 

27 (nearly 80%) of the students attempted to use this particular structure. Table 4.5 also 

shows that 1 7 of al1 the students (50%) failed to use this construction correctly, resulting 

in Edward's remedial work and re-teaching of this structure in class. 
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Table 4.5. Frequency count of the use of restrictive relative clauses by Edward's students 

1 Type ofsrudenr strategy Evaluatïon of 
student 's usage of 
this syntactic forrn 
in their reports 

Number (?A) in 
the category 

Student used a simple sentence to mention the air sampler for 
the first time and then re~orted about the air sampler using a 
definite article 

The purpose of this tally is to show the salience of this particular syntactic 

structure in this particular assignment, at least as the students (the writers of this task) 

perceived it. 

Grammatical 

Student uscd dative clause with a defiite article correctly 

S tudent attempted to use relative clause with a de finite article 
but used incorrectly 

In his recalls, Edward explained that he had talked about relative clauses in class, 

and according to my classroom observations, he did this at least twice. Because 1 wanted 

to see whether he would share my observation on the link between grave errors and genre, 

I asked him why he had tdked about relative clauses, restrictive and non-restrictive, 

towards the end of our second meeting on February 1 1, 1998. 1 reminded Edward that it 

was about incident repons, but he did not seem to remember. During the third interview in 

May, 1998, however, 1 brought up the question again because by then 1 was already quite 

certain about this link. This time he answered that he introduced relative clauses because 

his students perceived it as a punctuation issue. When later 1 reminded him that it came 

out of the students' writing in the first assignment, he began recalling the situation more 

clearly. 

Researcher: I think, I believe, it was a h -  it came out of the students' writing that you 
asked them to do for initial assesment 

Grammatical 

Ungrammatical 

I 10(29.3%) 1 

1 7(50%) 

Total 34 
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Edward: Weil. that's probably crue. Yeah. that's how I tend to decide what to cover 
in terms of g r a r ~ ~ a r .  1 tend to look at the diagnostics and then at that 
point, rnake a decision as to what, what points to wver. 1 mean they tend 
to be more or l e s  the same throughout, but it's not always easy to relate it 
to the topic. 1 mean 1 try to reIate to the topic in some way, but- para 
9531 

1 had little doubt that the link between genre and the seriousness of certain 

morpho-syntactic foms is part of the instmctor's tacit knowledge. What 1 was interested 

in knowing was when Edward corrected the erroneous definite article to a restrictive 

relative clause, and made students do al1 the follow-up activities in class, was he aware of 

the saiience of this stnicture in the document type? 1 therefore pressed on: 

Researcher: What 1 like to bring to your attention, is to see whether you are conscious 
of this, is that the use of relative clause is often related to ident-ing 
something or people, that îûnction is uh salient in a sense uh in certain 
document type? 

Edward: Yeah. Csrtainly. Sure. When you h t e  a reporf that's exactly what ihey 
are. They idenw or they provide m e r  information about somsbody 
that is already known. Sure, like 1 say. that's why you ïntroduce probably 
in the beghing, because incident report 1 ueated them first before 1 go 
to anythuig else. para. 9551 

1 am inclined to believe that these two experienced instructors took up the teaching 

and practice of this syntactic form as a conscious reaction to students' specific 

grammatical needs. These responses can be expected especially fiom experienced 

instructors such as the ones in this thesis study. 1 also believe that instructors' prolonged 

and repeated engagement with errors in general would eventually reveal to them that 

certain genres demand more fiequent and proficient use of certain morpho-syntactic foms 

and hence they should adjust their expectation of errors accordingly. 

1 have in this section reported that among the senous anomalies the instructors 

identified, the two most highly ranked anomaly types were content anomalies and 

grammatical accuracies. 1 have also reported how comprehensibility, imtation and 
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fiequency were used by the instnictors as criteria for evaluating anomaly gravity. It  

seemed that although comprehensibility was an important criterion, it was not the only 

criterion, and there were other principles at work in the process of anomaly evaluation, 

notions such as imtation and tiequency counts of errors, which were possibly pedagogic 

considerations rather than defined by communication needs or comrnunicability. In this 

section, 1 have also reported anomaly gravity due to leamer as context and genre as 

context and showed that these two contexts gave rise to changes of perceived gravity 

among the instructors. They also prompted certain teacher reaction to specific anomaly 

types in anomaly treatments. Findly, I have given evidence to show that percepts of the 

gravity of certain syntactic errors can be a fiinction of the genre they appear in. 

4.4. Research Question No. 4: What i s  tbe relationship bctween instructors' 

perceptions of errors and the pedagogic objectives of the course as they perceived 

them? 

To answer this research question, 1 provide data that explain why in their 

treatments of al1 anomaly types, two instructors reacted more often to content anomalies, 

reflecting how they interpreted the nature of the course. 1 also explain why two of the 

instmctors responded more to grammatical accuracy than to other error types in their 

recalls of specific errors. A discussion of these two observations together illustrates the 

relationship between individual instructors' perceptions of anomalies and the way they 

understood the pedagogic objectives and the focuses of their instruction in the course. 

4.4.1 . Content anomalies 

That two of the instnicton reacted much more fiequently to content anomalies 

than to other error types (See Table 4.2) is particularly interesting given that the content 

category accounted for only 22% of the whote 100 marks for any particular assignment. 

- 143 - 



Chapter Four 

(The marking scheme in Appendix E shows that content and vocabulary both carried 22% 

out of 100% ofa student report; on the other hand, grammatical accuracy and 

organization each camed 28%) 

In the parts of interviews where 1 elicited instructors' generai descriptions, 1 asked 

them to justi@ a content category in their marking scheme. The way they responded to 

this question tended to give dues to why there were individuai differences in their 

responses to different anomaly types. 

Edward 

In the follow-up verification interview Edward gave me, one of the follow-up 

questions 1 pursued was whether he thought content was an important category and how 

he justified the inciusion of content in his marking scherne. This was his reply: 

Edward: So what was 1 saying? Uh, wntent Yeah, I think content is important, 1 mean these 
are university students, they are given a task, and uh you h o w ,  1 mean, you are 
supposed to be able to use their brain and then think about the task i t sex And and I 
guess is that if a piece is well-written then 1 am uilling to overlook a fair amount in 
terrns of contenk not organization, but content_ 1 am willing to o v ~ ~ l o o k  a fair 
arnount, as long as I don't gct the impression that this is some kind of manorizai 
memorized piece when the wrïter is trying to uh pretend they know more than they 
really do. ... as long as- as long as 1 feel that piece is not a memorized piecc, where 
the content is zero because the person is just m g  to make it useful in a particuiar 
wntext, 1 don? care, but 1 think that content is important. Well, you know, you are 
txying to communicate sornething, uh 1 mcan. it's uh, you know. thme has to be 
some kind of logic to it, pady  because if rhere is no logïc. the writing- the lanpagr 
4 1  probably becorne more prominent w4-3 -3 1 

What Edward seemed to be implying here is that content is an important vehicle 

for language proficiency. It gives language its substance and meaning, and instnictors' 

responses to content anomalies are a way for instructors and learners to relate rneaning 

to language. 

When asked how to assess the successtiilness of his teaching, Edward was modest 

in his response. However, he expressed that he enjoyed doing this course more when 
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compared with an English acadernic writing course he was also teaching. He stressed that 

he enjoyed teaching this course more because the course placed emphasis on content: 

Edward: I don't know if I have succeeded, because most of my students are fairly uh 
pathetic in class, but try to huh, try to uh. try to get them involved than just get 
them to talk in the language, I guess, as much as anything else through content 
content-based instruction in the way. That's why I probably enjoy teaching the 
Technical Writing course more thm the other first year course, the non-crdit 
course because at least in Technical Writing, you are supposed to cornmunicatir 
with some kind of purpose in rnind. So 1 guess that's why . vara. 9001 

Marge 

When 1 asked Marge how she would justifi instmctors' responses to content, she 

referred to the marking scheme: 

Researc her: Why why do you thuik you shouId respond to content? 
Marge: Because of our marking scheme. Have you seen the marking scherne? 
Researcher: Yes. I have. 
hfarge: Okay. The rnarking schane &es 22 marks to content. You know, again. it it- again. 

1 am trying to re- 1 am trying I tq to stick to the making scherne if p&siblr. [Para. 
471 

On hearing this, I pressed for a fiinher justification for the marking scheme: 

Researcher: Yeah, yeah. But how do you- how do you just* uh uh looking into the content of 
these written reports, for exarnpie? 

Marge: Because for these students, particularly. the content is probably more important than 
an-vthing else. I mean, if they are witing a report for k i r  supervisor, it doesn't 
matter how beautifully written it is in terms of gammar and vocabulq. ifit d m ' t  
rnake sense, in terms of what the job is, and what has to br  done about the problm, 
then they as engineers are gonna be penalized, something th- have to. We have to 
work very much on content This is not a son of an ordinary ESL class, where wc: 
are just practising witing. We tcach them to write engineering reports. So for me, 
the content is probably the most important aspect of the whole thing. And 
organization, the second most important aspect. language is really- cornes third, 
para. 521 

My interpretation of the reason Marge gave here is t hat she saw a link between the 

predictive validity of the present assessrnent scheme in the fùture needs of technical writing 

in students' professional work. Because the reports the students would write in the future 
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would be a tool to solve reai world problems, therefore, the content of the reports they 

wrote now was the most important category of al1 four in the marking scheme. In the 

following, 1 will contrast Edward's and Marge's perception on this issue with that of Anna 

and Kelly. 

Kelly 

Kelly was the one of the two instructors who responded most fiequently to content 

anomalies. (Of ail Anna's responses to anomalies, 63.9% belonged to the content 

category; 43 -8% of Kelly's responses to anomalies were content anomalies.) The reason 

he gave for responses to this anomaly category again reveals why he did it in the way he 

did. But Kelly's response in this respect is rich and interesting, so 1 would like to give it a 

more thorough discussion. 

One of the key notions that Kelly used to explain why a mistake is considered a 

mistake is "know your reader" (or "not knowing your reader" being a leamer mistake). 

This is a notion that he used to explain the gravity of three of the four anomafy types 

(content, vocabulary and organisation) though mostly on vocabulary and content 

anomalies. 1 went through al1 the errors he recalled and did some tallies. 

Orgattizalion mistakes. Kelly used the know-your-reader rationale to explain the 

seriousness of two organization mistakes in his recalls. An example he gave is as follows: 

Kelly: ... what 1 tq to teach the students is that to îhink about what they're writing to 
g o u p  things in a logical order. When 1 wrote up, 1 wrote this test [the prompt], so 
when 1 wrote up the thing, 1 purposefully had the ptrson [in the prompt] walking 
around, fiom the cottage to a shed, back to the cottage, to the boat-hom. It kept 
on bouncing back, but I expected the person [the pe ter] to put. Che's gonna to 
discuss the cottage, he'd discuss it al1 at once, not jut followed the organization 1 
wrote up and waked around. But this person just wrote it as hc waked around, so 
it makes no sense to the reader. para. 2 1 O] 
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Vocabulary mistukes. He used the know-your-reader rationale to explain the 

seriousness of 1 1 vocabulary mistakes. An example Kelly used on a vocabulary mistake 

was as foilows: 

Kelly: Ub, and on the 1 s t  page, uh, he was one of the few, there is somethmg in testbook 1 
reviewed calleci uh low rnformation content words, kinds of words that the reader Imks at 
and uh it's just adds words to it that the reader has to figure out, and so words l k e  
"aforesaid", "upon performing the aforesaid renovaiions". 1 told the class, we did esercises, 
not to, you h o w ,  use vocabulq like that It just makes the reader have to read slower, las 
conîïdcntiy. para. 3 161 

Content mistakes. Kelly used the know-your-reader notion to  explain the 

seriousness of 12 content mistakes. For example: 

Kelly: 

KelIy: 

It's uh, uh, he didn't write how he did the inspection. 1 mean, and that's something and that's 
sornething I go over with the students quite a bit that they should explain. So 1 wrote: "How 
did you do it? Did you talk the police? Did you walk around? Did you go wimming in the 
Iake?" 1 mean, there's different ways of doing the inspection. Also, he didn't even say what 
he inspected in the background. So the reader doesn't know what's beinp inspectai until 
they get to the main fmdings. So that's. you h o w ,  things chat are missing. para. 2221 

Okay, d l  staying in the background, which is still only two sentences long. Uh he 
explained uh, it's knowing the reader, uh he is writing to a Board of Director that used the 
cottage as a summer place. So he is writing to a group of people who go to the cottage al1 the 
time. Yet he wites exactly where the cottage is, on Tenor Lake, located approsimately 50 
kilometers north of Ottawa. So he is givîng tm much idormation for the reader. You mi@ 
need to know where the cottage is because you don't know. But the Board of Director. 
everybody on the Board knows exactiy where the cottage is, so they don't neai that details. 
[Para 2241 

Throughout Kelly's recalls o f  specific errors, 1 counted Kelly using the know-your- 

reader notion a total of 25 times to  explain anomaly gravity: 12 tirnes for content 

anomalies, 2 times for organisation, and 1 1 times for vocabulary anomalies. To put this in a 

perspective where individual instructors' behaviours can be better understood, I have also 

counted the number o f  uses of "know your reader" as an explanation for al1 serious 

anomaly categories by al1 four instructors, as s h o w  in Table 4.6. 
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Table 4.6. Frequency wun t  and percentages of the uses of the know-your-reader notion to 
explain anomaly gravity by instmctor 

lnstructor 

Anna 

Edward 

Table 4.6 demonstrates the tiequencies and percentages of "know-your-reader" 

being mentioned in individual instmctors' evaiuations of  serious anomalies. The figures 

suggest that in nearly one out of every four serious anomalies Anna (25.6%) and Kelly 

(26%) commented upon, they explained the anomaly gravity by relating it t o  the notion of  

"know-your-reader". The transcriptions of other two instmctors, Edward (2.4%) and 

Marge (4.76%), however, did not reveal this strong tendency. My expianation for Kelly's 

and Anna's relatively higher percentages of  responses in the content or  vocabulary 

categones was their individual emphases on communicating to their students the know- 

your-reader notion, and it was through responses to content and vocabulary errors that 

Kelly and Anna were able to engage with their students in a dialogue which could persuade 

them of the importance of  an audience-oriented approach to  writing. ] 

No. of times the know- 
your-reader notion 
was mentioned in the 
instmctor recalls 

11 

Kelly 

Marge 

Anna 

3 

1 have already pointed out Anna's tendency to  use the know-your-reader notion 

to explain anomaly gravity. In the following, 1 will give samples to show how Anna 

responded to  content anomalies. Moreover, I will also show that one important reason for 

- 148 - 

No. ofdistinct anomalies 
& percentages the notion 
was used to explain 
anomaly grm- ty  

10 (25.6%) 

45 

3 

Tora1 No. ofall  anomalies 
commented on 

39 
- pp - 

3 (2-4%) 125 

25 (26%) 

3 (4.76%) 

96 

63 



Chapter Four 

her doing so was that she perceived that (a) there were important concepts these students 

would be required to know in the business culture they would eventually go  into, and (b) it 

was only by responding to content anomalies in the students' writing that she was able to 

engage her students in conscious talk about the necessity and power of these concepts. 

But first 1 will set the scene. 

This particular set of exarnples came fiom a writing task designed by Anna but was 

also used by the other instmctors. The task required the students to write an investigation 

report as an Engineering technician who was hired by a consultancy fim to go into the 

bungalow of the Parsenon family (See Appendix O for a copy of the prompt text.). The 

Parsenon family bought this house new in 1985 and since then had been complaining about 

the high gas consumption to  the construction Company, who had developed a total of five 

bungalows in this area on Gregory Avenue including Parsenon's. The construction 

Company, who had found nothing wrong with the construction of the house, now finally 

decided to authonse an outside engineering consultancy to investigate the legitimacy of 

the cornplaint. Hence the purpose of the investigation was to go into Panenon's house, 

identiw the causes of the problern and make recornmendations. In the following 1 will give 

some examples to show how Anna responded to content anomalies in this task. 

One content anomaly that many of Anna's students made in this assignment 

appeared in the very beginning of their reports. 

h a :  Okay, weli as fat as content on this page, one of the things that 1 I is important 
is that the topic. This is in the title and in the first sentence becausr: this pason 
says: "1 investigated the building and the heating system of nine Gregory Avenue 
Bungalowsw. In fact, the purpose was not= 

Researcher: This is the one that= 
h a :  A number of students did that and the purposc was not to tak about nine Gregory 

Avenue Bungalows, it was about one problern. And that would really throw 
sorneone reading it as a reader 1 think. So the topic is uh off there although t h q  
managed to get uh lead h to  the summary a bit, m. para. 5761 

What one can see on the first page in this student's text [A+ 171 is, first of dl, a 

report title. It reads: "Investigation report of gas consumption in nine Gregory Avenue 
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Bungalows". And the very first sentence in the very 6rst paragraph reads: "1 have 

investigated the building and the heating system of nine Gregory Avenue Bungalows." 

There appear to be two problems there, one in the report title, and the other is in the 

statement of purpose; the source of the two problems was likety to be the sarne. 1 coded 

this anomaly as "lack of proper emphasis", under content. 

Still another example that Anna gave as a content anomaly had to do with what 

faas to put down to serve the primary fùnction of the report, i.e., to make a point at a 

global levet such as a stance or  a position on an issue. Information in the prompt indicated 

that the insulation index of the concemed bungalow "does not meet present govenunent 

standards" but "it met governrnent standards in 1985," the time when the Parsenons 

moved in. One student mentioned the former but not the latter. Anna comrnented that 

what the student put down was a fact (Le., that the insulation index was not meeting 

present standards) but it was a misuse of a fact. 

