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1 Introduction 

Plurilingualism, intercultural knowledge and intercultural communication skills 

are major competences for future citizens of plurilingual Europe and the 

globalized world. The key issue is fluent and functional foreign language 

proficiency. In order to function as mobile European citizens, young people need 

to develop appropriate linguistic knowledge and skills to operate successfully in 

a foreign language across diverse settings. To answer this need for 

plurilingualism, more and more students choose to study in English. One of these 

programs in Finland is the IB program, which, according to the Finnish 

International Baccalaureate Society, first came to Finland in 1990 starting in one 

school and which has now grown to include 19 schools. 

The IB program is not a language program, but a worldwide system of education 

with its own curriculum. However, as it is one of the few programs offered in 

English in Finland, many students choose it because of the language of 

instruction. Currently there are 19 schools in Finland who offer the program, out 

of which 16 offer the Diploma Program, which is the secondary school level 

program. Yet, it has not been researched much.  This secondary level IB program 

is parallel to Finnish national high school program and the final exams in the IB 

program in Finland correspond to the national matriculation examination1 in that 

they both give similar qualifications when applying to universities. Both 

programs generally last for three years. There are a limited number of studies 

that would show the benefits or the effects of choosing the IB program instead of 

the national one. It is difficult to compare the IB program to the Finnish national 

curriculum as they are not alike, but it is possible to look at students’ English skills 

in different programs. 

According to the Finnish National Board of Education (2014: 45), English is the 

most popular and widely studied foreign language in Finland. In 2012, 99.2% of 

all students in grades 7-9 had studied it as language A, which refers to a foreign 

language whose instruction starts in elementary school. Meriläinen (2010: 1) also 

                                                        
1 Information collected from the participating school’s website. 
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states that Finnish students’ contacts with the English language have become 

more and more frequent over the last decades, resulting in an increased use of 

English among Finns and, allegedly, an improvement in their English skills. It is 

thus interesting to see how much the skills differ between a Finnish program with 

separate English classes and an international program with English-medium 

instruction. In my earlier study (Lamponen 2015) I studied language transfer in 

the lexicon of Finnish and Canadian French immersion students and found out 

that English largely influenced the French of Finnish students even though French 

was their L2 and English only the L3. The results show that the competence in 

another language (even an L3) can facilitate the learning of a new language, 

especially if those languages are typologically close to each other. Because of this 

background, it will be interesting to see how the students’ skills differ in EFL 

studies compared to those in English-medium instruction. 

Learning a foreign language is not simply a linguistic process. According to 

Kaivapalu (2005: 26), the comparison of languages happens in the cognitive 

system of the learner and not in the language structure level, and it manifests 

through learner’s knowledge, interpretations and predictions of the future. 

Sajavaara (1999: 123) states that a contrastive approach is thus not only the 

comparison of two structures but, in fact, it is each learner’s experience of 

structures that counts. What is more, it is different to compare and use languages 

that are genetically or typologically close than to analyze languages that are far 

from each other. A similar or related language can facilitate foreign language 

learning, but if there are only few similarities, it can also have a negative impact.  

According to Corder (1974: 125), it is important to study learner errors in order 

to modify and improve the curricula and teaching methods. Even though error 

analysis has been criticized a lot in the field of applied linguistics since Corder, 

learner errors reveal learners’ knowledge and their conception of the target 

language. Granger (2003: 465) affirms that learner corpora are increasingly 

gaining attention due to the potential wealth of data they present for a variety of 

purposes, including the investigation of different aspects of interlanguage, the 

developing language of second language learners. Likewise, we teach groups but 

it is the individual who learns and for that, studying learner errors of a group is 
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only significant when the group is homogeneous. This is why it is interesting to 

study groups who have relatively similar backgrounds but who study in different 

programs in the same school. It is, of course, impossible to find groups who would 

be completely the same regarding their background: within the informants of this 

study there are different mother tongues, for example. However, for most of the 

students, their schooling history is very similar and what differentiates them now 

is the high school program and it is interesting to see how their language skills 

differ. 

In my previous study (Lamponen 2015) I studied language transfer, or cross-

linguistic influence, on the lexical level as it is most visible there (Ringbom 1987: 

113), but the initial scan of the present data showed that lexical transfer was not 

very salient in the texts. For that reason, in addition to lexical patterns I have 

included syntactic phenomena, namely passive constructions, prepositional 

constructions, word order and subject-verb concordance, as well as cohesion. My 

research questions are the following: 

1. What kind of errors do the students in the national program and in the 

IB program make in their writing and to what extent? 

2. What kind of differences are there in ratio and in the type of errors 

between the texts from students in the two programs? 

 

To answer the research questions, I will first find the errors by comparing the 

learners’ language to standard English norms. I will then categorize the errors 

using different models (Ringbom 1987 for lexical patterns, Meriläinen 2010, 

Halliday 2005 and Biber et al. 2002 for syntactic forms and Bloor & Bloor 1995 

for cohesion). Finally, I will compare the texts to examine the differences between 

the students in different programs and to see whether there are any significant 

issues in their background that could have had an influence on their linguistic 

performance. 

As my hypotheses, I assume that students in the Finnish program make more 

errors in general because they are studying English as a foreign language whereas 
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the IB students use it to study other subjects as well and are exposed to it much 

more. I am assuming that all Finnish native speakers will make many errors in 

prepositional and passive constructions as those do not exist in the Finnish 

language but that there will not be much lexical transfer from Finnish as it is 

typologically far from English.  

The data has been collected from one school in the Helsinki metropolitan area 

and it includes 39 texts in total. The students are in their first or second year of 

high school and study either following the Finnish national curriculum or in the 

IB program. The students’ backgrounds in both programs are relatively similar. 

In the first part of this study, I will present the theoretical framework including 

the differences between the national curriculum and the IB program, special 

characteristics involved in writing in a second language, the notions of error, 

mistake and interlanguage as well as the constructions examined in the study. I 

will then present the methods and the corpus and move on to the results and 

analysis. Lastly, I will summarize the main findings and suggest implications for 

further research. 

 

2 Background 

I start this chapter by describing the Finnish national curriculum and the IB 

program. I will then present what is different in writing in a second language as 

opposed to writing in one’s mother tongue and then move on to explaining the 

theoretical notions on mistake, error and interlanguage. Finally, I will present the 

error categories used in this study in more detail. 

2.1 National curriculum and the IB curriculum 

General upper secondary education is designed to prepare the students for the 

matriculation examination. Matriculated students are eligible to apply to higher 

educational institutions or vocational institutes. The Finnish National Core 

Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools is from 2003. It is in the process of being 
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reformed and will be implemented in schools in 2016, but the students 

participating in this study have studied according to the 2003 curriculum and 

thus that will presented here. The curriculum is made by the Finnish National 

Board of Education (2003) and it defines the objectives and core contents of the 

different subjects, subject groups, thematic subject modules and student 

counselling. 

High school in Finland is intended to be finished within three years. The syllabus 

contains mother tongue and literature (Finnish or Swedish), the other national 

language (Swedish or Finnish), foreign languages, mathematics, natural sciences, 

humanities, social sciences, religion or ethics, physical and health education, arts 

and practical subjects. In addition, the syllabus may include either partially or 

entirely optional or elective subjects, such as vocational studies and other studies 

suitable for high school's task in accordance with the provisions of the 

curriculum. Students are required to take at least 75 courses out of which 47–51 

are compulsory, depending on the choice between basic and advanced syllabus 

in mathematics. Studies consist of compulsory, specialization and applied 

courses. Specialization courses are elective courses relating to compulsory 

courses in the same subject and students must include at least ten such courses 

as part of their study plan. The language of instruction in high schools is either 

Finnish or Swedish and in the school examined it is Finnish. Schools select their 

students mainly on the basis of previous qualifications and grades so no entrance 

exam is needed.  

International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) (2005–2016) is a non-profit 

educational foundation offering programs of international education that 

“develop the intellectual, personal, emotional and social skills needed to live, 

learn and work in a rapidly globalizing world”. The IB program is offered in 4,451 

schools around the world. According to them, 

The International Baccalaureate® (IB) offers a continuum of international 
education. The programmes encourage both personal and academic 
achievement, challenging students to excel in their studies and in their personal 
development. 
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The IB system consists of four different programs, each for a different age group. 

These are the Primary Years Programme for ages 3–12, the Middle Years 

Programme for ages 11–16, the Diploma Programme for ages 16–19 and, finally, 

the Career-Related Programme also for ages 16–19. The Diploma Programme is 

the oldest of these programs and it has first been offered in 1968. The others have 

followed decades later, the Middle Years Programme being first introduced in 

1994, followed by the Primary Years Programme three years later and finally the 

Career-Related Programme in 2012. The students in Finland study in the Diploma 

Programme, which is the most common program offered in Finland. 

In Finland, IB programs are offered in 19 schools around the country.  16 schools 

offer the Diploma program, which is parallel to obtaining high school education 

following the national curriculum. The language of instruction in all IB programs 

in Finland is English. In order to become an IB World School, schools need to 

complete an authorization process by the IBO. During the process, it is made sure 

that educators have the expertise to deliver the IB programs and that they are 

able to teach according to the IB curriculum. 