Anna: And also I added to him on the bottom of the page where he t a k  about the 
insulation, 1 said you didn't tell me, when 1 read it the second time before 1 gave 
him another mark, you didn't say that. You said that this would not meet the 
govanment standard today, but o u  didn't say that in 1985 it did. So with that 
information is false, it sounds like- so that was another thing that we pointed it out. 
And then we= 

Researc her: That's a h  a matter of what you mean, I mean it's not just= 
Anna: What that means to Say: It's okay now but it wasn't then. Yeah, that's about building 

requirements. 
Racarcher It's not a matter of whether this is factual or not. 1 mean what he  has put doum is a 

txue statement, but it's not the whole truth. 
Anna: Right, right And it's lke you need to know something about the building code 

para. 6731 

1 scrutinized Anna's recalls of anomalies in this batch of reports. From her 

explanations of the gravity of content anomalies, 1 sorted out three distinct though related 

features which, 1 think, she perceived to be important in a business culture. These three 

distinct but related notions are (a) know your reader, (b) show awareness of real world 

constraints, and (c) know who you are in the business world. 
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f f iow ymr reader. The prompt of the task made it explicit that the Marsland 

construction Company wanted the report. It also made clear that Marsiand wanted the 

Parsenons to read the report too because this t h e  they wanted to get the Parsenons off 

their back. Based on the data and information in the prompt, one would come to the 

conclusion that the construction company should not be held responsible for the high fùel 

consumption. Hence one difficulty in this report is the appropriate presentation of the facts 

the investigator had identified, particularly in answering the question of "whose fault?" 

Anna cornmented on her students' performance in this respect: 

Anna: For someone, tike imagine p u  never think about that, like and that's why 1 think for some of 
thern- some of them came right out and said it's so and sors fault and not so and so's fault. 
Some of them avoided it totaily. So 1 mean you don't want to corne out, if the Parsenons 
gonna be reading it, saying it's their fault. and the  may have to fix it because it's their 
problern. para- 6771 

Hence the dilernma was knowing that the Parsenons would be reading the report too, 

having to say the fact that the construction company should not be responsible, but in the 

meantime not offending the Parsenons, who had been al1 this time adhering to a false assumption. 

Be mvare of reai worldconstraints Another content difficulty in this report is the 

writing of the recornmendations. Parsenons' cornplaint was real and had to be dealt with, 

even if it was true that the construction company had not been at fault. The prompt 

implicitly suggested some possible causes of high fuel consumption, higher than al1 the 

other houses on Gregory Avenue. These possible causes are: The humidifier was not well- 

maintained; additionai insdation would make a difference though the present insulation 

standard in the house met the governrnent standard in 1985; the Parsenons always kept 

their home wanner than people in the other houses did. Severai students made the mistake 

in the recomrnendation of only suggesting that the Parsenons insulate the house, a 

suggestion which could cost up to one thousand dollars. Anna thought that this was a big 

mistake; her comment was that the Parsenons should be "given options". 1 coded it under 

content as "not considering real world constraints": 
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Anna: 1 h o w ,  it's like, but then he bas one section. he was sort of- he just went straight 
fonvar4 and said they [the Parsenom] should have you know put a thousand 
dollars on insulation into it. Given this, 1 really think you should ... you can either 
say, well, indate this ifyou want to insulate that too, there is- here's a degrec of 
wst But to- maybe for most of them. it was just- they were just thiriking and 
that's really where the diculty is, you know, what p u  say: 1s it better than that 
one? They were just thtnking, as an engineer, and while you do it, you do the best 
thing. It doesn't matter how much it costs. that's what you should do. para. 2991 

Since there were so many possible causes of hi& fiel consumption in this house, 

according to Anna, each of the possible causes should be discussed and given as an option, 

especially when some of the options (such as asking the gas Company to replace the 

corroded humidifier plates in the fiirnace) would not cost anything to the house owner 

Instead, this particular student, as well as severai others, just recommended one solution, 

the best solution, which is also the most expensive, not considering that the Parsenons 

may not have that kind of money available, or may not want to spend that kind of money. 

As many working adults can tell, these sorts of mistakes are not uncommon fiom students 

who have no expenence in the working world. Perhaps they are particularly cornmon fiom 

students who tend to metaphorize solutions to human problems with fixing a machine in 

the best but most expensive way, ignoring many of the real world constraints that 

surround the problems. Anna continued: 

Anna: You know, uh, yeah, you got to fix this bridge, it costs p u  three million, and that's 
what p u  do. Uh, the fact that we don? have three million is irrelevant weil, it is 
relevant! Because that's where you are writing it for D u g h s ] ,  So. you know, again, 
it's the culture of the business, and t h q  are just starting to learn their science, let 
alone the politics of it. Right, 1 mean. you know, it's more than just the fact hme. 
para. 2991 

Here Anna hit on the notion of the culture of business, a world where many factors have 

to be calculated and weighed before a decision can be reached. 
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Know who you are in the business world In another student's report [A-4-1 81, 

the question of who-is-the-writer aiso came up. The sentence Anna commented upon in 

the student text reads iike this: *"I was authorised by my supervisor, Marg Brock, to 

evaluate the gas consumption in Mr Parsenon."[sic.] The n m e  of the company that the 

w-riter and his or her supervisor Marg Brock were working for is called H. L. Winman & 

Associates, an engineering consul tancy firm: 

Anna: We taked a bit about this when 1 started with him about who is the reader [Anna 
tâked to this student in class shortJy before the uitwiew. 1 because I said to him. 
t h q  [the readers] don't realIy want to know who is your supm~sor ,  Marg Brock 
or not  1 said but what you want to say is o u  represent Winman now. So you are 
"we", you are Winrnan, and Winrnan was authorized by the client, Marsland 
Construction Company, you know, who cares about Marg Brock? üh, and then 
he organized this part which is gcxxi. and 1 said g d  but ... para. 6521 

There were two content anomalies in this sentence. The first one was the unnecessary 

mention of the writer's supervisor. The other anomaiy, which 1 wish to focus on now, was 

the use of "l" in the sentence. At this point in the interview, Anna wanted to continue to 

move on to other anomalies in the text, but 1 almost lost track of her because 1 was still 

wondering if the student had really understood his own error. 1 asked Anna to go back a 

little bit: 

Researcher: Can 1 go back a little bit? Just nour when you takrd to hirn again [in classj, did he 
ask you about these? 

Anna: 1 actually pointed it out becaux I went through with him and it took me a little 
while bccause he still did not get it ri@ away. and 1 kept saying. okay like whrn 
you go out, 1 gave him another example, 1 said, okay, let's say you are doing a 
project for MacDonaid's. a report for MacDonald's. and you work for Winman. 
When you go out there. you are not John Wong, you are Winman. And who asked 
you to do it? It's not Marg the supervisor, it's McDonald's who askd you to wite  
this report It's Winman, you h o w ,  so who you are changes. CTh, if you are in o u r  
job. and your supervisor asks you to write a report for another department in your 
company, and then you know, you are John in this department, so that that that 
whole thing is a culture thing, 1 think, you h o w ,  who am 1, what am 1 doing what 
am 1 writing this for in the conte.xt of it and then al1 that. para. 654) 

From this segment, once again 1 see Anna identifjing a "culture thing". I also see 

that Anna had really made great efforts to get the message across. This was not a question 

of rnisusing a pronoun, "we" or "I". This was about an understanding required of the 
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writer about the workings in the business culture, and about who one realIy is in the 

various business contexts. What 1 can dso see here is that Anna had in this segment of 

recalls shified frorn telling why she was giving feedback on content anomalies in a writing 

task with an ESL focus to exemplifjing the kind of cultural knowledge that a writer has to 

bring to the task for effective communication. This exarnple once again pointed to an 

observation 1 made earlier: Anna, (or perhaps even Kelly and even Edward or Marge also) 

felt the need to respond to content anomalies because it is through responding to these 

anomalies that she could impart a bit of the culture of technical and business 

communication, and ail that social understanding and world knowledge has to be put to 

use in the writing. It was through responding to content anomalies that the instructor was 

able to engage the students to talk conriously about ESL literacy. Such a need is 

pertinent because, as Marge put it. this was no ordinary ESL course, but a preparation for 

communication needs in a different cornrnunity with a culture unfamiliar to the students. 

In my answer to Research Question No. 3, 1 reported that two of the instructors, 

Kelly and Anna, demonstrated a bias towards content anornafies in their recails, a 

behaviour that distinguished them fiom the other two instructors, Marge and Edward. My 

answer to Research Question No. 4 up to now has explained why this was the case by 

establishing that : 

1 .  The ways Kelly and Anna perceived serious errors have to be understood 
as the ways in which these two instructors perceived the pedagogic 
objectives and the main focuses of the course. An umbrella concept that 
seems to be at work here for Kelly and Anna's perceptions is their 
understandings of how the notion of know-your-reader should be 
understood by the students. 

2. Anna's attention to content errors was also very likely to be motivated by 
her understanding of the importance of imparting business culture to her 
ESL engineering students. 
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4.4.2. Grammatical errors 

In this section, 1 show that Edward and Marge's percepts of the importance of 

grammatical accuracy are also in simitar fashion related to certain distinct feahires in their 

understanding of the pedagogic objective of the course. 

Marge 

As 1 have reporîed, in the general description of instructors' BAK systems, Marge 

cast her opinion that the primary objective of the course was content, and that 

organization ranked second and language ranked third. How should this perception be 

understood when in the recails of specific errors Marge responded more to grammatical 

errors? I brought up this apparent contradiction when 1 sent Marge a description of her 

perceptions. 1 asked her about this in a follow-up question: 

FolIow-up Question No. 2: "Do you see a contradiction between your hi&& pave 
error rate in the accuracy category and at the same time your recogizing Uiat the 
c o u m  objectives are primarily content and organization? What are some of the 
possible eqlanations, in your Mew. of this incongruence?'' warge, Description] 

This is how she answered me in an electronic message fiom overseas: 

This is a very important question as it relates to conclusions you have already dravm. Be v- 
carcful to considm al1 the feedback we provided in your analysis. For esample, the f d b a c k  
provided to students in the markd reports would always concentrate on language mors  as 
individual students made different errors, and as 1 explain in the transcript, 1 deliberately 
concentrate on those m o r s  at their request. 

1 dealt with content and organization in a different way. Because the report format was 
prescribed by the te.xtbook, 1 used OH [Overhead Projectorj models to danonstrate effkctive 
and non-effixtive reports. 1 would then reIate it to their marks in terrns of what was a 
superior as opposed to an adequate attempt. 1 would assume the other Gistructors also 
focused on content and organization in ciassroom feedback and grammar rnistakcs in tutorial 
feedback. warge, Follow-up] 

Marge's answer in her e-mail was that although in her marking she seemed to have 

focussed on grammatical errors, this did not mean she did not respond to other anomaly 



Chapter Four 

types. She usually provided in class her feedback on content and orgarüzation anomalies, 

ofien by representing in class good and bad models. 1 went through rny field notes, which 1 

had taken during the lirnited hours 1 was granted to sit in her class, and 1 found my notes 

verifjing Marge's explanation. On the other hand, I also saw that in fact ail the instructors 

teaching the course gave in-class feedback and corrections on organization and content 

anomalies. 1 therefore find that Marge's email explanation may not account for the 

incongruence 1 had asked her to explain. 

However, 1 do hypothesize that Marge's bias towards grammar in the specific 

recalls could have also been the result of an observer effect, namely that Marge focussed 

on grammatical errors because she conceived that morpho-syntactic errors were the kind 

of things that 1 was looking for. 1 have some evidence for this hypothesis. 1 have reported 

in Section 4.1.3 Marge's interpretation of the term "errof' earlier in our first interview. 

Marge later defended again this narrower notion of error in her answer to another of my 

follow-up questions, in which I asked if discourse anomalies can be considered errors and 

if not, how are they different from grammatical errors. This is how my question read: 

Follow-up question No. 3 : Are syn tactic rules and pragrnatiddiscourse 
d e s  different? In what ways are they different so that a violation of the 
former is called an error but a violation o f  the latter is not? [Marge. 
Description] 

In her follow-up response in writing, Marge, for the first time since I began a 

dialogue with her on errors, agreed that there are in fact two kinds of errors: lingistic 

errors and writing (discourse) errors. Marge's answer was that morpho-syntactic errors 

and writing (discourse) errors are not the same because the determination of discourse 

errors varies with the context in which the language is situated, while linguistic errors are 

context-independent. Furthennore, she observed that discourse errors are in fact writing 

errors, not language errors. As she put it: 

Marge: 1 am not sure how to answer this question [ to Follow-up Question No. 31 because 1 
do not know how you defme niles of discourse. For example, there are rules of 
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discourse which a native speaker would folIow in any situation (unies he made a 
slip) but they tend to be related to syntax (e.g. deixis). However, there are rules 
which apply to a particula. genre (i.e. a technical report) which change when the 
context changes. 1 think my answer is that breaking the linguistic rules marks you as  
a non-native speaker, which may be more or less acceptable depending on the 
toleration of the host culture. The wnsequence of br&g the sscond set of niles 
results in a less effective or inappropriate piece of writing. It is a witing, not a 
language problem, and c a t a d y  not confineci to non-native speakers of English. 1 
hope tbis helps. warge, Follow-up] 

1 find these views interesting and reveaiing, especially the part about language 

errors being context-independent, and 1 wilt discuss this issue brther in the next chapter. 

But when Marge cast the opinion that language errors are not the same as wrïting errors, 

she seemed to be suggesting that dthough organizationai and content anomalies are also 

errors, they are writing errors but not ESL errors, which is more of the error types she had 

been more concemed with. 1 believe that when she meant language errors, she intended a 

notion such as ESL errors, or errors resulting fiom weak linguistic cornpetence in a second 

or foreign language. And al1 the time, she did not think that 1 was looking for any writing 

errors. 

In sum, as she suggested, perhaps Marge's bias towards grammatical accuracy 

could have been more a representation of her feedback strategy than a balanced picture of 

what she would consider as serious anomalies. There is also the possibility that, as a 

conjecture, her bias towards grammar was a result of how she had pre-conceptuaiized 

errors for the purposes of my study. 

Edward 

I have reported how Edward responded when 1 asked him to justifi looking into 

the content of students' writing. In general, he felt that the content was there to serve and 

contextualize language and to give language use the logic of things. This understanding of 

the meanings in marking content anomalies would probably explain why Edward was not 

in general as keen on this type of anomalies as Kelly and Anna were. 
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Edward's distribution of comments on specific errors demonstrated a high 

percentage of grammatical errors. How should this behaviour be understood in the light of 

his understanding of his own teaching mission in this course? 

One interesting idea that emerged fiom Edward's general descriptions, which dl 

the instructors had spoken on, but about which Edward tdked in much greater depth, is 

the social stigma that is attached to linguistic inaccuracy. 

Edward: 1 mean accuracy 1 wony about in another sense. also simply they art. 
stigmatized, that it doesn't matter ifthey wrïte the letter- it doirsn't matter 
that I can understand it because if the spelling is incorrect, and the 
punctuation is incorrect, 1 still think of them somehow as k i n g  
substandard in terms of theu intelligence or whatever. So they have to be 
accurate not just because it is important but because of the ways they 
penalizc themselves socially, you know, by making difference in getting 
the job and not getting the job, getting the proper care or not. So 1 think 1 
wony accuracy in that sense, tqkg to get it across as they are being 
important, not because they are rules you have to obey or somethmg. 
para. 9281 

In this segment, Edward told why linguistic errors are a great concern. He took 

them seriously because he perceived that society as a whole penalizes those who commit 

linguistic errors and consider them substandard, and it is to the learners' advantage to 

reduce their errors so that they would not be penalized. 

When 1 asked Edward to compare ESL errors and native speakers' errors, he 

rnentioned linguistic errors as social stigma again, but this time his focus was on errors 

committed by native speakers. 

Researcher: ... How is uh how do you compare native speaker's m o r s  or mistaes. 
and second language learners' errors? 

Edward: Uh I haven't spent much time studying native speakers' error- but uh but 
uh or mistakes, whatever, uh. 

Researcher: I'd like to seek your intuitive feeling. 
Edward: 1 said 1 tend to hold a sociolinguistic view on a lot of these things, and so 

1 fmd it stigmatizing. Uh, 1 probably have a value judgernent. 1 mean if 1 
fmd my native speaker consistently make errors, then 1'11 say, you know, 
uh, either you are lacking in intelligence, or you have a poor ducation, or 
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uh you are just a peasant or something, so something like that [laughj 
para.  3941 

Edward's understanding that linguistic errors are stigmatized may have made him 

think that one of his teaching goals was to rid the leamers from giving the impression of 

being a non-native speaker. This is suggested in the segment immediately below. While he 

overtly explained that he  had responded to this particular student's article errors because 

this was an "A minus" student, Edward also implied that attaining the proficiency (at least 

the impression) of a native speaker was his teaching goal, as is show in the following 

extract : 

Edwa. :  So you h o w  1 thuik you can start focusing on things that make him [this 
A minus student] different 5om the native speakers. 1 am conscious of 
this, or maybe this is because 1 was coming from anthropolom and 
sociolinguistics, but 1 mean 1 know pzrfectly well that a person might be 
perfectly fluent in English and al1 he has to do is to screw up the article 
systern and people would start thinking of him as substandard. That's how 
a native speaker rnight think. So so that's so 1 am conscious of that 1 
mean, for çorne people it's not worth bothering with m o r s  like Uiat, 
because there are far more serious errors. This is not a serious mor. but 
again this is the kind of errors that tell somebody who is reading this that 
he is not a native speaker, so 1 hi& you know he is o k y  othenvise. 
para  258 ] 

When commenting on irritating errors. Edward also said that he thought that 

violations of trivial rules like third person singular "gives a poor impression," and in his 

words, " it looks sub-standard". From these examples, 1 infer that Edward's understanding 

of how society as a whole perceived grammatical errors is constitutive of his own error 

evaluation principle. 