The IB Diploma Programme (DP) aims to “develop students who have excellent 

breadth and depth of knowledge – students who flourish physically, 

intellectually, emotionally and ethically” (IBO 2005–2016). Its curriculum is 

made up of six subject groups and the DP core. The three core elements are theory 

of knowledge (TOK), creativity, activity, service (CAS) and the extended essay. In 

TOK, students reflect on the nature of knowledge and on how we know what we 

claim to know, in CAS students undertake a project that often involves 

community service and the extended essay is an independent, self-directed piece 

of research, finishing with a 4,000-word paper. In addition to this, the six subject 

groups are Studies in language and literature, Language acquisition, Individuals 

and societies, Sciences, Mathematics and Arts. There are different courses within 

each subject group. Students are required to choose one subject from each of the 

six academic areas. They can choose a second subject from each academic area 

except the arts. 
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With approval from IBO, schools may also offer their own school-based 

syllabuses according to their own needs and resources. The courses are 

organized in two levels, higher level (HL) and standard level (SL). Students will 

take some subjects at higher level and some at standard level.  HL and SL courses 

differ in scope but are measured according to the same grade descriptors, with 

students expected to demonstrate a greater body of knowledge, understanding 

and skills at higher level. Each student takes at least three (but not more than 

four) subjects at higher level, and the remaining at standard level. Standard level 

subjects take up 150 teaching hours whereas higher level comprises of 240 

teaching hours. 

In Finland, upper secondary education needs to last three years. For this reason, 

in addition to the two-year IB course, the students also have a so-called pre-IB 

year in Finland. During this year they prepare for the IB by improving their study 

skills as well as their language skills: almost all the subjects are taught in English 

but mainly according to the Finnish national curriculum for the first year of the 

high school. It is possible to continue these courses during the IB. In order to get 

into the IB program in Finland, the student must go through an entrance exam. In 

the school taking part in this study, the IB entrance exam consists of three written 

examinations: multiple choice exam testing mathematics and sciences, a brief 

essay in English and a brief essay in Finnish either as a native or as a foreign 

language. In addition, those applicants that have been accepted to the phase 2 on 

the basis of the multiple choice examination will be interviewed in English. The 

interview is partly based on the appraisal form sent by the previous school. 2 

The Finnish group in this study is on their second year of studies and they are 

doing their fifth compulsory course in English. The pre-IB group has been 

studying in the program for a few months and the IB group is a few months in on 

their two-year IB program. 

I will now highlight the special characteristics of composing in a second language. 

                                                        
2 Information from the school’s website. 
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2.2 Writing in a Second Language 

Producing coherent text in one’s mother tongue can already be difficult, and 

writing in another language is not at all simple. Lefrançois (2001: 223) states that 

memorizing the rules and writing conventions of another language while 

remembering the vocabulary and morpho-syntax poses a great challenge to a 

learner. The skill of writing well does not come naturally: it is an aptitude that 

develops by formal instruction and by experience. At the same time, writing 

includes the composition aspect, namely the capacity of telling stories or 

narratives or transforming information into new texts, which is the case in 

argumentative texts. According to Myles (2002), it is especially this act of 

composing that is problematic for learners because of its complex nature.  

The writing task that the learners have done for the present study (see Appendix 

1) is an argumentative essay that could also be found in the matriculation exam, 

which means that it requires, by definition, a capacity of showing ones maturity. 

Myles (2002) states that forming a text involves forming new ideas and creating 

text. However, at the same time the learner is trying to use all of their knowledge 

of a foreign language all the while remembering the rules of this language. 

In order to produce text, the learner needs to master the structures of the L2. 

Ringbom (1987: 51) states that it is not enough to know the basic lexical 

elements: the learner also needs to know how to use the correct forms for these 

elements and how to indicate the syntactic relations between all the elements. 

What is more, Bloor and Bloor (1995: 102) describe texts as having a texture as 

a result of a complex interaction of linguistic resources which are used by writers 

to provide cohesion. According to them, these resources include the information 

structure of the text (organization of given and new information) as well as the 

thematic structure at clause and at a more general level on which the text is 

organized and built up from clause to clause. The thematic structure is supported 

by the cohesive component of grammar. 

Yau (1991: 267) confirms that if writing demands conceptually more of the 

writer, the syntax must also be more complex. She continues by citing Maimon & 
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Nodine (1978) who have shown that if students have difficulties with a more 

complicated topic their syntactic performance deteriorates as well. Myles (2002), 

on the other hand, states that depending on proficiency level, the more content-

rich and creative the text, the greater the possibility there is for errors at the 

morphosyntactic level. These kinds of errors are especially common among L2 

writers who have a lot of ideas, but not enough language to express what they 

want to say in a comprehensible way. 

Lefrançois (2001: 223) states that researchers today agree that orthographic and 

lexical knowledge, grammatical and syntactic processing, general strategies and 

cultural schemas of L1 influence writing in L2 but that the awareness of an 

appropriate language level is much harder to transfer from L1. What is more, 

according to Dechert and Raupach (1989: viii) the perception and expression of 

ideas in one language using the terms of another language is a cognitive process 

that requires problem solving skills. 

Moreover, Yau (1991: 227) has shown that even if students had the conceptual 

capacity to write a complex text, the lack in linguistic competence could really 

harm their performance. She thus deduces that thinking and language processing 

are not independent processes but that they are strongly interconnected. The 

student is not able to think using complicated concepts if they do not have the 

necessary linguistic knowledge. Hinkel (2005: 621) has shown in his study that, 

in general, L2 writers have a limited syntactic and stylistic repertoire. Also, they 

are severely limited in their access to the lexicon that is useful for them in writing. 

Harley (1989: 4) also states that when we study learner texts we need to take into 

consideration the context and the background of the learner. By this, she means 

that, for example, in immersion programs communication can be preferred over 

grammar, which can have an impact on the written texts. 

Odlin (1989: 124) raises another aspect to consider while we talk about learner 

texts: he states that we need to look at the writing system that is familiar to the 

learner when we are analyzing any L2 writing. In terms of writing well, the 

writing system is not as complicated as the rules or conventions - implicit or 

explicit – but, nevertheless, it is the base on which all writing (and reading) is 
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built. It is thus not only the alphabet that can be different (Latin or Cyrillic, for 

example) but the system can also be iconographic, like in Chinese. Evidently, the 

same alphabet can also influence writing, for example when a French student 

writes the word comfort as confort like it is written in French. There are students 

in the data who speak Farsi that is written in Arabic letters and Chinese, an 

iconographic language, as their mother tongue. This aspect thus needs to be taken 

into consideration when looking at their texts. 

Next I will define the relevant terms for this study and for error analysis. 

2.3 Mistake, error and interlanguage 

When we use a second language, it is natural that we make errors, i.e. deviations 

from the target language (TL) norms. Corder (1974: 122) confirms that speakers 

of L1 also make errors but that, by default, these errors cannot be the result of an 

imperfect knowledge of the language. This is why an error is not considered to be 

a signal of incompetence per se but, in fact, an error is nowadays rather seen as a 

natural phenomenon in a learning process. Perdue (1980: 94) states that if 

learning a language is a cognitive activity where a learner makes and verifies 

hypotheses, it is certain that this learner makes errors. Brown (1994: 205) has 

defined an error as “a noticeable deviation from the adult grammar of a native 

speaker, reflecting the interlanguage competence of the learner”. An error is thus 

an utterance, spoken or written, which includes a violation of either the 

grammatical or semantic code of the language. 

According to Selinker (1972), errors are not nuisances as they are often seen, but 

instead they are significant in three respects: (1) errors are important for the 

language teacher because they indicate the learner's progress in language 

learning; (2) errors are also important for the language researcher as they 

provide insights into how language is learnt; and finally, (3) errors are significant 

to the language learner themself as they get involved in hypothesis testing. 

Scholars distinguish two types of errors: performance errors and competence 

errors. According to Besse and Porquier (1991: 209), performance errors are 

moments of temporary inattention, of lapse of memory which are the result of 
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distractions caused by fatigue or stress during exams, which then lead to a 

disturbance in the application of a rule that otherwise is known to the learner. 

The learner knows the rule they are supposed to apply and are thus capable of 

self-correction. Performance errors correspond to what we call mistakes and 

Corder (1974: 123) states that native speakers make these errors as well. 

However, competence errors are those that the learner is not capable of 

correcting by themself. They are not the result of inaptitude but of the level of 

knowledge the learner has of a foreign language at a given moment (Besse & 

Porquier 1991: 209). The error reveals an imperfect knowledge of the language 

and gives information about the learner’s progress. When a learner progresses, 

they improve and get more experience: they will not make the same mistakes 

again or make fewer of them. In contrast to a mistake, it is possible to foresee 

learners’ errors if the errors are systematic and are a transfer from the L1 or 

other foreign languages. Errors thus occur unconsciously and involuntarily 

because the learner has an incomplete or erroneous knowledge of the linguistic 

system of the target language. 

Researchers in the field of applied linguistics usually distinguish between two 

types of errors: performance errors and competence errors (Touchie 1986: 76). 

The distinction between these two is about determining whether the errors come 

from the learner’s mother tongue or from the linguistic system of the TL that has 

been erroneously internalized. According to Théophanous (2004: 140), 

intralingual errors are imputable to the intrinsic characteristics of the L2 and are 

likely to appear also with children who learn their L1. Consequently, they are 

errors whose source is in the target language itself. If a learner does not know 

well the rules of the foreign language they are learning, when they are producing 

text, they will make errors using another form or another rule that resembles the 

form they are looking for and thus confuse different rules with each other. 