Another explanation for Edward's higher response rate to grammatical mistakes 

than to other anomaly types could be that Edward preferred attending to recumng 

problems. This is a marking or teaching strategy perhaps only relevant to grammatical 

errors, as teaching in the course tended to progress tiom one document type to another, 

and each task had a different content and context. The only recumng anomaly type in 

Edward's data which could be easily identified were of course grammatical errors, either 
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in the same task or fkom task to task. 

In Section 4.4, I show that the four instnictors could be divided into two groups 

according to the patterns through which they each responded to serious anomaly types. 

Edward and Marge tended to respond more fiequently to grammatical errors than other 

anomaiy types, and Anna and Kelly responded more to content anomalies than to 

grammatical errors. These two response patterns to serious anomalies, 1 infer, tend to be 

related to how the instmctors understood the main objectives and focuses of their 

teaching. 

Anna and Kelly were keen to impart to their students an audience-oriented 

approach; Anna also emphasized the importance of learning the culture of business, which 

she believed would be essential for effective technical writing. Edward and Marge did not 

see the importance of content in the same way as Anna and Kelly did. Edward understood 

content to be important because it provided a context for the use of language. Marge 

believed that content was important as a predictive validity issue; to her, content was 

important primarily because it would be the most important thing for the writing of 

practising engineers working in their professional world. 

On the other hand, Edward and Marge attached greater importance to grammatical 

errors prïmarily because they saw the undesirable social consequences that grammatical 

errors could bring to ESL writers or speakers, and to their readers or listeners. In 

Edward's view, gramrnaticaf errors are stigmatized, and lay people would even consider 

certain grammatical errors indicators of "substandard language. It is against these 

undesirable social consequences that Edward believed his learners should nd their writing 

of errors. 
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DISCUSSION: 

1 reported in Chapter Four the findings fiom this thesis study. In this chapter 1 wish 

to offer an interpretation of these findings, but before doing that I will begin with a 

sumrnary of Chapter Four. 1 do this to provide a platform for my interpretation of these 

findings. 1 also find it appropriate to amalgamate my interpretation of instmctors' 

perceptions with a discussion of the relevant literature. It is the primary task of this 

chapter to give a coherent interpretation of the instnictors' percepts, but a? the same time, 

I also interpret what 1 know fiom related literature, since what I know fiom the literature 

informs my interpretation of fhdings in this thesis study. 

5.1. Summary of instructors' perceptions of anomalies 

Findings in my thesis study confirm the value of taking a constmctivist approach to 

error perception. In this perspective, error evaluation is understood as a dynamic, context- 

sensitive, interactive process. This thesis study in a constmctivist approach showed that 

the assignrnents of gravity to grammatical e m r s  and other anomalies were oflen under the 

influence of the following contexts: (a) leamer as context, (b) the assessrnent purpose as 

context, (c) the genre in which the error appeared in, and most importantly (d) teacher as 

context. 

5.1.1. Learner as context 

One of the contextual elements &écting the instructors' error perception was the 

learner. The instructors reported that based on the needs and strengths of a particular 
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learner, the instructon adjusted the gravity t hey assigned to the error identified in a way 

different than they usually did. For example, Marge gave more ailowance to a student who 

s he believed was experimenting wit h newty learned language items. Sirnilarly, Anna 

considered the misspelling of the word "machine" to be very serious, primarily because she 

felt that this was a word an engineering student should not have rnisspelled. Edward made 

exceptions to his do-not-correct-article-error policy when he came across an advanced 

student who might benefit fiom such corrections. In sum, these reassignments of error 

gravity were out of certain pedagogical considerations based on the perceived needs of the 

specific learner being considered. 

5 .1  -2 .  Assessment purpose as context 

Instructors' assessrnent activities were infiuenced by the specific purpose of the 

assessment. At least two of the instructors changed their response patterns to errors 

depending on whether a mark had to be given to the students' work- When marking for 

grades was not necessary, one instructor in general paid attention to only content and 

organization anomalies but not to grammatical errors. This suggests that the error 

evaluation procedure is likely to be stmctured by the purpose of the evaluation activity, as 

individual teachers perceived them to be. 

5.1 -3 .  Genre as context 

There were instances in which genre considerations (e.g., discourse niles) 

detennined the instmctors' perceived need to apply certain morpho-syntactic niles. These 

were instances in which the determination of grammatical errors was actually dependent 

on the genre in which the errors appeared. These instances demonstrate the great extent 

genre as a context can exert on error evaluation. On the issue of assigning gravity to 

errors, the genre in which errors appear also played a role. In Chapter Four, 1 identified a 
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close relationship between genre and certain morpho-syntactic forms, namely, reliance on 

the use of relative clauses with a definite article to identie things, people and events in 

incident or investigation reports. In the example 1 showed there, a total of 27 (about 80%) 

of Edwards' 34 students attempted to use a restrictive relative clause with a definite article 

to identiQ for the first tirne a device called "air sampler" in the writing of their incident 

reports; out of these 27 students, a total of 17 failed to use a restrictive relative clause 

with a definite article correctty, resuhing in Edward's remedial teaching or reteaching of 

this syntactic structure. There 1 also presented samples to show that Anna carried out a 

similar reteaching of the sarne syntactic form in her lessons. 

5.1.4. Teacher as context 

In Chapter Four, I identified certain differences among the instructors' 

conceptualizations of errors. Some of these differences were in the definitions of enors, 

rnistakes, and slips instructors initially offered in their interviews and in the instructors' 

response patterns to senous anomalies. During the interviews, two of the instructors, 

Marge and Edward, used the term "error" to refer to violations of grammaticai rules and 

this kind of violation only. While "error" to the third instmctor, Kelly, was purely 

determined by declarative knowledge, the fourth instnictor, Anna, preferred to cal1 any 

anomaly an "error". However, pnor to my question asking explicitly for a definition of 

error, in their stimulated recalls when the instructors commented one by one on the serious 

errors in each of their students' written reports, they al1 used the terms "errors" and 

"mistakes" interchangeably to refer to anomalies in either content, organization, 

vocabulary or grammatical accuracy. It was oniy later in their follow-up responses that the 

instructors amended these definitions to a broader notion that covered al1 sorts of 

anomalies; they recognized that in their assessment practices that they al1 did not 

differentiate mistakes from enors. For example, Marge in her follow-up response 

explained that content and organizational anomalies were writing errors while grammatical 
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errors were ESL errors. She also maintained that breaking linguistic rules marks the writer 

as a non-native speaker, while violations of discourse and genre rules are considered 

writing or literacy errors. 

Patterns emerged in the instructors' responses to anomaly types. Two of the 

instructors, Edward and Marge, commented more on grammatical errors than other 

anomaly types whereas, the other two instructors, Anna and Kelly, responded more to 

content anomalies than other anomaly types. In comparing the language and the serious 

error types the instructors responded to, I can see that on the one hand, although Edward 

and Marge followed closely the assessment scheme they were using, the "point(s)" they 

were making in their comments on errors displayed a tendency towards ESL language 

proficiency or grammatical competence and did not really echo the objectives of a genre- 

based technical writing course. On the other hand, in Anna's and Kelly's responses to 

serious error types and the teaching points they were making, what they were trying to get 

across to their students did seem to echo the perceived objectives of the course, placing 

emphasis on the development of ESL literacy. 

Differences between these two groups of instructors were also apparent in their 

two typically different understandings of their teaching focuses. Edward and Marge 

considered it important to rid their learners of grammatical errors, which they believed 

were stigmatized (Edward's view) and may lead to serious social consequences (Marge's 

view). Anna and Kelly, though they also discussed in general the consequences errors 

could bring to the reader and the writer, emphasized in their teaching an audience-oriented 

approach to technical writing (Anna's and Kelly's view) and an understanding of the 

culture of the business world (Anna's view). These different understandings of the 

teaching "points" (in the sense of teachers' specific motivations to teach and learn) 

between these two groups of instructors seem to relate to the difference in their response 

patterns to specific serious errors. 
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Differences in the instructors' evaluation behaviour also suggest that of all the 

contexts being examined, instructor as context is likely to be the most overriding one. 

Individual instructors applied unique perceptions of students' errors. This is probably 

because it was the instructors, the participants in this thesis study, who determined and 

took the lead in the teaching activities, of which the evaluation was a part; it was the 

instructors who were judges of the particular evaluation activities; and it was the 

instructors who considered what, when and how contexts came into consideration in the 

evaluation of a specific error. 

In spite of the individual differences among the instructors in their evaluation, my 

analyses revealed certain commonalities among the instructors. One commonality was the 

use of the same criteria in evaluating serious errors and minor errors. The criteria the 

instructors used included at least comprehensibility, irritation and error quantification. My 

data show that the instructors were not always aware of how various contextual elements 

acted upon error evaluation at the time of the evaluation activities, though they all tended 

to agree about this mechanism in their follow-up responses. On the other hand, however, 

they all reported their overt, conscious uses of comprehensibility as a single, major 

criterion for determining serious errors, along with the use of irritation and error 

quantification as evaluation criteria. Two of the instructors', Edward's and Marge's. uses 

of error evaluation criteria indicated that they were particularly conscious of how society 

as a whoIe perceives people who make grammatical errors and other anomalies as we11 as 

the social stigma iaypeople may attach to errors. 

On the question of what error is, the majority of the instructors, Edward, Kelly and 

Marge, tended to focus on offering me a nominal definition of error. Three of the 

instructors' percepts of errors stopped at the point where errors are considered violations 

of native speakers' language rules; they did not discuss at all what error meant to them. 

However, in her answer to my question "What is error?", the fourth instructor, Anna, 

reported a very adequate, summative synopsis, in my view, of the notion of error &om an 
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SLA perspective. This perspective sums up not only the notion of e m r  in error analysis 

but also in interlanguage studies and leaniing strategy research. This understanding of 

error indicates the many faces error c m  have to different people at different times and in 

different contexts. 1 therefore think it worth repeating the excerpt projecting this view: 

Anna: 1 think it's a lot of things, just depending on who o u  are or which way you are looking at it, 
what hat you're wearing, you know. ... You're [the leamer] working something out here. It's- 
it's a mistake. It's something you're doing in a way, it's the wrong it's a rule you don't have. it 
has stopped as a a l e -  being an Engiish nile, ?ou know. Uh so you know. it's obviously a 
developrnental thing and you have to work through it. On the 0 t h  han& it's something in 
some way does not fit what the native speaker does. It's always that dilemma of saying "yeah 
you have to make mistakes in the process to get it to this point, and at the same tirne you 
want to eliminate them". you h o w  and yet the question is you're never really gonna be 
eliminating them. para. 1 791 

In sum, certain contextual elements acted upon the activity of error evaluation. 

The instructor as context was the most important of al1 the various contexts identified. The 

other factors that came into instructors' considerations in the error evaluation processes 

were the genre the error appeared in, the specific needs and strength of a particuiar leamer, 

the specific assessrnent purpose, and how seriously the error hindered comprehension. In 

answenng the question of what error is, there was also the suggestion fiom one of the 

instructors that error has different meanings to different people in different situations. 

5.2. Re-defining the scope of error 

Having summarized the key findings in this thesis study, 1 will subject these findings 

to a discussion, aiming to provide a coherent interpretation of the instructors' perceptions 

of errors. I wish first of all to redefine the term "error". 1 side with Anna, who proposed in 

her interviews that the term error covered al1 kinds of instructor-perceived deviations in 

their students' written work. 1 suggested to the other three instructors that their behaviours 

in the recails of specific errors demonstrated a much wider notion of the t e n  error than 
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the ones they had suggested. This resulted in Kelly's, Marge's and Edward's later 

amendrnents to their initial definitions and the acceptance of writing errors and genre errors 

as well as the interchangeability of "error" and "rnistake". Hence, fiom this point on, 1 use 

the terni "error" to refer to al1 sorts of anomalies appearing in these ESL students' written 

language production. These include discourse infelicities and any kinds of anomalies in the 

domains of content, organization, vocabulary, and grammar. 

The definitions that KeUy, Edward and Marge initiaily offered in the general 

descriptions of their BAK systems were basically the ones Corder (1 967, 198 1) suggested. 

The scope of this definition, very much restricted to a violation of a morpho-syntactic nile 

at the sentence level, is obviously much narrower than the one discussed in the first 

language leaniing (Ll) literature and in the more recent literature of SLA. In the teaching 

of L l  writing, error is a constmct which has a wide connotation (e-g., Haswell, 1988; 

Nystrand, 1 982; S haughnessy, 1 977). S haughnessy ( 1 977), for example, considered errors 

which are beyond the sentence level, although her discussion mostly referred to syntactic 

deviations. These errors beyond the sentence level included the use of rhetorical fùnctions 

and organization, style and register and, topic development. Nystrand (1982) in his article 

"An analysis of errors in written communication" considered five types of constraints; they 

are graphic, syntactic, semantic, textual and contextual constraints. In more recent L2 

literature, Lemon's (199 1) proposai to consider extra-linguistic context as a unit for 

examining error gravity is also a broadened conceptualization of error. C. James (1 998), in 

his ESL error description system considered substance errors (e.g., misspellings), syntax 

errors, and text errors; under text errors he included not only lexical errors and grammar 

errors, but also discourse errors, the violations of lexico-grammar, for example, developed 

by Widdowson (1 979) and Halliday (1 985,1994). 1 therefore find it justified to use the 

term "error" to denote not ody grammatical errors but also discourse errors or writing 

errors, as Marge suggested in her fotiow-up response. However, the distinction between 

grammatical errors and writing errors warrants fùrther discussion. 
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While 1 eventually gained endorsements fiom ail the instructors on a broadened 

notion of errors, 1 note that the discrepancy between what the instructors commented on 

as (senous) errors and the definitions of errors the instructors initially offered requires an 

explanation. It was clear in my cue questions in the recalls of specific errors, which in 

every intewiew happened before my question on the definition of error, that 1 was asking 

the instructors to identie "errors". Except for Marge, who asked me on the spot whether 

I was referring only to grammatical accuracies or including content and organization, al1 

three other instructors started commenting on dl  kinds of anomalies and did not query the 

scope of the term i intended. As a matter of €ad, during the interviews, al1 four instructors 

and 1 myself were using the term "mistakes" and "errors" interchangeably to refer to 

grammatical inaccuracies and to content and organization anomalies. 

Hence my explanation for the discrepancy in what the instmctors said and how the 

instmctors behaved is this: The definitions of error that Edward. Kelly and Marge 

suggested in the interviews ail originated directly or indirectly fiom the error analysis 

literature these instructors had been exposed to in their education and professional 

reading. 1 infer that these definitions were al1 recalls of a kind of knowledge which Dewey 

(1938) called compartmentalized knowledge and Whitehead (1 929/57) called inert ideas; it 

did not come from the instmctors' own practicai experience (Schon, 1983). Whitehead 

defined "inert ideas" as "ideas that are merely received into the mind without being 

utilized, or tested, or thrown into fiesh combinations" (p. 1); Dewey (1938, p. 48) also 

considered that this kind of knowledge is transmitted as compartmentaiized abstractions; it 

can be elicited as declarative knowledge but is often disconnected fiom a learner's actual 

Iife experience. In sum, 1 interpret that the definitions which the instmctors initiaily 

offered, a definition much narrower than the working notion of errors they had been using. 

is the kind that is seldom applied and realized in the instmctors' everyday educational 

activities (Johnson, 1999, p. 8). 

In my later communications with Edward, Kelly and Marge in July 1999, dl three 
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instructors agreed to the existence of writïng errors. In the case of Kelly, although he had 

maintained that his students made a lot of rnistakes but not errors, in his follow-up 

response, Kelly suggested that in practice he was not able to distinguish "mistakes7' and 

"errors". In the case of Marge, in the specific recalls she had refùsed to consider 

organizational and content anomalies errors, but later when having gone through the 

transcriptions of her intemiews and reflected on my follow-up questions, she proposed 

that there are not only grammatical rules and grammaticat errors but also writing rules and 

discourse rules. From this 1 interpret that she would agee to my cailing them "writing 

errors" although "errors" may not be a term she herself would prefer using. Edward also 

proposed in a later discussion with me that there is the need to tell students that there are 

genre niles and writing rules, and conceptualizing them as rules might help ESL students 

irnprove in their written content and organization, although Edward also thought that 

grammatical errors are harder to teach and correct than are organizational and content 

problems. 

I appreciate the instructors' amendments, with which 1 agree. 1 also observe in the 

data that al1 the instructors in their recalls of errors responded to mistakes and errors dike 

(but not to obviously careless slips), suggesting that the difference between mistakes and 

errors in the actual assessment practices of al1 the instructors in this thesis snidy was non- 

existent. This respond-to-al1 policy they adopted was very likely to be a direct result of the 

practical difficulty Kelly mentioned, of it being too hard to tell written erron from written 

mistakes, but then it was also a policy that had its pedagogic value. This policy finds 

support in Johnson (1996, p. 123), who argued that previous researchers and teachers 

following Corder's (19% 1) distinction between errors and mistakes had devoted a lot of 

their energy to errors but should now start paying attention to mistakes, which are signs of 

improper procedural knowledge development, given that procedural knowledge is also an 

important aspect for language learning. 
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5.3. Error and genre as context 

In her follow-up response, Marge also made the interesting remark that while there 

are grammatical errors and writing errors, grammar rules are different fiom writing rules 

because grammar rules apply universally regardiess of the context, whereas wrïting d e s  

and discourse rules vary with the context. This is seemingly a view derived from eariy 

versions of Chomskyan linguistics, which held that syntax is autonomous, and in this 

regard, 1 have t h e  points to make. 

First of all, Marge's observation that grammar rules apply universaliy was 

challenged by Kelly's and her own recalls of specific errors. In Kelly's reçall, the genre of 

technical instructions imposed externally a morpho-syntactic restriction on a sentence, 

narnely that in this specific genre, there should be only one imperative verb in one 

sentence. In Marge's recall, she observed that the genre of note form wouId actually relax 

the morpho-syntactic rule of Engiish passives and ailow the omission of the auxiliary verb 

in a clause. Both these two instances are counterexamples showing that a use mle irnposed 

by a genre may change the relevancy of applying a specific grammar rule, exemplifjmg the 

maximum extent that genre as context can exert on error evaluation. 

Indeed the effects of meaning and speech acts on grammar d e s  is an issue that 

Lakoff (1 987) discussed thoroughly. In Lakoff and his colleague's recent work, Lakoff 

and Johnson (1999, p. 483) repeated an argument fiom Lakoff (1 987) to show that the 

notion of "autonomous syntax" in Chomskyan linguistics is in truth a metaphor, not a fact 

(in the sense of a theory of correspondence as truth), and that Chomskyan linguistics 

attempted to complete its logic by admitting that part of syntax that agrees with their pure 

formalist agenda and excluding fiom their syntax those syntactic regularities that do not. 

The examples that Lakoff used to show this is a group of sentence constructions that 

Chomskyan linguists once caiied "main-clause" constructions (e.g., "Here cornes the 

bus!","Who on earth can stop Jordan?'); early syntacticians took interest in these 
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constructions because they believed that these constructions could stand alone and hence 

had a purely syntactic constraint. LakoE(1987), however, showed that these clause 

constructions can in fact exist in some adverbial subordinate clauses (e-g., T m  leaving 

because here corne rny bus.", "The Bulls are going to win because no one can stop 

Jordan."), but not others (e-g., * T m  leaving if here comes my bus.", *"The Bulls are 

going to win if who on earth cm stop Jordan?!"). Lakoff fùrthermore showed that the 

governing niles of these occurrences and non-occurrences are not syntactic rules, but 

speech acts and semantics. The instances 1 identified in this thesis study regarding genre as 

context make the same point that a use rule associated with a genre can detennine the 

relevancy of a morpho-syntactic rule; the only difference is that in Lakoff s examples the 

use niles were speech acts realized by sentences; the use rules identified in this thesis study 

were at a genre level. 

Second, 1 wish to argue for the view that whereas there are grammatical errors 

(since there are morpho-syntactic rules), there are also writing errors because there are 

writing rules (genre niles or discourse rules). 1 admit that the term "error" may be indeed 

an undesirable label to some teachers - and in this study to Edward and possibly Marge 

as well. However, that 1 consider writing (genre) deviations as errors is a perspective 

based on the works of Halliday (1 984,1985,1994). In this perspective, language is 

described in a systemic theory, following a European fùnctional tradition and particularly 

the Prague school. This tiinctional paradigm of language in the writing of Halliday and 

other systemic linguists (e.g., Berry 1975, 1977; Martin 1992) considers that language at 

work develops into a "system network. According to Halliday, this system network is "a 

theory about language as a resource for making meaning"(Hailiday, 1994, p. xxvi). Unlike 

Chomskyan linguists' interests in formal, syntagmatic, sentential grammar, systemic 

linguists aim to identifi paradigrnatic relationships among specific lexico-grammatical 

codes and retationships between specific lexico-grammatical codes and specific social acts 

(genres) in the culture in which the users are situated. A systemic Iinguist's mission is then 

the description of syntagrnatic relationships because, in Halliday ' s words, "there is no 
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difference between describing somet hing and relating it to everything else" (Ibid . . p. 

xxvii); therefore, the task of a description of a feature in a language is to reveal its 

relationships to al1 the others, as the use of a restrictive relative clause with a definite 

article is related to the fùnction of identifjnng an object or a person in an incident report. It 

is in this sense that we see how the lexical or syntactic choice of a sentence can be related 

to a paragraph, and then to the whole essay or a document as a tool for a social act. 

As many genre researchers have pointed out, the syntagmatic relationships 

between a genre1 and the language that goes with it are pariicularly stable in certain 

discourse communities such as classrooms (Lemke 1990). professional domains or 

acadernic circles (Bhatia, 1993; McKenna 1997); these relationships are still even more 

stable and identifiable in written texts (Beaugrande & Dressler, 198 1 ; Hoey, 1983; 

Halliday & Hassan 1976; Swales, 1990) than those in speech. As a matter of fact, 1 see 

that the recognition of these relationships is particularly findamental for the teaching of 

technical writing because it is the recognition of these relationships that justifies the 

substance we teach and the way we organize this substance. Seen fiom this perspective, 

then these writing (discourse or genre) rules are certainly fundamental for the leaming 

purposes in order that ESL learners can leam to perfonn effectively a socially situated, 

communicative act; consequently, the violations of wrïting rules or discourse rules can be 

just as serious as, if not more serious than, the violations of syntagmatic morpho-syntactic 

1 
Aithough 'genre' is defmed differently by dHerent writers, it is a term containhg sorne 
commonly agreed notions, e-g., it has a social purpose, it has recurring propaties and ît is re- 
usable in sirnilar contexts. 1 note ihat some writers (Biber, 1988; Paltndge, 1996) differentiate 
"genre" and "text type". Biber's ( 1 988) "genre" refas to types of social activities such as 
prayers, sermons, songs and poems, and his "text type" refers to groupings of tek- sharing 
simiIar co-occurrence of luiguistic patterns. Using both 'genre' and 'texz type', however, can be 
very çonfking. For example, what Paltridge (1 996) calfed different test types (e-g., procedure, 
description, exposition, and recount) would overiap with what Trirnble ( 1  985) called rhetorical 
organizations or rhetorical fùnctions. 1 use a definition of genre suggested in Russell (1 997). 
which is inclusive of te.xt types. Russell (1 997, p. 5 15) defines genre as "the ongoing use of 
certain materiai tools (marks, in the case of witten genres) in certain ways that worked once and 
might work again, a typified tool-rnediated response to conditions recognked by participants as 
recurring". (See Section 2.4 for a discussion in this thesis.) 
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Third, although 1 gave exarnples to show that writing mles ovenide gramrnar rules 

and I consider that there are grammatical errors and writing errors (genre errors or 

discourse errors), 1 also hold that there are differences between them. Some studies have 

already established a distinction between writing ability and language proficiency fiom a 

cognitive perspective (e-g., Cumming 1989). My focus on the distinction of the two here 

is one that is socially oriented. The distinction becomes more lucid in light of Leech's 

(1 983) use of "constitutive de s "  and "regulative rules", two notions coined by Searle 

( 1 969, 1995,1998) to differentiate what Leech calied pragmatic (discourse) d e s  and 

language (grarnmar) niles. According to Searle (1995), rules such as "drive on the right- 

hand side of the road" is a regulative rule while rules of chess are constitutive d e s .  

Breaking a traffic rule to others means bad driving, but it is still driving, and driving can 

exist prior to the existence of that rule. In a chess game, if a mle of chess is violated, 

people no longer consider it a game of chess. Hence the rules of chess define the game, 

but traffic rules do not define driving. Leech (Ibid., p.8) observed that use mles in 

language are regulative niles while morpho-syntactic niles are constitutive rules. Leech 

explained: 

Hence if one tells a lie in English. one breaks one of Grice's maGms (a Maxim of 
Quality); but this does not mean that one fails in any way to spcak the English 
language ... On the other hand, if one breaks the rule for hg-questions by saying 
We 've met before. isn 't it? rather than We 've met before. haven 't we? One thereby 
faiIs in some particular way to speak the English language. 

It is basicdly an institutionally assigned social convention that people cal1 "a 

violation of a traffic rule" "bad driving" and not "non-driving", but that people understand 

"a violation of a chess mle" to mean 'bot reaiiy playing the game" and not "bad chess 

play". Hence errors are what Searle called "social facts", and this is tnie with either 

"grammatical errors" or "discourse errors" (discourse infelicities). Violations of 

grammatical rules c m  result in granting a reader or a hearer the right to say that the 
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speaker or writer has failed to use the language. Violations of discourse d e s  (writing 

rules or genre d e s )  can result in granting a reader or a hearer the right to say that 

something is bad writing or bad speech. In either case, however, the notion of emr is by 

nature a social construct, and what Searle would cal1 an institutional reality (Searle 1998, 

p. 124)- 

S. 4. Error evaluation and tbt contests of teaching 

Some previous error gravity studies (Delisle, 1982; James 1977; Politzer, 1978) 

have suggested the existence of certain error hierarchies according to their severity. For 

example, C. James (1977) found that of the ten ESL error types he compared, the most 

serious type were transformations and tense, followed by concord agreement, case, 

negation, articles, and word order. James (1 998, p. 232) also summarized Politzer's 

(1978) study into a chain of inequalities: 

MOST SEVERE: LEAST SEVERE 

Lesis > vcrb morphology == word order > gender > phonology > case marking 

The problem with many such suggested universal error hierarchies is that they 

seem to be meaninml only under the quantification of when other things are equal, but as 

Archibald (1 994, p. 79) put it, in reaiity and in the context of things as they happen, "[A]11 

things are, however, rarely equal and when comparing two errors it is usually the case that 

several factors are involved in each." 

My findings in this thesis study uphold a constructivist approach to error 

perception and yield the implication that because error evaluation is basicaily a context- 

sensitive activity, the existence of universai error hierarchies, such as the one James (Ibid.) 

surnrnarized above, is neither feasible nor usehl - because of its lack of descriptive and 



Chapter Five 

predictive power. The present findings suggest that the instmctor, the leamer, the genre, 

and the evaluation purpose al1 have a role to play in the assigrnent of gravity to errors. 

An interactive view of error evaluation is also supported by a scrutiny of the 

criteria these instructors consciously used in their error evaluation activities. The 

instmctors often considered that cornprehensibility was an important, single criterion for 

error evaluation. Since comprehensibility is a meaning criterion, it is difficult to see the 

vaiidity of an error hierarchy such as the one mentioned above (e.g., Politzer, 1978), in 

which the level of seriousness is determined by grammatical categories. Mer  all, 

comprehensibility can be blocked by a lexical item, by the word order, or by a case 

marker, depending on the meaning an error cames and the context the error appears in. 

The observation that comprehensibility has little to do with grammatical errors tends to 

concur with a finding by Munro and Denving (1 995). They found in their study of second 

language leamers' speech that phonemic errors, phonetic errors and grammatical errors 

were more related to accentedness than to perceived comprehensibility; tùrthermore, these 

errors are still much less related to intelligibility, which they believed was a more direct 

measure of what the listeners in their research sîudy actually understood than perceived as 

comprehensibility. 

This thesis study has also identified instances in which comprehensibility gave way 

to other criteria and these critena were al1 of a pedagogic nature. The use of 

comprehensibility to evaluate errors, especialty grammatical errors, is understandable since 

the grammar category of the assessrnent scheme the instructors were using actually 

specified meaning as a criterion, ( e g ,  "meaning is not obscured by the errors", "meaning 

obscured or contùsed" - See Appendix E). It is difficult to pinpoint in my study exactly 

why the instructors made comprehensibility a critenon for assessing grammatical errors. 

The specification in the assessrnent scheme that comprehensibility was a cnterion for 

evaluating grammatical errors may have come as a subject requirement, as in the 
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assessment of mathematics, where accuracy is always a requirement and as in the 

assessment of physical education, where speed and stamina are often requirements; in the 

subject of language or communication, comprehensibility may be a fiindamental 

requirement. Comprehensibility as a criterion for writing assessrnent and error evaluation 

could be a predictive validity issue too, because the students would have to write 

comprehensible texts for their tùture jobs. Comprehensibility as a criterion may also have 

corne from the influence of a communicative language teaching approach, in which case it 

is basically also a pedagogical consideration. In any case, 1 interpret that the use of 

comprehensibility as a criterion for evaluating grammatical error to a great extent must 

have been pedagogically motivated. This means that comprehensibility was primarily used 

as a criterion for grammatical error evaluation to serve teaching. 

I identified many instances to show that learner as context and assessrnent purpose 

as context had effects on error evaluation. Some of these instances were, for example: 

Kel iy determined error gravity based on prior instructional advice; Edward made 

exceptions to his do-not-mark-article-error policy when he identified a more advanced 

student; Anna considered the misspelling of the word "machine" serious because it was 

from an engineering student; Marge adjusted her percepts (ailowance) for the erron in a 

piece of wrïting when detecting the student's attempt to experiment with newly learned 

items. These phenomena together suggest that error evaluation was subject to the activity 

of assessment, which in tum served the activity of teaching. 

Individual instructors' different response patterns to errors also suggest that 

instmctor as context was perhaps the single, most important contextual elernent of the 

vanous contexts in the error evaluation activity. This result tends to concur with findings 

in many previous experimental studies (Albrechtsen, Henrilsen & Færch, 1980; Delistle, 

1982; Magna, 1983; Munro & Denving, 1995; Schairer 1992), which identified that 

judges' personal traits and characteristics such as age, gender and native-speakerhood are 

related to error evaluation. A teaching activity in its generai sense, be it an assessrnent 
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activity or an error evaluation procedure, is in fact a conscious action resulting fiom a 

teacher's own interpretive processes (Woods, 1996). Afier all, in this study as well as  

many other teaching contexts, it was an instructor who, based on his or her BAK system, 

decided whether, which, what and when contextual element(s) should be considered in a 

specific error evduation activity. Hence, it is very likely that findings fiom many 

experimental error evaluation studies 1 have cited here and in this thesis study are making 

the same observation, narnely that the BAK system(s) of the judge or judges, in relation to 

the purpose of the error evaluation activities, exert a crucial effect on the results of the 

error evaluation procedure. 

The key, umbrella interpretation this study provides to the issue of error evduation 

is that error evaluation is context sensitive. The idea that evaluation should be tailored to 

the context is not new in language curriculum evaluation ( e g ,  Elley, 1989). In most 

recent L2 writing and error evaiuation literature. as 1 reported in Chapter Two, we can see 

an increasing emphasis on the context of error evaluation (e-g., Haswell, 1 988; Lennon. 

1 99 1 ; Taylor, 1986). The present thesis study exemplifies the observation that contextual 

elements actually acted on the error evaluation activity and influenced its results. 

In Chapter Two of this thesis, I argued for the pnmary premise of phenomenology, 

namely that the pursuit of the essence of error as a phenornenon should begin with human 

perceptions. In this study, 1 interviewed four ESL wTiting instructors and elicited their 

perceptions of error and error gravity in their assessment activities, a context in which 

error evaluation is naturally carried out. In Chapter Four I reported specific percepts tiom 

the instructors to show that use rules overrode grammatical rules. These examples actually 

validate Lemon's (1 99 1, p. 189) observation that "Mos t  erroneous foms are, in fact, in 

themselves not erroneous at all, but become erroneous only in the context of the larger 

linguistic units in which they occur." 

Lemon (Ibid.) also proposed the use of two constructs, domoin and extent, to 
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masure error gravity. Domain refers to the rank of the linguistic unit (e.g., morpheme, 

word, extra-linguistic context) which must be taken as context in order for the error to 

become apparent; extent refers to the rank of the linguistic unit which would have to be 

deleted, replaced, reordered, or supplied in order to repair production. In this thesis 

study, that al1 of the instmctors considered content errors as one of the four important 

error categories and that two of the instmctors responded to this error type more often 

t han t hey did to organizat ional errors, grammatical errors and vocabulary errors bot h 

suggest that Lemon's domuin of the errors could explain well error gravity since a 

content anomaly can be made apparent only when the extra-linguistic context, the largest 

of a domain unit, is considered as well. 

In Chapter Two of this thesis, I followed Haswell (1988), Lennon (1991) and 

Rifkin and Roberts (1995) and argued that previous understanding of language error was 

too narrow, and in order to better understand error, we need to broaden our 

conceptualization of error. Three of the instructors in my stridy did not say much other 

than offering some nominal definitions of errors. While 1 appreciate Anna's reflection that 

error has different meanings to different people and at different times, the one meaning 1 

wish to add to the understanding of error, in light of findings in this study, is the 

explanation of error by Activity Theory and the concept of a mediating tooi in 

sociocultural theory. 1 understand that ttus meaning of error has not been endorsed by the 

instructors because they were no Ionger available for consultations . Nevertheless, 1 will 

argue for this perspective al1 the sarne. 

5.5. The activities of assessrnent and error evaluation 

1 began this study fkom a phenornenological standpoint. As 1 interpret its findings 1 

have corne to a sociocultural orientation to explain the results. 1 see no conflicts in doing 

so, and 1 defended the compatibility of the epistemological outlooks of these two 
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approaches in Chapter Two of this thesis. To justie the use of Activity Theory to explain 

my findings, 1 will now begin with the unchallenged assumption that the instmctors were 

using their assessment scheme to do something, namely to provide teacher feedback on a 

student's written work, and perhaps assign a score to it whenever required. One outcome 

of this assessment was the instructors' identification of errors (especiaily serious errors), 

and their comrnents or marks on these errors, some serious and some not. It seems also an 

indisputable assumption that the instmctors' assessments were purposehl and the ultimate 

goal for doing so was teaching, the enhancement of students' learning, though 1 note that 

there may have b e n  other intermediate goals in the process, such as assigning students' 

grades. The assessment, of which the error evaluation was a part, was an integral part of a 

larger activity called teaching. The question 1 now ask is: What is the meaning of error in 

al1 this? 