From a language teacher’s point of view, the competence errors are the more 

interesting type of error as they reveal the progress and, eventually, the problems 

the learner might have, i.e. the interlanguage of the learner. I am also interested 

in these errors in this study. Interlanguage is a concept which was introduced by 
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Selinker in the 1972. According to him (1972: 210), it refers to a linguistic system 

that reveals itself when a learner tries to express themself in a language they are 

learning. Interlanguage is not produced when the learner is concentrating on 

grammatical precision but it can only be observed when the learner is 

concentrating on their message. Myles (2002) affirms that due to the complex 

process of writing in a second language, learners often find it difficult to develop 

all aspects of the stages simultaneously. As a result, they selectively use only 

those aspects that are automatic or have already been proceduralized. Selinker 

(1972) and Corder (1983) state that every learner has their own interlanguage 

that has its own grammar and lexicon, among others: it is a distinct and 

autonomous language system that has its own characteristics and rules which can 

be described. By analyzing learner errors, it is possible to see in which state of 

language acquisition the learner is, i.e. which aspects of the learner’s language 

have already been automatized and which aspects the learner is still in the 

process of mastering. 

Granger (2003: 466) states that learner language differs from native language 

both quantitatively and qualitatively. It displays very different frequencies of 

words, phrases and structures, with some items overused and others significantly 

underused. She continues that learner language is also characterized by a high 

rate of misuse, i.e. orthographic, lexical, and grammatical errors. She also says 

that the error rate is in keeping with the learners’ proficiency level. In her team’s 

corpora of French as a Foreign Language, it ranges from 1 error every 5.2 words 

to 1 error every 9.5 words, with an average of 6.89. 

I will now move on to presenting the framework for the categorizations of errors 

and the basis for the analysis starting by lexical knowledge of a learner. 

2.4 Lexical knowledge 

Researchers on second language acquisition have long been focusing on the 

development of L2 grammar but during the past couple of decades, lexis has 

gained more prominence in SLA research. (Meriläinen 2010: 63). Nation (2001) 

is one of the scholars that has brought the study of lexis to the forefront and that 
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has recognized the multidimensionality of L2 learners’ lexical knowledge. He 

proposes a definition of what learners’ lexical knowledge consists of. According 

to him, there are three different aspects involved in knowing a word. At a general 

level, these are knowing the form, the meaning and the use of a word. These three 

aspects are again divided into three levels which are presented in Table 1. 

 

Form Spoken 

Written 

Word parts 

Meaning Form and meaning 

Concept and referents 

Associations 

Use Grammatical functions 

Collocations 

Constraints on use (register, frequency...) 

Table 1. What is involved in knowing a word (Nation 2001: 27) 

Nation’s (2001: 33–35) division of word knowledge into form, meaning and use 

are based on the type of learning that is most efficient for these aspects of 

vocabulary knowledge: implicit or explicit learning. Implicit learning refers to a 

learning that generally happens without the learner being conscious about it 

whereas explicit learning is a conscious activity. Nation (2001) explains that the 

word forms are often more concrete than the word meanings and for that reason 

they are often learned implicitly. As word meanings are more abstract, they often 
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need a more conscious type of learning. This division into implicit and explicit 

learning also applies to the third aspect of word knowledge in Nation’s (2001) 

categorization, the word use. In word use, it is about the constraints of use of the 

word, which are often more abstract and thus require a more explicit type of 

learning. 

The three aspects are divided into knowledge of several different types of 

features. The word form contains knowing its spoken form and its written form 

as well as the parts of the word. According to Nation (2001: 40), knowing the 

spoken form refers to recognizing the word when hearing it and to knowing how 

to pronounce it correctly, including knowing where to place the stress in the 

word. Knowing the written form means primarily knowing the orthography of 

the word and finally, the word part aspect refers to the morphological knowledge: 

to different radicals and affixes, for example. 

The second part of knowing a word is understanding its meaning, which also has 

three sub-categories: the relationship between form and meaning, knowing the 

concept and the referents of the word as well as knowing its associations with 

other words. The first one of these, knowing what the relationship is between the 

form and the meaning entails knowing the form and the concept of the word and 

knowing how to correctly combine them. The conceptual knowledge refers to 

knowing all the different meanings of the word as sometimes the same form can 

be used for different meanings. Nation (2001: 49) gives an example: the bank of 

a river and the national bank do not share the same concept even though their 

form is the same. In addition of knowing the concept and referents of the word, 

the learner must also be aware of the different associations of the word. Thus the 

associations refer to how the lexicon is organized, including, for example, 

hyponyms and hypernyms. 