The Activity Theory 1 use to reveal the meaning of error was first proposed by 

Leont 'ev ( 1 98 1 ) and has been fùrther developed by Engestr- ( 1992, I 996) and used by 

other writers (Russell 1997; Wells, 1996) in educational practices. According to Werstch 

(1 985), Activity Theory aims to answer the question of "What is the individual or group 

doing in a panicular setting?" (Wertsch, ibid. p. 2 1 1 ; cf Lantolf & Appel, 1994, p. 1 7). A 

justification for applying Leont'ev's (1 98 1) ActiMty Theory to a setting of language 

teaching is given by Lantolf and Appel ( 1994, p. 17): 

The highest level of analysis within the theory, the level of 
activity, is defined as the social institutionally determineci 
setting or context based on a set of assumptions about the 
appropriate roles, goals, and means to be used by the 
participants in that setting. Setting, in Leont'ev's 
framework, does not mean the physical or perceptual 
context in which human tiinction; rather, it refers to the 
sociocultural interpretation or creation that is imposed on 
the context by the participants (Wertsch, 1 !%Sb, pp. 203, 
2 1 2). Examples of activity settings include play, work, 
education, worship and Ieisure time. 
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Lantolf and Appel's list of examples here could have weU included the teaching 

and assessment of writing. With this understanding of Activity Theory, 1 therefore see that 

the purpose of my andysis here is to explain how the instmctors participating in my 

research interpreted the contextual elements in their error evaluation activities, which were 

actually situated in the larger context of teaching, which itself in tum is another activity. 

The simpiest activity system in socioculturd theory consists of two elements only, 

as argued for in Wertsch (1998)' who preferred to cd1 this system "the irreducible tension 

between the agent and his mediational tool" (p. 25). Wertsch (1998) posited that "it makes 

sense to give the relationship between agent and instrument a privileged position"(p. 24) 

and argued for "a focus on the agent-instrument dialectic7'(p. 24). In his example of the 

pole vault as a tool for pole vaulting, Wertsch reported the development of athletes' uses 

of pole vaults, and concluded that "it is futile, if not ridiculous, to try to understand the 

action of pole vaulting in tenns of the mediational means-the pole- or the agent in 

isolation" (p. 27). What is relevant about Wensch's observation to the present discussion 

is that it would not make sense to try to understand the meaning of error without looking 

at how error was acted upon by the instmctors. 

An activity system which 1 use to interpret the assessment and error evaluation 

activities onginated fiom Engestrom (1987, 1993). A full form of this system actually 

consists of six eiements, but for my present analysis, a simpler system consisting of only 

three main components will do the job just as well. So for simplicity sake, the system 1 use 

is composed of: (a) Subject(s), (b) the Mediational tool, and (c) ObjectMotive and 

outcorne. The third component (c) in this system actually breaks down into two or three 

related eiernents. To complete my interpretation in the present discussion, I also cal1 on 

two other notions associated with the use of a mediational tool, the afFordances and 

constraints of a tool (Wertsch, 1998, p. 38). Mordances refer to the power and uses a 

particular mediational tool render to its user, the abilities which the user wouid not have 
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possessed without this particular tool (Ibid., p. 38). Constraints, on the other hand, are the 

limitations or impossibilities a particular tool imposes on its user (Ibid., p. 40). A 

Vygotskyan perspective maintains that what one can see and do has a lot to do with what 

is used as a tool in seeing and doing. While a particular mediational tool enables its user to 

look at things in certain ways and do certain things, it also at the sarne time renncts or 

stops the sarne user fiom looking at things in certain other ways and therefore imposes on 

the user certain other limitations. 

To apply ttus activity system to the assessment activity and the error evaluation 

activity I have researched, 1 present a diagrarn of two comected triangles in Figure 5.1, 

depicting these two related activity systems. The triangle on the upper lefi represents the 

activity of instructors' assessments and the one on the Iower right depicts instructors' 

error evaluation activities. 

In the systern of assessment, which is the triangle on the upper lefi, the subjects in 

the system are an instructor and his or her students. 1 should note that because of the 

power relationship in a classroom, the instructor was the primary subject (agent) while the 

students were the secondary subjects (agents) though both parties participated in the 

assessment activity. The instrument in this activity was of course the assessment scheme 

the instructor used. The object of the activity was students' written work. Attached to the 

object of this activity system is the motive and the outcome. The motive of this type of 

classroom assessment had a strong pedagogical mission though in general, there could be 

multiple motives. In this particular case, the assessment was camed out with the motive 

to serve both the imrnediate teaching objectives and the end-of-course evaluation. One 

important constituent element of this activity is of course the error evaluation activity as 

an outcome. 



Assessiiieiit sclietiie 
as tool 

Teachers and Leamer's writing as object; 
students as subjects error as outcome 

Error as tool 

Adherence 1 Non- 
adherence to writing and 
grammar d e s  as object; 

Teachers and students as potential points of 
subjects engagement as out corne 

Figure 5.1 : The activity system s of assessrnent and error evaluation 
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My application of the activity system, however, does not stop here. 1 see a use also 

in applying this activity system to the error evaluation procedure, which is the triangle on 

the lower right in Figure 5.1. In other words, the activity system of assessment is 

connected directly t o  the error evaluation system because the outcome in the former 

system is now the tool in the latter, and this level of activity system explains how the 

notion of error was utilized fiirther by the instructors. In other words, in this system of 

error evaluation, the instrument an instructor and the students actually used here is the 

notion of error. While the object of  the subjects' attention is the examination of the 

adherence and non-adherence to writing and grammar rules, one pnmary motive (at least 

as seen tiom the instmctor) was to provide evidential b a i s  for the assessment and the 

scoring; the outcome was an array of what I would cal1 "potential points of engagement7'. 

The term "potential points of engagement" perhaps requires some fiirther explanation. In 

reality, these points could appear in many different forms. Sometimes they were points 

that the instructor covered one by one in a class feedback session; sometimes they 

appeared as points of discussion in one-to-one instructor-student tutorials; other times, 

they appeared as mere written marks and comrnents on paper that students had to 

interpret and incorporate into their rewrites. But the substance of these points of 

engagement were in fact the "points" or focuses which the instructors deemed important 

for students' rewrites. 

5.6. The affordances o f  the notion o f  error 

While both the assessment scheme and the notion of error were used as 

mediational means, there are dserences in these two means. The first difference is that the 

use of the assessment scheme may fast, so to speak, throughout the whole assessment 

process although it may only be refetred to occasionally, but attention to errors and the 

evaluation of  errors, embedded in the assessment process, would happen only some of the 
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time since in the assessment process, the instructor wouid also be doing many other 

things, such as interpreting meaning and envisioning the situation of writing (Cumrning, 

1990a). 

The second difEerence is that while the notion of error and the assessment scheme 

were both psychological tools (Lantolf & Appel, 1 994, p. 8), the assessment scheme also 

appeared as a document. This implies that it had a "materiality" aspect (Wertsch, 1998, p. 

30), and as Wertsch observed, the material aspect of this tooi, Le., it being a text, could 

render a kind of perrnanency and stability, which the notion of error did not seem to 

possess. On the other hand, in contrast, the construct of error working at the background 

of the assessment activity but realized only in its outcornes is a much more fluid and 

flexible notion than the assessment scheme. It was the use of this fluid, flexible notion of 

error that we saw prompt two of the instructors, Anna and Kelly, part fiom the assessment 

schemes and focus on content anomalies in their attempts to engage their studentsy 

attention to what they wished to profess. In sum, 1 interpret that it was the notion of error 

that gave Anna and Kelly the freedom to engage their students in taiks about texts in the 

way they intended, and this is what 1 refer to as the afEordance of the notion of error as a 

mediational tool- 

The &ordance of the notion of error is in great contrast with the constraints of the 

assessment scheme the instructors were using, and it is in the constraints which the 

assessment scheme tended to impose on its users that we see better the power of the 

notion of error. In the following, 1 will discuss the limitation this particular assessment 

scheme imposed on its users. In addition, 1 will also propose that in order to implement a 

more coherent cumculum, the instmctors could consider either contextualizing this 

assessment scheme or supplementing it with an error checklist that is based on an ESL 

literacy model. 
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5.7. The constraiats of the assessment scheme 

The marking scheme that the instmctors were using had its value. It was basically 

an assessment scheme for academic writing, one that many of the students on the course 

had been previously exposed to and therefore should be quite familiar with. This specific 

assessment scheme, according to Edward, was adapted fiom Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormu th, 

Hadiel& Hughey (1 98 1 ) and other unpublished marking assessments. Like many other 

anaiytic academic writing assessment schemes, this scheme adopted a multiple-trait 

approach, based on a concept of proficiency defined in traits such as content, syntax, 

organization, vocabulary, and mechanics. However, it is easy to see that the scheme did 

not explicitly require that a proficient writer, through the appropriate use of shared and 

unshared information and choice of language and vocabulary, demonstrate a sensitivity to 

the genre of the required text, and to the complex web of relationships arnong the genre. 

the assumed role of the writer, and the assumed role of the reader. For example, under the 

vocabulary category, the scheme specifies meanhg as a criterion to evaluate lexical choice 

but says nothing about forrnality, register, or choice of words and expressions appropriate 

to the assumed readedwriter role, the task or the genre. Some of these were facets, as I 

showed in Chapter Four, considered important by the instmctors. 

The assessment scheme does not explicitly state that a writer is required to 

demonstrate adequate shared knowledge, but the data fiom the instmctors' recalls of 

specific errors show that this is a key concept the instnictors (at Ieast two of the four 

instmctors) demanded their students to demonstrate in their writing. This suggests that the 

assessment scheme is not serving well the instmctors for the purpose. 

Because the notion of "reader's and writer's shared or unshared knowledge" is not 

explicitly stated in the scheme as a key trait, there was coniùsion in the instmctors' 

scoring in relation to this requirement. For example, the error of "reader's and writer's 
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shared/unshared knowledgey7 was sometimes calleci a content error and other times 

considered a vocabulary error, hence, there were instances in which a student was possibly 

doubly penalized for such an error. On the other hand, the instmctor as a rater was 

inconsistent in determining the category of an error related to "sharedlunshared 

knowledge". 

The other problem with such an assessment scheme is that it missed the 

instmctors' stated main objectives of the course: the teaching of technical genres. One 

implication from my analyses is that the seriousness of errors could change with the genre 

under consideration. This implication in tum suggests that an assessment scheme 

decontextualized 6om its genre may not serve effectively as a tool because it woufd miss 

the interactivity between error types and genre types. For example, one frequent, serious 

error type that many of Kelly's and Edward's students made was the violation of an 

organizational rule: One imperative word for each numbered step in a set of technical 

instructions. This rule however applies only to this particular genre. If one looks into the 

assessment scheme, one reads the descriptors under organization as follows: 

28-22 Excellent: very good: ideas clearly stated and supported 
well organized, using elernents of intended form (e-g. short report, technical 
instmctions, etc.); logical sequencing; cohesive, 

2 I - I 4 Good-average: alrhough main ideas are clear. it 1s somewhat choppy. 
May be missing (or misplaced) one or iwo elements required in the form; logical 
but incomplete sequencing. 

13-7 Fair-poor. The ideas are confused or disconnected. It is non-fluent; several elements of 
the from are missing. unclear or out-of-place; lach of logical sequencing and 
development. 

6- I Very poor: Does not communicate the necessary in formation. No organizanon ; or . not 
enough ro evaluate. 

This category of the assessment scheme provides only a very vague, implicit 

remark on the link between the required organization and the name of the document type. 

The language here is abstract and hard to interpret, and it is doubttùl whether the students 

-186 - 
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reading this assessment scheme can yield relevant interpretations of the writing 

requirements, even though the scheme might have worked fine for the instructors. 

The sarne is tme with, for example, the vocabulary category: 

1 7 EKcellent- very good: Sophisticated range/appropriate to the task Eflective wrd4diom 
choice and usage: shows word from mastery. 

1 f Good- average: adequate range. Occasional errors of wor&idiom/orm, choice. usage but 
meaning is nor obscured. 

10-6 Fair-good: Meaning is sometimes obscured and confirsed. Limited range: frequenr errors 
of word/idiom choice. usage. 

6-1 Very poor. Essentially a translation. Little Xnowledge ofEngiish vocabulary. idioms word 
/rom: or, not enough to évaluate. 

Once again 1 see in this category some general phrases in the descriptors, such as 

"sophisticated rangdappropriate to the task and "effective word choice and usage". What 

I cannot find is the kind of substantive, contextualized language the instructors were using 

to describe specific serious vocabulary errors in their recalls, such as 'hot to use low 

information content word, "should not have used unnecessary politeness marker here", 

"too much copying fiom prompt", "do not use abbreviations of technical terms", or 

"should consider the readers and not use expressions that they don? know". The students 

on the course were al1 given a copy of this assessment scheme on commencement of the 

course in the expectation that the students would use the scheme together with instructor 

feedback to improve in their rewrites. But 1 doubt that this good intention could be 

effectively realized with such incongnience between what the instructor wanted the 

students to pay attention to and what this assessment scheme provided in its verbal 

descriptions. 

I have in this section subjected this assessment scheme to an examination using 

Activity Theory. 1 have shown that the notion of error actually played a role in the 

assessment by allowing two of the teachers to deviate fiom the constraints the assessment 
-187 - 
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scheme tended to impose to their rating. WMe Marge and Edward utilized the assessment 

scheme faithfully, Anna, by responding to error types she favoured, initiated her midents 

into a culture of business and a discussion of literacy knowledge. Kelly, on the other hand, 

also deviated fiom the assessment scheme and centered his feedback on asserting the 

importance of an audience-oriented approach in technicd writing. In sum, the notion of 

error was utilized by these instructors as a tool, just as their cornmon assessment scheme 

was. 

5.8. Theoretical relevance of the study 

This thesis study makes its contribution to error evaluation research by 

exemplifjkg a constnictivist approach to error perception. The outlook of this approach 

is based on a social constructivist view on the nature of language and people's discursive 

practices. The advantage of a social constnictivist agenda on the leaniing of technical 

writing is that it avoids declaring an autonomous, absolute notion of literacy by defining 

literacy as social practices (Street, 1984, 1999). Just as the four instructors were trying to 

do here in the teaching of this particular course, acquisition of effective technical 

communication relies on not only talking about texts to learn the lexis and syntax of 

technical English and the different technical text types, it is prirnarily a gradua1 

socialization into socioliteracies, the leaming of "cornmunicative cornpetence, knowing 

when and how to use resources fkom different channels, that affects abilities to operate in 

different domains" (Street, 1999, p. 3). Kelly's and Anna's attempts to communicate to 

their students the seriousness and causes of content errors these students had cornmitted 

exempli@ very well this notion of socioliteracies. 

Findings from this thesis study have implications for other error evaluation studies 

which may take place outside classroom and educational settings. For example, findings 

from this thesis shidy suggest that error evaluation activities in workplaces and in 

everyday social activities may also exempli S, the same relat ionshi ps between the purposes 
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of a particular social activity (e-g., job application, business transactions) and the purposes 

of the error evaiuation subsumed under the social activity (e.g., errors in a job application 

letter; the outcome of business transactions due to errors). This thesis study suggests that 

in these social settings, error gravity may be closely related to the purposes of the activity 

of which the error evaluation activity is a part, the judges, and the other contextual 

elements. 

This thesis study offers an understanding of error by applying Activity Theory to 

the notion of error. In the light of this application, one meaning of error for the instmctors 

in this study lies in its being a tool for them, the primary user (a teacher), to engage in 

talks about texts (Olson, 1997; Wells, 1990) with their students, the secondary users. This 

use of error by these users may be unique to the context of teaching, but language error 

used as a tool can also happen in a non-teaching or non-pedagogical setting or activity. 

For example, people identie ethnicities, social identities or statuses by recognising the 

p honologicai errors in speech (Giles, 1 973; Giles, Scherer & Taylor, 1 979; Giles, 

Coupland & Coupland, 199 1). The meanings of error in these settings are al1 interesting 

issues (Munro & Derwing, 1995) that fùture error evaluation studies could even examine. 

Recent discussions in L2 assessment have shown an interest in context-based 

Ianguage testing (Douglas, 1998) and an invitation of an inclusion of a Vygotskyan or an 

interactionist perspective (Chapelle 1998; McNarnara, 1997). In such perspectives. 

performance assessment is seen as a situated, interactive activity which must be 

understood with a focus on its social dimension since evaluation itself is a social act 

(McNamara, 1997, p. 458). McNamara (Tbid.) called for a renewed understanding of 

assessment as a social fact. The present thesis makes its contribution to L2 assessment by 

revealing a socio-cognitive aspect of error evaiuation as an integral part of the assessrnent 

activity in the locality of university ESL classrooms. It also notes the relevancy and power 

of contextualizing an assessment scheme to create desirable backwash effects. The view 

that error is a context-sensitive notion is consistent with recent development in 
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interlanguage studies (Selinker, 1995) and indigenous assessments (Douglas, 2000). 

To date very little published research seems to have looked into the assessrnent of 

technical writing. L2 testing studies looking into the uses and effects of assessment 

schemes have displayed a biased interest in academic writing (Hamp-Lyons 1 99 1 ; 

Horowitz 199 1 ; Vaughan 1990). In English for Specific Purposes (ESP) and English for 

Science and Technology (EST), research interest has centred on the descriptions of 

different genres and their language (Bhatia, 1993; G. James, 1994; Swales, 1990; Trimble, 

1985) but not the assessment of the learning and writing of technical genres and their 

language. This study makes its contribution by looking into assessing ESL technical 

writing in a classroom setting and has initiated a discussion on technical writing as literacy 

versus language proficiency. 

The present study also demonstrates the value of using Activity Theory to anaiyze 

an assessment scheme, yielding some insightfùl observations about assessment practices. 

The Vygotskian perspective that a (serniotic) tool ( e g ,  an assessrnent scheme, a checkiist, 

etc.) has affordances and constraints finds support in a study by Allan (1995), who showed 

that the instrument he used to elicit Hong Kong's university-level ESL leamers' self- 

reports of reading strategies in fact shaped the responses these learners made. When an 

item, which had previously been self-reported to be the most popular reading strategy, was 

deleted from a checklist for a new round of self-report, the sarne learners tended to choose 

the second most popular choice item on the list, even though they were given the 

opportunity to report any strategies not listed. 