The last aspect of knowing a word is knowing how to use it. This consists of 

knowing the word’s grammatical functions as well as its collocations and 

constraints on its use. Nation (2001: 34–40) states that lexical elements contain 

aspects of syntactic information and thus choosing a word has a large influence 

on the syntactic structure of a sentence. For this reason, it is important to 
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understand the grammatical features of the word. Knowing the word collocations 

refers to the knowledge of words that typically occur with it. Nation (2001: 56) 

gives an example: the learner needs to know whether it is more idiomatic to say 

speedy food, quick food or fast food. Finally, the learner needs to know the 

constraints on use of the word, meaning when not to use it. According to Nation 

(2001: 57–58), these constraints can either be cultural or social, for example not 

using the word old for an old person but instead finding some euphemisms not to 

insult anyone. 

In presenting the model for L2 learners’ lexical knowledge, Nation offers a 

classification for lexical errors of which I will make a use of later in the analysis 

section of this thesis. I will now move on to presenting the basis for categorization 

of syntactic errors. 

2.5 Syntactic knowledge 

According to Meriläinen (2010: 111), there is no widely accepted model of L2 

learners’ syntactic knowledge comparable to that of L2 learners’ lexical 

knowledge presented in the previous chapter (see 2.4). The acquisition of L2 

syntax has been studied from a broad variety of perspectives and within many 

different theoretical frameworks, such as the universal grammar framework and 

the competition model framework. The universal grammar debate has mostly 

centered on whether there is UG available for L2 learners altogether and if it is, 

whether learners can fully use it or whether it is only partially available (see e.g. 

Gass & Selinker 2001: 176–178, Ellis 2008: 622–625). The competition model 

seeks to explain how speakers of different languages interpret relationships 

between sentence elements by processing target language sentences by relying 

on various cues, such as word order, agreement, case and animacy (see e.g. 

MacWhinney 2005, 2008, Gass & Selinker 2001: 192–198, Ellis 2008: 474–479). 

For this reason, it is impossible to define syntactic errors in terms of L2 learners’ 

syntactic knowledge in this study. Therefore, in this study, syntactic errors are 

understood in very general terms as learners’ erroneous use of TL syntactic 

structures. 
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According to Braidi (1999: 2) syntax may be defined as “the rules which govern 

the arrangement of words in the formation of sentences in a language”. Braidi 

(1999: 3–4) continues that in the context of acquiring L2 grammar, rules can be 

understood in different ways: as the constraints and principles that govern native 

speaker linguistic competence, the native-speaker competence rules (the 

speaker’s own mental representations of their native language) pedagogical rules 

formulated by textbook writers, language teachers or linguists or the learner’s 

interlanguage competence rules. In this study, however, it is not possible to 

examine the (psycholinguistic) nature of syntactic rules and for this reason, 

syntactic errors are understood as violations against TL syntactic principles or 

rules as described in corpus-based grammars. 

2.5.1 Prepositional constructions 

Prepositions express relations between different elements in a clause. This 

function in Finnish is done by a variety of case endings. Some Finnish case 

endings have a relatively close translation equivalent in certain English 

prepositions, but this is not always the case and most often there is no semantic 

correspondence between English prepositional phrases and Finnish case 

endings. For this reason, students often choose a wrong preposition or omit it 

completely as they are simplifying the construction, a typical feature of learner 

language.  

Finnish has 15 cases (Hakulinen et al. 2005: 1173–1214), which are used to 

express syntactic and semantic relations between nominal constructions and 

other elements in a clause. In addition to these, Finnish also uses adpositions and 

postpositions, such as ilman ‘without’ or ennen ‘before’ (see Hakulinen et al. 2005: 

674–700). At the same time, according to Quirk et al. (1985), the meanings of 

English prepositions are extremely diverse and it is difficult to describe them in 

a systematic manner. They (Quirk et al. 1985: 673–675) have, however, identified 

four broad categories of prepositional meaning. These include space, time, 

cause/purpose and means/agentive. This is not an easy starting point for a 

Finnish learner of English language. 



17 
 

 

It is beyond the scope of this study to present the prepositional construction 

systems in much more detail. In the analysis section I will use Meriläinen’s (2010) 

methodology and compare the deviant prepositional constructions with the cases 

in Finnish in categorizing the prepositional errors.  

2.5.2 Passive constructions 

According to Meriläinen (2010: 116), the passive construction in Finnish differs 

from that in the Indo-European languages to such an extent that grammarians 

have not reached a consensus on whether or not it should be called a passive 

voice in the first place. The Finnish passive resembles the passive of English in 

that its aim is to fade the subject out in order to place more emphasis on the verb 

but there are several fundamental differences in the forms and functions of the 

passive voice in Finnish and in English. 