In L1, there have been studtes comparing the impacts of different writing 

assessment rubrics (Gearhart, Herman, Novak, & Wolf, 1995; cited in Wolf & Davinroy, 

1998). In the light of findings in this thesis study. potential explorations in L2 testing could 

inctude the examination of assessrnent schemes as mediational tools to look at how 

individual assessment schemes can yield different backwash effects, and how they can 
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structure raters' evaluation and feedback and affect its validity. L2 assessment research 

could also look into the use of assessment schemes contextualized to the task to improve 

validity, instead of persisting only in the pursuit of a universaily applied, one-for-al1 

assessment scheme- 

There was little doubt in the percepts of the teachers pmicipating in this thesis 

study that an error signifies a violation of a certain expert speakers' rule. but there are 

situations where dserent rules should be called upon, and these different rules may 

interact. In this study, 1 present cases where discourse (genre) rules ovemde morpho- 

syntactic rules- 

This thesis study suggests a notion of error much wider than the one defined in 

earlier error analysis research. Error has many phases and has different meanings for 

different people. Seen fiom the eyes of a learner, an error is evidence for how a learner 

relies on his or her interlanguage rules; it is also something to get rid of for the purpose of 

improvement. Seen fiom the perspective of a teacher, an error is a violation of a certain 

mle that expert speakers use; it is also a tool for a teacher to create potential points of 

engagement with his or her students. Furthermore, 1 also argue that error is a tool a 

teacher utilizes to do his or her own things. Woods (1 993, p. 1) reported that when he was 

in a project evaluating different teachen teaching, he observed the apparent uniformity of 

teachers giving the same lessons, using the same materials and books, and sometimes even 

the sarne pages and exercises, but was stnick by the fact that there were important 

differences in what the students in these dif5erent classes were actually doing, and 

therefore a difference in what the teachers were actually doing. 1 have observed a similar 

phenornenon here in the use of the same assessment scheme by these instmctors; 

ultimately, it was the percepts and uses of errors that explain the differences in what the 

teachers were trying to do, even though they were al1 using the sarne assessment scheme. 
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5.9. Practicd implications 

In view of the constraints that the concerned assessment scheme imposed on its 

users (i.e., instmctors and students), and for the sake of promoting a more coherent 

curriculum (Johnson, 1989, p. xiü), there is a need, in my view, for the instructors in this 

context, and perhaps in situations like it, to adopt a feedback system that coheres more 

tightly to the perceived teaching objectives. 1 propose two possible ways to improve the 

feedback system in practice. 

Method one would be to contextualize the existing assessment at the level of 

genre. Doing so would give a strong focus on the teaching of genre. Moreover, in terms of 

improving grammatical competency and reducing grammatical errors, this method can 

reveal better the relationship between, for example, the usage of certain morpho-syntactic 

structures and the genre. The contextualization to genre will also give hnts as to which 

grammatical structures to emphasize in the teaching of different document types 

(Paltndge, 1 996,1997; Swales 1 990). 

It has been argued that contextualizing an assessment scherne to a specific task, as 

in the primaty trait scoring method, is ofien too costly and time-consuming for most 

evaluation purposes (Hamp-Lyons 1 99 1, p. 246). However, 1 would argue that although 

Hamp-Lyons' criticism may apply to some large-scale, high-stake language proficiency 

assessments for admissions or placement, the contextualization of an assessment scheme 

to a specific task 1 suggest here would be less costly and time-consuming. This would be, 

afier all, a small-scaie, classroom-based assessment in an ESL genre-based technical 

writing course. Also, unlike the kind of large-scale, high stake assessments to which 

Hamp-Lyons' cnticism applies, the  purpose of the assessments in the present context are 

for teaching and course evaluation. Finaily, using genre as a primary trait would no doubt 

give stronger coherence to the implementation of the curriculum. 
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Method Two would involve developing a generic assessment scheme or a witing 

checklist that is based on an ESL literacy model, inclusive of but not restricted to the 

construct of ESL language proficiency the assessrnent scheme was based upon. The 

concept of language proficiency and literacy often overlap, but literacy is often inclusive of 

language proficiency. Curnrning (1990b) discussed a number of issues in ESL literacy and 

suggested that the acquisition of ESL literacy includes (a) literate knowledge and 

expertise, (b) proficiency in a second language, (c) different cultural practices, knowledge 

and values, and (d) new ways of interacting with people (p. 42). Put in the present 

context, this means that these students of technical writing need to develop, in addition to 

their ESL language proficiency, literate knowledge of and expertise in reading and 

producing technical texts, an understanding of the practice and values of business and 

technicd personnel, and new ways of interacting with these people. AH these seem to be in 

accordance with the objectives of teaching technical writing as genre (Berkenkotter & 

Huckin, 1995; Bhatia, 1993; Russell, 1997: Swales 1990), the key notions discussed in 

many technical writing texts (Blicq & Moretto, 1998; Huckin & Olsen, t 99 l), and the 

points of engagement intended by at least two of the instructors, Anna and Kelly. 

It may be true that the students in the course needed a lot more help in their 

language proficiency than they did in literacy for many of the writing tasks they faced in 

university, but the solution to this diiernrna exists outside the course and rests at an 

administration level. I myself had the experience of teaching a technical writing course 

very similar to the one in which the data ofthis thesis study were collected, in terms of 

context and the kinds of student and teacher participants. Having taught the course myseif 

for a year &er the completion of the data collection for this thesis, 1 have observed that it 

is not realistic to expect that these students' L1 literacy can help them leam technical 

writing. What 1 have observed is that most of these students did not corne to the university 

with strong L 1 literacy. Many of the students 1 taught on the course in FaIl 1998 and 

Spnng 1999, 1 found out, came to Canada in their teens, so they were actually "nonnative 
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speakers of English, lacking required literacy in their own culture"(McKay, 1993, p.3). In 

any case, an expectation of an irnmediate transfer tiom their L1 literacy into their L2 

writing is not redistic because of the cultural specificity of technical writing. Hence, 

though it might be an accurate observation that language proficiency is an area that 

demands direct instruction, it might be a Maake to jua emphasize English proficiency and 

expect these students to pick up other components of literacy in the process. 

The development of an adequate assessrnent scheme based on an ESL literacy 

model for a technical writing course might be an arduous task: moreover, there is not any 

ESL literacy model readily available for adoption. An alternative to this is a writing 

checklist based on a suitable literacy model. Such a checklist could be used dunng the 

planning stage of students' writing or as an aid to students' post-writing editing. An 

adequate blueprint for such a checklist can be found in Johns' (1997, p. 37) 

conceptuaiization of L 1 socioliteracies within a situated cognition perspective. A diagram 

of this model is given in Figure 5.2. The model Johns suggested is built around the idea of 

a text and its contexts. The strength of this model is its emphasis on the knowledge 

required of the reader or the writer, and how this knowledge interacts with other facets 

such as the communicative purposes, the document type (name). roles of the reader and 

the writer, context and features in the textual fonn, register and content. 
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Insert Figure 5.2 

Figure 5 -2 The socioliteracies mode1 adopted From Johns (1 997. p. 3 7) 

Elsewhere, Cumming (1995, p. 387) has suggested the explicit use of what he 

called "procedural facilitation prompts" to facilitate the teaching and learning of ESL 

writing. The five prompts he suggested are (1) setting and monitoring goals to accomplish 

specific writing purposes and to accommodate readers of their writing, (2) selecting 

appropriate words and expressions, (3 ) comparing equivalent expressions in L 1 and L2. 

(4) using relevant grammar and spelling rules and (5) assessing the coherence between 
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parts of the compositions. Curnrning further suggested the use of these prompts to 

organize teaching, to structure the tacher-student discussions and to structure the 

students' composing processes. The fùnctions of the checklist I am proposing are similar 

t O the facilitation prompts Cumming suggested, perhaps with the only exception that t hese 

prompts should be geared towards technical document types. 

In addition to the prompt types Cumming (Tbid.) proposed, 1 consider that these 

prompts should at lest  include the foiiowing: (a) document type and communicative 

purposes, (b) the writer's and reader's roles and refationships and (c) shared knowledge 

and unshared knowledge. Facilitation prompts, checklists or assessment schemes 

organized in these categories should serve better the perceived teaching objectives of the 

course. They would highlight the use of knowledge required for effective technical writing 

and empower the instructors and students alike, enabling them to engage in talk about an 

array of facets of literacy. 

To sum up this section, 1 suggest that because of the constraints the tool (the 

assessment scheme used by the instnictors in this thesis study) tended to impose on its 

users, the instnictors teaching in this course should consider the adoption of an alternative 

assessment scheme. 1 argue that a bais for such an assessment scheme can be founded on 

the socioliteracies mode1 suggested in Johns (1997). Such a model suits better the 

assessment of technical writing than one that rests on a general notion of language or ESL 

proficiency. If the development of a different assessment scheme were not feasible, then 

the instmctors of technical writing should consider either contextualizing the assessment 

scheme they were using each time to the specific genre under discussion, or adopt a set of 

facilitation prompts or a checklist based on the socioliteracies model in Johns (1 997) so 

that a more explicit, comprehensive feedback system c m  be available to the students and 

the instmctors. 
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5.10. Limitations of  the study 

The phenomenologicd approach 1 adopt for this thesis study has provided me  with 

a set of  rich and insightfùl data for my analyses. 1 have exercised care in my analyses and 

generated some usefil observations. However, 1 note the constraints 1 have faced in the 

process of my data collection and my data analyses o f  this study. 

How much people understand about themselves and their perceptions o f  a 

phenornenon very much depends on  the time and opportunity they have had t o  observe 

themselves and reflect upon these observations. As Willis (1991) observed, perception is 

an excellent starting point for human knowledge and understandings; however, in the 

pursuit of  the reai essence and meaning of a phenomenon, the reliability o f  humans' 

percepts o f  a phenomenon - the ability t o  tell incoherent illusions fiom reliable percepts 

- as many phenomenologists (Shapiro, 1 986; Wertz, 1986; Van Manen, 1 990) have 

suggested, depends a lot on prolonged engagement with the phenomenon. Time was one 

of the constraints that 1 faced in this study. Three of the participants in the study could 

only avail themselves for no more than three 1-hour interviews, a verification of the 

transcription of  their own interviews, and their responses to  the description o f  their own 

perceptions and some foliow-up questions. 1 have reported some of  the discrepancies 

between what individual instmctors told me about themselves and how they actually 

behaved. The time that the participants had been able to  devote to  an examination o f  their 

own percepts was limited, resulting in difficulties in my asking them to  give these 

sometimes crude and incongruent percepts, elicited by different methods, a coherent 

interpretation. This is one limitation this study was not able to break through. 

If time is not too great a constraint and arrangements can be made, similar 

phenomenological studies in the tiiture should consider the use of focus groups a s  an 

alternative t o  gain individual and collective percepts of a phenomenon. By this I mean 
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involving ail the participants in a group discussion focussing on their percepts of the sarne 

phenornenon or phenornena. This technique has the advantage of letting the participants 

expose their individual percepts to others for sensititing each other's perceptions to 

improve participants' intemal reliability. For example, when 1 asked the question "What is 

error?" three of the instructors restricted their responses to a nominal definition. Anna 

took a difFerent path and reported her understanding of its many meanings. In a focus 

group discussion, Anna's report could have initiated or extended other participants' 

percepts. In addition, focus group discussions can aiso help form more coherent percepts 

fiom both the group (collective percepts) and its individuals (individual percepts). The 

one-to-one, interviewer-inte~ewee data collection procedure I used in this thesis study 

certainly did not enjoy these advantages. 

There is a methodologid issue related to the coding of specific errors the 

instructors commented upon in the stimulated recalls. I coded these specific errors and 

performed member checks only in cases when I felt that there were ambiguities in the 

instructors' comments. Alternatively, to be consistent with a phenornenologicai approach, 

1 might have had individual instmctors go through the transcription of their own recalls 

and code the errors themselves. 

Another limitation of this thesis study is in the descriptive statistical analyses 1 

performed on instructors' recalls of specific errors. Although I believe that 1 use the 

statistics properly and 1 draw valid inferences fiom these statistics, 1 recognize that the 

total number of specific errors one of the instructors, Anna, recalled was much smaller 

than the total numbers of errors the other teachers recalled. 1 reduced this problem by 

computing the relative kequencies of the response rate of each of the instructors, but I 

understand that this part of the statistics and the inferences drawn have to be treated with 

caution. 
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Other possible contexts might have been worthy of fkther investigation. Freire 

(1 997) studied the process of producing and using electronic messages in a work place 

and depicted a Mvid scene of the process of this type of technical writing. It will be very 

interesting and usefiil if fiture error evaluation researchers can investigate professional 

engineers playing the role ofjudges or assessors of Ianguage errors in a workplace, since 

the perspectives professional engineers take regarding language errors might be very 

different fiom that of language uistmctors. Another perspective that researchers could 

take is to look into the proçess of error evaiuation constructed orally between leamers and 

the instructor to see how they build up their conceptualization of error in those contexts. 

Finally, this exploratory study was carried out as a case study in one context. It 

exarnined error evaluation in the context of an ESL technical writing course at a Canadian 

university. It has generated some insightîùl, fundamental findings. However, findings fiom 

this study are highly interpretive and localized and there is no way of knowing whether or 

how applicable these interpretations would be in another ESL technical writing course in a 

diffèrent North Amencan university, or in other naturalistic contexts, such as job 

applications, business transactions, etc. 1 have adopted an interactionist perspective, 

assuming that phenomena and percepts are meaningfùl only in the contexts they are 

situated. However, 1 am also attracted to the belief that we should seek generalizations 

fiom one context to help understand phenomena in other similar contexts. In order to do 

that, however, fùrther research is needed to extend and verie the interpretations arising 

from this study in other contexts so that the validity and applicability of the interpretations 

1 have amved at in this exploratory study can be put to the test. 
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Date: 
Letter to a potentirl tacher participant for the study 

Dcar 

1 am nriting to ask if you would be willing to participate in my Ph. D. dissertation research on the responses of 
ESL teachers to language accwacy. I am conducting this project under the supervision of my supervisor. Dr 
Alistcr Curnming, at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education / University of  Toronto. 

The purpose of this study is to enhance our understanding of ESL teaching and leaming. in particular. 1 s i sh  to 
in\-cstigate teachers' responses to the accuracy of ESL leamer language. Your participation in my project wodd 
in\.ol\.c: 

L. my king present in ooe of your ESL classes with an audio or video recorder to record classroom 
activities for a total of 8 sessions. 

2. rny access to some of the written work of your students, wrïtten essays which you 
have already marked. 

3 .  my interviewing you and asking you to reflect on your classroom activities and 
assessrnent styles. In these interviews, each of which should iast no more than an 
hour, you will be presented with students' work or classroom episodes to help you 
recollect fkorn memory. 

4. verifjmg my analyses in written form. 

You are not under any obligation to participate. If you do chooce to participate. your identity \vil1 be entirel', 
confidential. Your narne. the names ofyour students and the name and location of the teaching institute wïll al1 
be identifid only by pseudonym. This restriction applies to any use of the data in al1 presentations. witten 
documcn ts and the research thesis. You may withdraw tkom the research at any time, for any reason. or you may 
refuse to participate in any component of the research, if you so wvish. Although this study does not aim to 
cvaluate teachers' professional performance and students' leaming performances, please be alerted that the final 
analyses or thesis may contain some evaluative interpretations. Howwer. al1 such analyses will be presented to 
>.ou for fcedback and endorsemmts. 

1 KUS t that you wvill find your participation in this project helpfd. If you would like further information about the 
stud!. before deciding, 1 would be happy to provide this. Please contact me at the number below. If >*ou wish to 
vcrify the information above, you may contact Dr Alister Cumming. my supervisor at OISELIT(923-664 1 Est- 
25 3 8). If you are willing to participate. could you kindly complete the consent form below and r e t m  it to me. 
Plcase kcep a copy of this letter and the schedule for your records. Thank you very much for attending to this 
rcqucst. 

Anthony K. K. Tong 
Doctoral student 
Modem Languagc Centre 
OISENT 



the you 
summarized as foilows: 

Data Colkction S c M u l e  

may be involved in this project. including your usual teaching and assessment, is 

C 1 assroom observations 1 4-8 sessions 8 hours 
I 

Daru Collection 
Procedure 

Erplanarion 

Tcachtrs' interviews 

Total Time (Estirnated) 

Validating descriptions 

Total 1 15 hours 

3 intmiews, each lasts no more than an hour. 

I'ollow-up feedback ( Reading and giving feedback to description 

Dear Anthony Tong: 

3 hours 

Reading and validating descriptions and reflections of 
teaching and assessment activities 

1 hours 

1 ha\.c rcad your letter of . describing your project on the teachers' responses 
kcpt a top!. of it for future reference. 

3 hours 

to ESL accurac',, and 

1 ~ . o u l d  / would not (circle one) like to participate. 

Name: 

Tclep hone: 



Letter to a pteoîiai  admiaistrator/co-ordieator of an ESL program 

In your capacity as t'ie adminisî.rator/~rdinaîor of the ESL w-riting progarn at 
1 am writing to ask if you wodd give consent to my çoUecting data in of the ESL classes, units for which -ou are 
rqmnsible. These diua wiii be collected for my Ph. D. thesis project on the responses of ESL teachers Io langage a x w c y .  
1 am conducting this project under the supervision of my supervisor, Dr Aiister Clanming, at the Ontario Institute for Studies 
in Education / University of Toronto. 

-1%~ purpose of this study is to enhanœ o u ,  understanding of ESL teaching and learning. The various activities 1 plan to c a ~  
oui in the chsses of this particular program are Iisted below: 

1 .  With prior witten consent h m  the prospective tachers and ptior written consent fiom their shidents. 1 will attend 
their classes to take written notes of classrmm activities. 

9 -. 1 uill inteniew the prospective teachers. I will have obtained theü informeci written consent pnor to th- 
inteniews. 

3 .  I may interview some of  the students in the classes. I will have obtauied informd prior written consent for these 
inteniews. 

-. 
1 hc tcachers and sadents are under no obligation to participate. A teacher or student may , for any resison a d o r  at any tirne. 
choosc to ufiilidraw tiom the study. Similady, 1 will t&ate my data collection process at any time when ?ou, in your 
capaci ty as the program co-ordinator / the administrator. so request 

In cascs whcn 1 am ganted the consent, the identities of al1 the teachers and students in the data will be k q t  entirel! 
confidcntiai. This means that the names of the students and the teachers, the name and the location of this program and the 
institution in the data will be identif~ed or@ by pseudonyms in al1 presrntations and the research thesis. The same restriction 
\vil1 appl!. to ruiy use of these data in al1 fùture publications and written documents. 

Nthough this study does not aim to evduate teachers' professional performance and students' leamïng performances, the 
tcachcrs and studtlits are remindeci that my analyses may contain some evaluative interpretatioris. Howeva, al1 such malyiit3?; 
\ri II bc presmted to the prospective teachers for f d b a c  k and endorsements. 

1 ivould l k e  to ensure you that during the data collection process, there will not be any intemptions to any teaching and 
learning activities; eveq  effort will be made to minimize possible inconvenience to the classes. I trust that at the end of their 
participation, the teachers will fmd their experiences helpful. 

If you would like further information about the study, please contact me at the number below. Eyou wish to give consent to 
rny collecting data in this ESL program, please complete the consent f o m  below and return it to me. Pl- keep a copy of 
this Ictttr for your rccords. Thank you very much for attending to this request. 

Yours sinccrcIy, 

Anthon! K. K. Tong 
Modcrn Language Centre. OISENT 



Schcdule 

Below gives a breakdown of the estimated thne a teacher is involved in the project: 

Dala Collection 
Procedure 

Classroom observations 

l'cachtr'i' interviews 

Follow-up f'dback 1 Reading and giving feedback to description I hour I 

Vaiidating descriptions 

1 Total 1 15 hours I 

Explanarion 

4 - 8 sessions 

3 interviews, each lasts no more than an hour. 

REPLY SLIP 
Dcar h thony  Tong: 

Total Tirne fitirnated) 

8 hours 

3 hours 
- - 

Reading and vaiidating descriptions and reflections of 
teaching and assessrnent activities. 

1 have read your letter of . describing your projrct on the teachers' responses to ESL accuracy. and kept a 
c o p  of it  for future refaenw. The tick (4) in the appropriate box below indicaks my responx to your request. 

- -  - 

3 hours 

O 1 givr consent to your collecting the data in the classes listai below provided that 

( 1 )  the prospective teacher has a g d  to participate in the smdy 
( 2 )  audents in the prospective teacher's cIass have agreed to participate in the study 
(3  ) normal class activities will not be intempted or disturbed by your p r m c e  and your rtxording and 
6 .  you will terminate your data collection p r d u r e  immdiately upon my or a teachtr's requ-1 

List of participating classes and their teachers (Note: This part is to be completcd by the rrsearcher): 

Class Teacher Class Tcacher 

0 I do not gïve consent to your coilecting the data in the ESL program in my administration. 

Tclcphonc: 



Date: 

Letter to a potential ESL Leamer participating in the study 

Dear student: 

I am writing to ask you if you would be willing to participate in my Ph- D. dissertation project on 
language teaching styles. 1 am conducting this project under the s u p e ~ s i o n  of my s u p e ~ s o r ,  Dr 
Alister Curnming, at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education / University of Toronto. 

The purpose of this study is to enhance Our understanding of ESL teaching and learning. Your 
participation in this research involves my presence in the ESL class you are attending to observe your 
participation in classroom activities. You do not need to do anythng additional other than what you 
usually do in your class. Your participation also includes letting me analyze some of your written 
assignments which the teachers have already marked. 

Please note that you have no obligation to participate in this study. Whether you are willing to 
participate in this project or not will have no effect on your course grade or any one of the 
assessments of your performance on the course. In the case when you agree to my request. your 
identity in the data will be kept entirely contidential. Your name, the name of your tacher and the 
institute at which the class is being conducted will ail be kept confidentid; they will be identified by 
pseudonyms in ali the written documents, publications and the research thesis. It is not the aim of this 
study to evaluate students' learning performance though the analyses may contain some evaluative 
interpretation. 

If you are willing to participate, please kindly cornplete the consent form below and retum it to me. 
Please keep a copy of this letter for your records. If you decide that you do not want to participate, 
1 will not record any of your participation, speech and perfomance. Thank you very much for 
attending to this request. 

Yours sincerely, 

Anthony K. K. Tong 
Doctoral student 
Modem Language Centre 
OISENT 



REPLY SLIP 

Dear Anthony Tong: 

1 have read your letter of , describing your project on  the teachers' responses to 
ESL accuracy, and kept a copy of it for fiiture reference. 

Pick tick d one of the following boxes. 

O 1 would like t o  participate. 

Cl 1 would not like to participate. Please delete my participation in your transcription. 
Aiso do not study my marked essays. 

Name (please print): 

Signature: 



Appcndù D 

Sumrnary of students' written texts collected for tbis study* 

4 

File No. Teacher Type of task No. of 
scripts 

Kelly 
- - - - 

Evaluation report 

Investigation report 14 Kelly 

Kelly Instruction manual 1 13 

Argumentative 1 10 M-O 1 Marge 
I 

Incident report 14 

Instruction Manual 1 I 

Investigation report 14 

Evaluation report 9 

Incident report 1 33 1 
User's manual I 15 I A-O 1 Anna 

Technical instructions 

Progress report 

Investigation report 

Incident report 

Incident report 

inspection report 

User's manual 

20 

9 

23 

36 

34 

12 

34 

A-M Anna 

A-4 

1 Edward 1 

Anna 

E-O Edward 1 

( E-002-1 1 Edward 
E-11-001 

Inspection report I 15 I 
Edward 

1 Total 

This surnmaxy gives a varïety of report types that were taught in the TeçhnicaI Writing coursr: in which the data 
for this thesis stucly were collected. See ezrplanation for students' wrinm report types in Section 3.4.2. File 
Nos. arc: there for my own identification purposes. 



Appendix E 

o ~ A M U T I O N  (O) The assessment scheme the four instructon were using 

28 - 22 ~ l i o n t  - wry gmâ: ideas chrly stated 8 sugported. 
Well o~anized, ushg elerrmts of intended form (e.g., short reprt, technical in~uctiom, etc.); bg-I 
sequenaw; coheche. 

21 - 14 Good - ou-: although m i n  ideas am clear, it is ço-t choppy. 
May be rriissing (or mspfaaad) one or tw> elerrients fequired in the fortir; logical but inwrrplete 
sequenclng. 

1 3- 7 Fair -poor: The ideas are confuçed or dbconnected. It is mn-fl wnt; sewral elemnts of the Ibrm are 
*hg, unclear or oukf-plaœ; Iacks logical sequencing and dewalopment. 

6 - 1 Very poor, mes not conmunicate the necessary inbrrretion. No organkatio~ or, not enough to 
ewluate. 

CONTENT (C) 

22 - 17 Gcultent - voy good: Sbstantim Thoroug h and rekuant completion of the assigmd writing task 
no 'informtion' gaps'. 

18 - 11 Good - ew-: Adequate cowrage of infomtion. Addresses min poink,lissues but m y  not 
adequately devebp support; mstly relewm! to assigned b k ,  alttmugh genefal. 

10 - 6 Fafr - p r :  Little substance. Missing important inforrriatior\liriadequade dewbprrient; ineleant to the 
assigned task. athoug h relewant to the wribets pwpose. 

5 - 1 Very poor: I rretewnt -to both assigned task and writeh purpose. Or, net enough to emlrate: 

22 -17 b l l e n t  - wm y goad: Sophistiabd range/ appropriate to t h  task Effective wd/idiom choioe ard 
w g e ;  sham w r d  fofm rriastery. 

18 -1 1 Good - avwage: Adequate range. Occasional enon of wb rdfidiorn km, choice, a g e  but rrmning 
is not o k w d .  

10 - 8 Falr -*r. Meanirq is somtirres obrcured or confusecl. Limkd range; fmquent errorr of word/iiiom 
choice, usage. 

6 - 1 Ve y par: Essenb'ally a translation. Little knowledge of English wcabulary, idtorrs mrd fprm or, nor 
enoq h ta ealuate. 

28 - Gcellmt - wery good: Mectb corrplex corstructions approprate to the Wk. F w  ermn of 
agreement terese, numiber, -rd order, articles, pronom and pmpositinr. 

21 - 14 G d  - a--: Accurab cançtnctions, but simple anNor inappropriabo g r a m .  Mimr problens in 
corrpiex comtnctions, but the m n l n g  is mt obscuied by the errors. 

13 - 7 Falr -poor: Major problens in sirrple/complex mnstructioris. Frequent enon; rrreaning obscured or 
canf~sed. 

8 - 1 Ve y p b ~ r :  Virtually no rriastery of sentence consîruction rubs. Dodriated by ermrs; dœs not 
comnicate; or, not enough to evduate. 



Apptndu F 

A simple of 8 prompt for i n  urignmat Wk 

"Wow," you uy. 

%nyw.r, 1 kaow you todr tbat Wljting counc i t  U of' w b m  tbr)i taught p u  bow ta wrïte 
technid insîructioos. Sa 1 want you to write a set of iastmccions to sbopLscpar so tby t u  
convcrt tbcir dd copiera to ColOur. OKF 

Usta&" you iry. W o w  don tbt kit work?" 

"OK, tome h a "  Sbc l t . 6  you to i XK307 photocopier in the coracr ofber o ( r Ï  'Fint you 
gotta turn the machine a ~ n d  S a  those four s c m s  on ucb corne? of* b.rk ph&? You 
bave to u w m v  thcm witb a Pbiüips N u m k  4 ~ m d r N e ? .  Likc 8ô. Oh, fw~t, MO= tht  
you have !O puü chc plug out of the w& l you  toucb a live wim you mm$ wilrc up in tbe 
intcmive urc wi rd  of tbe b0spit.d. So, we now uuscrew the bdt, a d  da y m  B ü i t  ligbt bdb 
on the J e f t  ride? It L bdd in plice by ibis plutic bukeî. You have ta (Ju ais s p d d  mi& wc 
dcvâopal, it cornes with tât kit, and open the bmdcct, likc tbh, by turiiig it comLurbdmist 
Tben you just bave to upiacw tbe bulb and rcpkce it witb ow new Modd JOf tdour bulb. 
And tbcn, using the mach again, tighten up tbe bmdrci to bdd tbe h b  in pl.cc OK. Now 
on t h  low&*lt sidc o v a  hem, u the d y  ink container. You jurt u u u p  ck OU 00% lilrc ro, to 
-ove it. Tbco you tdw tbc cap off the top of the a m  th- coloursd U container t&t wc 
indude in the kit, and tnap it into phce Oh, you have to k crdd mot to tip tbe container wcr 
becriuse tbc dry iak could spül out and scrcw up tâc photocopier. Tben you jus* umw on tbe 
bsck covcr, and pnrto, you now bave a cdour photocopier. fa our hirb, n e  rimer h d  aay 
probltmr with the instrllition: howevtr, I suggat the shopkeepcr fmd aome cdoumd pi- 
you know, h m  magazine or something, and test the copier. OK 1 o d  tccbnicrl iortmctioas 
written up in about 45 minuta because I have to demonrtrrte the miebbe ta seme rbopJceepcn 
who air coming b e n  nt 1&00. OK?" 

"OK inus." you my. You wüî now w d e  tbc ttchaiul intbuctiou 



Appcndix G 

A sample page of a student's written work 



Appcndix H 

The transcription convention used in this study 

Syrnbol Explanation 

n n This indicates the segment inscribed was read duectly fiom a taT- 

A pair of square brackets encloses either an explanation providing addition31 
idormation (e-g., they [the students]) or an address in the data bank for ease of reference 
(e-g., FI-M-0061, [Edward, Para. 1691). 

[Tza: 1 ( ïhis indicates that the words following the colon can be seen in the t c ~ t  

[Test by teacha:] "Text by teacher:" enclosed in square brackets indicates that the words following the 
wlon is the exact wording wRtten by the teachcr on the tekt 

Square brackets enclosing the word "Pause" indicate a pause of 5 seconds or more. 
I 1 Round brackets enclose an uncertain iranscription 

s An "x" indicates incomprehensible item about one word long 

?.=Y Incomprehensible item of phrase length 

?xx Incomprehensible item beyond phrase lengih 

1 A hyphen at the end of a word indicates it is a false sori or an incomplete word 
1 - - An equal sign indicates an intempted sentence. usuaillly by anothirr speaker 

uh This rqrcsents sounds such as uh, huh, hum, uhuk etc. 

mmrn This represents sounds such as  mmm, mmmm, mrnmrnm. etc. 

1 This represents any colloquinl variations of .'yesm, sounds such as y* urr. yep. yeah etc. 

L\'OO This rspresents sounds such as woo, wow. wcooo, etc. 



OK AA5fad;d Lw- 



Appendix J 

Sample pages of my interpretation of a tcacbtr's perctpts and my follow-up 
questions for tbt ttacher to respond to 

Error perception and the Contert 

1. Marge's interviews differed fiom al1 the other teachers' in that her comrnents on her 
students' errors were organized around her knowledge of the individual student. This 
means that throughout her discussion of leax-ner errors, her comments displayed a good 
understanding of the needs and the strengths of individual students although there was no 
strong evidence in the data to indicate that her perception of error or error gravity was 
influenced by the specific needs or characteristics of the individual concerned: 

Ma: ... This is a good studtmt. 1 want to help her to improve in very precise ways. So uh, by reaction to 
the frst so called mor, it's not really an error, it's not a garnmar mistaie. 
It's the fact that she is using too much detsii in a situation, where conciseness is n a .  And she 
knows the conciseness is needed. So cmr_ dctails w m  marked as behg uh excessive as opposite to 
incorrect. 
Okay, 1 also noted a minor parnmar error. This student makes very few gammar mors,  in fact a 
tense error uh which didn't change the meaning, but it's carelt'ssnt'ss on boh parts really, and so 1 
pointed it out to her. First interview, Page 1 

Ma: Mrnm hum. Yes, she is. Yes, she is getting rnixed up b e t w m -  which suggests that she is at the 
lower IeveI of development say, than John even though she is a good hard-working. And shs is 
obviously a clear IogicaI thinka. 
She can organize ideas better than him and get a hipher mark So she does reasonably weil on 
Organization. 1 gave her about organization ths tirne, 22 [out of 281. You see, she got a 22. V- few 
of them got a 22, but oniy Sanders got a 23. [Second interview, Page 131 

The other teacher Anna, when commenting on errors and grave errors also showed some 
awareness of the needs of individuals, but that tendency was not as apparent as Marge's 
was.. . 

2. Marge's data supports the premise of this thesis project; it reveals a strong link between 
error perception and learner as a context of this perception. As indicated in No. 1, since 
Marge has a good understanding of Iearner behaviour and learning strategies, she was 
aware of the tradeoff and tension between risk-taking in language leaming and errors. 
Because of this, she was sometimes ready to look over even fiequent errors in a student's 
work and see them (errors) as a means for improvement. 

Ma. My initial reaction to this student, is no- nothing to do with mors. This is that he had major real 
effort to use his o ~ v n  Ianguage7 so consequentiy, he has made more errors than the others. He doesn't- 
uh uh I'm v q  careful not to penalizc too much in a situation like this, when t h q  are really.. . 

[A total of six pages of description of Marge's percepts of errors fiom this point 
on.] 

- 231 - 



Follow-up questions for Marge's further mponscs: 

Marge's transcription provided some valuable and interesting data for this thesis project, 
and 1 certainiy enjoyed very much talking with her in the interviews 1 was kindly given. 1 
now have some fiirther questions, which 1 hope Marge can respond to as a continuation of 
our previous discussions so that 1 can have more of her view for fùrther analyses and 
deliberation: 

(1) What is error? How should it be defined? How is an error different h m  a mistake 
and a slip? 1s the distinction between them usefùl? 

(2) Do you see a contradiction between your highest grave error rate in the accuracy 
category and at the sarne time your recognizing that the course objectives are 
primarily content and organization? What are some of the possible explanations, in 
your view, of this incongruence? 

(3) Are syntactical d e s  and pragmatic/discourse rules different? In what ways are 
they different so that a violation of the former is called an error but a violation of 
the latter is not? 



A sample page of a tercher's responses to my interpntrition of her percepts of errors and my 
follow-up questions 

Marge's verification responses to my foiîow-up questions in an email message were: 

1. I use 'error' and 'mistake' generally and interchangeably. 1 differentiate between a) developmental 
errors where students take risks and by out new forms they are practising, not always correctly and 
consistently. and b) mors that are consistently repeated, even though d e s  have been taught and 
f o m  practised in exercises. I use 'slip' to denote a careless mistake where 1 aIready have evidence of 
correct use. 

I use crror/mistake to refer to non-native use of synta~ and lexis. not content and organization. As far 
as CONTENT is concerne4 I focus on what is relevant in that particular context. For example. I 
cspcct wnciseness in a technical report so îhat excess detail wouid be inappropriate in that 
particular context; however, it might be very appropriate in a murder in qui^. Consequently. I avoid 
thc use of 'errof which indicates to the student that it would always be wrong. 1 wouid point out how 
focus or emphasis was lost. 

Similady. if the student omittcd an essential piece of idormation. 1 wouid indicate that the report 
\vas incomplete, rather than deem it an error. 1 think it is very important for hem to understand that 
language operates withïn specific contexts, and what is 'correct' in one instance may not be in 
ano ther. 

This also describes my attitude to problerns of organization. The 'logical ordef expected in a 
technical report is cdturally detennined by a North American engineering profession. If you like. it is 
what is cwently fashionable. A student has to leam to follow those des .  but it does not mean that 
the way he/she has presented the information is necessarily illogical. If ideas are not clearl>. 
C O M C C ~ C ~ .  1 rnight consider 'emofs' here, but they tend to be syntactic ones. 