According to Hakulinen et al. (2005: 1254), the most common way of expressing 

the passive voice in Finnish is the impersonal passive. This differs from the 

English passive in many ways: firstly, in English the passive clause has a 

grammatical subject that the verb agrees with and an agent is often used to 

denounce the performer of the action. In the Finnish impersonal passive, 

however, there is no subject. Vilkuna’s (2000: 143) example illustrates this 

difference: Täällä vain nukutaan would directly translated into English as *Here 

is only slept. In addition, in English the passive clauses must contain a subject and 

therefore the passive can only be formed from transitive verbs. The object of the 

transitive verb in the active clause thus becomes the subject in the passive voice.  

The Finnish passive, however, can be formed from many types of verbs as the 

example above shows. 

Second big difference between the English passive and that of Finnish is that 

Finnish does not allow an agent in the passive clause, which means that the 

language does not allow passive transformation the way English does. Where 

English uses an agent in the passive voice, Finnish needs to use the active voice. 

The Finnish impersonal passive is thus used to describe situations which involve 

an unspecified subject (Hakulinen et al. 2005: 1261). 
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Lastly, the Finnish and English passive differ not only in form but also in function. 

As Hakulinen & Karlsson (1988: 255–256) state, in Indo-European languages the 

passive is primarily thematic and its main function is to arrange the elements of 

a construction in terms of what is new or important information or what one 

wants to emphasize. However, in Finnish, the main objective when using the 

passive is to suppress the agent. It has been debated whether the Finnish passive 

is even a passive at all (see e.g. Shore 1986) because it differs so much from other 

(Indo-European) passive constructions. For this reason, it is no surprise that 

Finnish students often find it difficult to use passive constructions in other 

languages, including English. 

2.5.3 Word order 

Halliday (2005: 213) states that when we talk about English having a fixed word 

order, we do not actually mean the order of the words rather than the order of 

the elements of the clause, of groups and phrases. We should thus not consider 

variations within nominal groups but look at a bigger picture. In general, the 

order of the elements in the clause “realizes the texture of the message” (Halliday 

2005: 216), which means that the only way “we tell whether John loves Mary or 

Mary loves John is by putting one them first” (Halliday 2005: 217). As there are 

no cases on the nouns, the order of the elements is the decisive factor and the clue 

in interpreting the clause. According to Halliday (2005: 217), it is this rule that 

has made English to be considered as a language of fixed order of words and in 

this strict sense it is true: the subject must precede the predicator in a clause, and 

the object must come after the predicator. English is thus an SVO language where 

the subject comes first, then the verb and lastly the object. Other than that, 

Halliday (2005) argues that the English word order is not fixed. Basic clauses in 

Finnish are using the same SVO structure, so Finnish students do not usually have 

much trouble with simple sentences. 

However, even if there were not any strict rules concerning the placement of 

other elements in the clause, there are certain patterns. White (1991: 133) argues 

that an adverb in English is not allowed to interrupt a verb and its direct object. 

Osborne (2008: 127) confirms this and states that “learners whose L1 has 
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obligatory verb-raising – Spanish, Italian and French – show the strongest 

tendency to use V-Adv-O order, but it is also observed in the productions of other 

learners, including those whose L1 does not normally admit adverbs in this 

position”. Hamann (2000: 276) cites Pollock (1989) and confirms this by stating 

that in French the finite main-verb raises across the adverb whereas in English it 

stays below. English is thus a non-verb raising language, which means that that 

only main verbs cannot raise to inflection and adverbs will precede them then, 

whereas auxiliaries and modal verbs take their place to the left of the adverb. 

There is a norm then regarding the adverb placement in a clause: adverbs will 

precede finite main verbs but come after auxiliaries and modal verbs and an 

adverb cannot come between a verb and its direct object. 

2.5.4 Subject-verb concord 

According to Biber et al. (2002: 232), the rule in subject-verb concord is that in 

finite clauses, the verb phrase in a clause agrees with the subject in terms of 

number (singular or plural) and person (first, second or third person). Except for 

the verb be, subject-verb concord is limited to the present tense, and to the choice 

between the base-form (e.g. walk) and the s-form (e.g. walks) of the finite verb. 

There is no subject-verb concord with modal auxiliaries, non-finite verbs, 

imperatives or the subjunctive: these do not vary for number or person. Biber et 

al. (2002) continue that the rules for subject-verb concord are easy to state, but 

in practice they might not be so easy to apply. They state that difficulties arise 

especially because ‘singular’ and ‘plural’ can be understood either in terms of 

form or in terms of meaning. 

Biber et al. (2002: 233–237) continue in listing some cases of subject-verb 

concord that might cause problems for learners because of their special nature. 