2. This is a very important question as it relates to conclusions you have already ârawn. Be very 
carcfd to consider al1 the feedback we provided in your anaiysis. For example. the feedback provided 
to students in the rnarked reports would always concentrate on language errors as individual students 
made different errors. and as 1 explain in the transcript, I deliberately concentrate on those errors at 
their request. 

1 dcalt with content and organization in a differcnt way. Because the report format was prcscnbed by 
the testbook, 1 used OH models to demonstrate effective and non-effective reports. 1 would then 
relate it to their marks in terms of what was a superior as opposed to an adequate attempt. 1 would 
assume the other instnictors also focussed on content and organization in classroom feeûback and 
gramrnar mistaires in tutorial feedback. 

3. I am not sure how to answer this question because 1 do not know how you define rules of 
discourse. For example, . . . 1 hope this helps. 
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Project summary and a list o f  themes used in the W i v o  1.0 program* 

NVivo revision 1.0.1 18 Licensee: Anthony K. K. Tong 

Project ErrorOlUser Akktong Date 9/28/99 - 84033 PM 

Project Folder C\QSR ProjectsErrorûl 
Project Commenced 6/24/99 - 41 1 52 PM 
Modifietd 9/26/99 - 83424 PM 
Description My Research Project Description 

PROJECT TEAM 
Administrator Akktong - 
Team Membersl 
Login access required? No 
Team Member 1 Akktong 
Affiliation Adrninistrator 
Date Joined 6E44199 - 41 224 PM 

PROJECT STATlSTlCS 
Documents 4 
Memos O 
Non-memos 4 
Nodes 163 
Extracts O 
Non-extracts 163 
Free Nodes 2 
Tree Nodes 161 
Case Type Nodes O 
Case Nodes O 
Sets 4 
Document Sets 3 
Node Sets 1 
Attributes O 
Document Attributes O 
Node Attributes O 
Models O 



//Document Amnarions 
//Free Nodes 
//Free Nodes/Accountability in marking 
//Free Nodes/Acuvity purpose and error perception 
//Free Nodes/Activïcy pupose atd enor perception/Mafltmg scheme 
//FM NodedActivity prrpose and error perccptioalMarking strategy 
//Fm Nodes/ActMty pupose aad error perception/Pedagogic *ce and error 
IPW 

//Fret! NodesIActivity pupose and error perceptioo/Pedagogic objective atd error 
11'Free Nodes/Activity pupose and error perc@on/Type of wdting activity 
//Free Nodes/Accivity purpose a& error perceptionlType of writing 
activity/Assignmeor 
//Free Nodes/AcÜvity QuIpose aiid error perceptioflype of wnciag activity/Practice 
//Fm Nodes/Comprebensibility 
//Free Nodes/Cwrse objectives and nature 
//Free NodedCuhwal factors 
lIFree Nodes/CulturaJ factors/Business culture 
//Free Nodes/Defuiition of e m r  
//Free NudedEnor and mistalces 
IIFree NodesiError as realization of learning strategies 
l/Free NodesError couut 
IiFree Nodes/ Enor gravity 
//Free NodesiEnor gravity/Errot frequency 
//Free Nodes/Emr gravity/Minor enor 
//Fm Nodes/Enor gravity/Rmmiug error 
//Free NodesError gravity/Serious error 
//Free Nodes/Error perception 
//Free NodesError perceptionIConipariag seriousmss of error types 
//Free Nodes/Error perception/lrntatinp or dismrbing error 
//Free NodesJError perceprionlTask type on error production 
//Free NodesIGenre as context 
//Free Nodesliaferring cause of error 
//Free Nodes/Inferring cause of error/Background laiowledge 
//Free Nodes/lnferring cause of error/Carelessness in proof-readiag 
//Free Nodes/Inferriog cause of enor/Carelessness in proof-readiag/Editing skilis 

//Free Nodes/Infeming cause of error/Did aor present coherent congruent faas in Mferent 
sections 

//Free Nodeslhferring cause of error/lnfonnation processinp load 
//Free Nodes/uiferrinp cause of errorPL 1 interference 
//Free Nodes/lnferring cause of e n o r b c k  of p l d g  in writing 
l/Free Nodeslinferring cause of enor/Language ability affectinp other categories 
//Free NodesAnferring cause of errorMisuaderstanding the QlOUlpt 

//Free Ndes/lnfeniog cause of error/Prompt induced error 
//Free NodesAnferziag cause of error/Writer-Readership 
//Free Nodes/Inferring cause of enorwriter-Readefship/Not consideriog reader's 
need 
//Free NodesPlaferriug cause of enorMnter-Readership/Noc knowing the reader 
//Free Nodes/i.nteractional nom 
//Fr= NodesAnterview cue question 
IIFree Nodes/Language ntle change 
//Free Nodes/Lcarwr as comext 
//Free Nodes/Learner as çootexUlndimahhg 1e-g 
//Free Nodes/Learner as contexr/learners as nom 



//Free NodesnRanier as c o n t e x t / R e c o ~ g  the leamer 
//Free NodesiLearner dealmg witb error 
//Free Nodeskamcrs' enor-related elrpectatioos 
//Free NodesMarkmg strategies 
//Free Nodes/N&ve speaker 
//Free NodesIOn-Line e m r  perception 
//Free Nodes/On-Lioe error perception/Change of perception during imerview 
//Free Nodes/On-line error perception/Rsuer laughed because of error 
//Free NodesIOn-lioe error perceptionIXater maing emotiooally Co error 
//Free Nodes/Script count 
//Fm= Nodes/Social stigma 
//Free NodedSocial stipalotheniess in error gravity perception 
;/Free Nodes/Social s t i g m a / S u b s ~  
//Free Nodes/Spoken and wriaen error 
//FE Nodes/Teachhg and learning beliefs 
//Free Nodes/- mle of feedback 
//Free NodesNafiability of e m r  type in a piece 

* See Section 3.4.7 for explanatioas of the symbois of this list. 
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f 

; VT Verb terme ! incorrect rerb tanme 

VE' Verb forr k r b  inrorrectlr f o r r d  

: R e p  Repoaftion : incorrect preposttion 
. üF Word f o n  i arow mrd fror 

d 
W or WO Wroiu Uord or amng  w r d  cboice or miu ex~sesrion 

! Miwr Brrara : ~ r r o r s  tht do met ~rrioualy affect f 
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1 ! Bngliah mader 1 

brt Article : missin# or incorrect article  , 
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Grammatical Cortectiom - Trackimg tour Progrrua 

Correct ioq 
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I 

I 

Minor Errors 
r 

Note: Anna's students were supposcd to record on this page the written enors they produced in the 
assignments. 



You arc the tcam leader of r four-person inspection c m  en route to i 
rnnorc aitc 815 kilomttrcs from your olficc, whcrc construcrion of i 
nuclcrr porrcr ~encrrting station i s  in proyns. You in nrvellin8 in i 
panel v in r d  rhcr 580 kilomtlns you and the cnw rycc ta aop for the 
nidit. At $:OS p.m. you pull into thc Clock inn, r smrll motcl k t idc  t k  
road thrt skirts atound Whitcrhell Lake. 

The following moming you arc having breakfast in the motel's tiny din- 
ing rwm whcn Fran Pcdcrwn, one of ihc crtw, ~ o t s  out to the van to fctch 
ihr road map. She rcturnr rlmou immediaiely and yrpi, 'The van hrs 
k c n  brokm into!" 

The fout of you scramble out to rhc parking lot and crn wc rifit iwry  
th i i  thc'window on the front pisscn&s doot has k m  unrshtd. 

'Thcy were rfw the radio," Shawn Mrliltr obwncs, pointing to r 
gaptng hok in the dash, 

m 
'Check i f  rnyrhing clsc i s  misring," you iuggcst, Alrrady you are 

W 
\O 

cxpcning the aorri, but to your surprise find thrr only two orhcr inms 

I have bccn trkcn, one inconstqucntirl and one imponant: about S6.00 
from r tray in the dash (prtGin6 mctcr loonics and qurncrs), and r vidco 
crmttr and vidcotrp from r atorage b o x  in the rcir of the van. 

You try akphoning your office, but it ii too rrrly r d  no one anrwcn. 
T h e  motel has a fax machine, ao you writc 4 mcmo to your mrnqcr and 
und i t  by fax. In i t  you dcscrib whri hrs hrppmcd and rsk for 4 replace- 
ment vidco crmcrr to k sent to you. Hcn i s  rame rdditionrl infoniutioa 
you drrw oa to wtitc ywr rcpon; 

You arc biving comprny panel vin lùencc numkr HLW 279; i t  is  i 
Ford. 

Your trip wis aurhorizcd by Travcl Ordci N-704, datcd one wcrk 
rgo, r d  wrs sipcd by your manager. 
The power pnrrriing station il king conrtmcd bcridc the Maotwr 
Rive: 27 kilometrcs nonh of ihe rnull town of Fmhampron, 
Thc Clock Inn i s  3.5 kilomares wcsi of Cleirwrter Villrp, on hifi- 
wry A1136. - The third mrmber of your ctew i a  Seni Drshi. 
The vi&o crmera i s  r Nrbuchi TXZOO 'Ponacrm." You rcnttd ii 
from Mcadows Elcctronicr at 2120 Crrssmerc Road of your ciry. l t s  

r t r i r l  numkr ir 217848. 
Your manager's nrmc is  M B Corripn. 
The purpow of the vidco camerr ir IO record construction piogresr 
visually. The vidcoirpcr wiil k cditrd and thcn shown rt the Powcr 
Authority Dirmors' Merrina sckduled for the 22nd of nen month. 
You tckphoned d e  RCMP dcrrchmtnt r t  Clerrwrtcr Villrp IO rcpon 
the bicrk-in and thcfr. They i rk  you to drop in and mikc your repon 
in perron. You plan ta do d i s  at chc uin of your drive to hr  con- 
struction site ( w h ~ h  WU k aber  OU have sent your fax). 
In your rcpOn y w  adc your nunr6ri to slip yw r rcplucmrnr vidro 
umcrr by Creyhound bus t h e  &y ifrn tomocrow. OM bua r &y pass- 
a I&+ Fmhrmpoii, but n uop only oo rcqucn. (You will ddvc to 
Frrrtumpcat IO mect the bus, and wiü iclcphaœ pu mrnign romor- 
row to chœk thii the vidto crmtra wiU k oa h t  p r t h h r  ku.) 
You uu todry'r date i r  thc dite of p u  report. 

Put 1. 
Writc the kidcnr rcpon to M B Corripn. Picprie it as a mcmorrndum 
wiih r fax covcr rhtct. 



Appcndu O 

Sample of prompt for an investigation report used in Anna's ciasus 

You are an engineering technician workhg tor H. K. Wnmwi and Associates (ko fesrknr l  CoiuuRing 
Enginem). Your s u p w b r ,  Mwg %odr, adrs you to hrndle oii. of thrir cüents Mwrknd Coiuauctkii 
Company. She shows y w  a letter d8ted Mudi  12 in wNdl Mr. M u d n d  raquests th8t H. K. Wwwnn cury  out an 
independent rtudy on high fuel c o n s ~ n  for aie the* homromiart, tht Parranons. 'fhay w8nt u t  to M d  out 
wt~d's going on and ruggesî n y  rrmrdks", says Mwg. 

You cal1 up the compmy and u t  up an a- with A& Marsland îor Mweh 20 ai 10:OO. TïÜs is yow Ikd 
big project and you feei newous. The next monùng. you mmet Wh Mr Mul#id in his olnce on Dunbs Sb-. He 
tells you about Mr. and M n  Parsmon. It saans th& the Pwwnons hnn compl.intd .bout the high g u  
consumQtion evw rince the hou# w u  new r d  t b y  fird acupied it in 1888. 

Mr. Marsland continues, "Over the yerrs, we've donc nunmws checks and founâ lMe mong with the house. 
But they just keep cocrp(oining and nrgging us. We thbilt Y wou# k best if an consadtant like 
yourself could cany out a duây to # d P y  the cause of the probkm and mammad how it k resolvcd. Then we 
could present the resultr to the Parsenoris to perswde thmn t u  we have done everything we crn  to rccMy the 
problm. Whateva you diwovcr i s  mong, m'Il fi% it if it's o w  fauît, Then I a n  use your report to get the 
Parsenons off my back!" Mr. Mirhiid concludes. 

You get to work right away, setting up am appointment for the next &y to v i a  the P w m n  home 1 i404 
Gregory Avenue. Wtnn you 8ffivel Mt. nd Mn. Put.non grmet you at the door. fhey 8re vwy Itiandly and show 
you around the hane. Oinr c o h  and coolries, Mr. Ousenon, who tels y w  to caH him Jim exphin8 th.1 they 
have to keep t M r  thmnostat r+t at 22.8 "C .II üm timc 80 t h l  they don? feel coM, trpeci- because the h o r s  
are so cold. "If I don? koep the temperature up and mu these mm kinny sligpsrs. my aithritir 8cts up" u y s  
Mrs. Parsenon. "I'm sure th- ir sanethirig wmng with y w  hwting lystem" Say8 JLn. "1 think W's the 
insulation they put in when they buiît the house. I don3 thïnk it's up to stardudu says Mrs. Partaiion. 

You then inspect the house. These are your notes: 

- gas fumace good - hot air ducts good condition 
- humidifwr plates in fumace re.lly cwoded 
- rnight cause lowu  humidity in home but not kwer t m u r c .  Low h u d d i i  can m8ke p p k  fed colder 
- Gas Company %hou# k r.pl.cing these phtes during regular miinterunce 
- gas lîow mctu i s  Me. Checkcd WMI Montrose OIS Company. Sud it h8s been iaplaced 2 tintes in the pad 12 

months at the Parsmon's requert, ôut Moribose raid that there was no proôîem wi(h the mcbe boCh tifnez 
- ceiling has minimum of 18ô mm of wood chips whKh equlls RI6 insulaüon factor 
- walls have fibregkm insulatïon wiîh R8 insuktion factor 
- basement unfinished and uninuikted. 

After checking the insulotion you r d ü e  t M  there is no way it would meet the g o m m a n t  rtrndlrds for a 
bungalow to&y (it would have to be R10 in the ceiling and R20 in the vinlls), but it does meet the inruktion 
requirements that were in effect when the h m  w8s buih in 1m6. 

Once your inspection of the home i s  cornplde, you malue th.( you have to do more than simply this. Y w  
couldn't find any real ruson  for high conrumption in your inspection of the building and the heatinq sydem. 
You decide to compare the Parsenon home with ùmilrr bungalows in the neighbour)road. 

You decide that the best c--rori would be houses on the umc met. So you find 4 identical homcs buiM by 
Marsland and 4 0 t h  homu built at the umc t h  but by dhu contractors. You ask eaeh of tharc hocnowners 
if it is okay ta use thair consun-n records for 18#7. Y w  ako ask tham to tall you i f  they have indalled any 
additional insull ion since thek bungaiows were built, rnâ thair thewnostl rcttings for day and night. You put a1 
the information in a tabk (mm attrcnnant). 

You spend some t i m  talking to the ownm down the street 1 1410 Gregory Avenue who h v e  an identical 
bungalow. It secms that they keep their place at 20J°C. You u k  them if their ïïoors a n  cold as wdl. Mr. Shulrmn 
says, "We had that probkm. but ~ R U  we insulatad the h&mmâ, our Ikors get nice and wirm. We don't t v u  
Wear slippers now. I now keep the t«nganhire 1 20.6 indead of 22." 



P.2 
You analyze the intomution in the table and condude üut t)w piobkm ües with the hoiirowners Prid nd the 
construction c-y. In 1887, the g u  consunptkn at the Parunom hoiii. w u  38 MCF ~ ~ 4 . 3 7 %  more thrn the 
other eight homes. The Pwtanonr kwp th& homr wwnwr thin the oüœr Even the dher Mwtlrnd kiilt 
homes are like the ones built by th. oüœr c-.cbos. You even v e  those with msukCion to thosa tha 
don7 have it. You decide to indude tha tabîe with the -port and intrrpnt the lbdngs for the t e e s .  

As you plan your report, you maMite th* the Pwt.nons cou# do mmrrl things to reduce g u  consmtption. They 
could lower the thmnod.1 or inrulate the basement and wen the w a s  and ceilingr. You c h a k  out the wdt 
and use your canparirion ti#e to pri.etU o#ioris. You check with the ïnrullioii coWradœ and site teWt you 
that it wouid cod S4Sô for the buriii.rit and S56ô for the ceiiing wid mlk TRe exact c o d  t)iough depends on 
the type of insuktion useâ. And aien you mJue you forgd to mnlh the huiriâïiïer pues on th& funrice. It's 
the gas company's job to do this year. 

In the end, no mittu h i c h  way you kok .t it, Marsland CondNcb-on is not 1 fa* nia pro#am with high fud 
consumption l i e s  with the Parrsnoiis. You have to teil them uimthing they don7 r d i y  want to hear which is 
that Marsland Condrudion is blamîess and th& they have to Iü the problem themseives. Y w  fi% yourdf a big 
mug of cotlee and rUrt to wrUe the report 



ArrACnMENT 
COMPARlSON OF GAS CONSUMPTWN 

M1 M M  GREGORY AVENUE BUNGALOWS 
FOR CALENDAR YEAR 1SXX 

House V a u  Sue Conswn@bn Th.miosht S a n g  
No. mm SiLul - l0.v 02)(NigM°C) 

R M. Parsmon Residence 

1401 1886 q001 -8.4 22.6 22.6 

Identical Houas BuiA bv Mwrl.nd Cmrttuction Conrir#rv 

Group Average B!!! 

AVERAGE OF 8 - îOC1 
CONTROL HOMES 

Nom 

Nom 

camg. WJIS, 
Basement 

None 

Nom 