Firstly, the plurals that do not end –s or where the form does not change between 

singular and plural (e.g. sheep) can appear to break the concord rule, but do not 

as the verb needs to be in plural if the meaning of the noun is plural. The same 

applies reversely for singular forms ending in –s (e.g. billiards) where the verb 

still needs to be in singular. 
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If subjects are coordinated, there are two different rules (Biber et al. 2002: 233–

234). First, if the subject is a noun phrase coordinated by and, it takes a plural 

concord whereas coordination by or generally leads to choosing the singular form 

of the verb. Coordination by neither … nor also has a singular concord and if the 

noun phrase contains different grammatical persons and is coordinated by 

neither … nor (e.g. either I or my chief or neither Phillips nor I), the verb follows 

the principle of proximity and tends to agree with the closest noun phrase (in 

bold in the examples). 

Concord with quantifying expressions with indefinite pronouns such as 

anybody/anyone or everybody/everyone, agree with singular verb forms, however 

expressions with quantifying pronouns such as all, some, none, a lot and most can 

take either singular of plural concord according to whether they have singular or 

plural reference. Singular concord is normal with each and one and concord 

patterns vary again with any and none where the singular used to be traditionally 

correct but nowadays the plural is more and more accepted. (Biber et al. 2002: 

234–235). 

Concord with collective nouns, such as committee or team can cause problems for 

a Finnish-speaker as this ambiguity does not exist in Finnish. According to Biber 

et al. (2002: 235), they allow either singular or plural concord in British English 

but in American English the singular is the normal choice. Notional concord, in 

turn, means that there is a tendency to let the notion of singular/plural in the 

subject determine the form of the verb, rather than the grammatical form of the 

subject. This can for example in plural names, such as the United States where 

singular concord is the norm. 

Singular concord is the norm when the subject is a clause, although nominal 

relative clauses can also have a plural as well as singular concord. However, when 

in a clause the subject follows the verb phrase, there can be opposing tendencies 

in the choice of subject-verb agreement, especially between written and spoken 

languages. (Biber et al. 2002: 236–237). However, with existential there is/are, 

the notional subject of noun phrase following the main verb be generally 

determines the concord of the verb, especially in written texts. 
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Finally, there is normally agreement between subject-verb concord with any 

following personal pronouns that refer back to the subject. 

After having presented the relevant framework for syntactic knowledge of a 

learner, I will now move on to describing what makes a text cohesive. 

2.6 Cohesion 

According to Bloor and Bloor (1995: 94–102), cohesive ties can be classified into 

four main types: reference, ellipsis and substitution, conjunction, and lexical 

cohesion. Reference can be cohesive when two or more expressions in the text 

refer to the same person, thing or idea. (Bloor & Bloor 1995: 94). In a text, Mark, 

he and him can, for example, refer to a same person. An essential characteristic of 

cohesive reference is that, on second and any subsequent mentions, the person 

or thing referred to is not named but it is referred to with a pronoun, a 

demonstrative or a comparative term. Bloor and Bloor (1995: 95) continue that 

reference can either be cataphoric, forward pointing, in the sense that in a text 

the pronoun or demonstrative appears first and the named expression appears 

or second or anaphoric where the named item appears first and the pronoun 

appears second. 

In terms of grammar, there are three main types of cohesive reference according 

to Bloor and Bloor (1995: 95–96): personal reference, demonstrative reference 

and comparative reference. Personal reference is dependent on the use of 

personal pronouns (masculine, feminine or neuter) whereas demonstrative 

reference depends on the use of determiners and adjuncts. Comparative 

reference uses adjectives like same, other, identical, better or more or their 

adverbial counterparts. 

Substitution is used when the writer wants to avoid repeating a lexical item and 

“is able to draw on one of the grammatical resources of the language to replace 

the item”. (Bloor & Bloor 1995: 96). The main difference between substitution 

and reference is that within cohesive reference, there is a tie between the 

references to the same concept. With substitution, there is no tie but a substitute 

for a word or a group of words. There are three types of substitution in English 
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according to Bloor and Bloor (1995: 97): nominal, verbal and clausal and each 

have their own set of substitute words. In nominal substitutes, one, ones and same 

can stand in place of nominal groups, whereas in verbal substitutes, any nonfinite 

form of the verb do can substitute for a lexical verb in a verbal group. Clausal 

substitution is extremely common both written and spoken and it refers to so or 

not standing in place of an entire clause except for the subject as in the clause ‘I 

thought so’. 

Bloor and Bloor (1995) group ellipsis in the same category as substitution. It 

refers to the omission of words, groups or clauses and like in substitution, it can 

be divided into nominal, verbal and clausal ellipsis. Ellipsis works in the same 

way as substitution, but this time some words are left out to avoid repetition. 

Conjunction is the term used to describe cohesive ties between clauses or 

sections of clauses in order to demonstrate a meaningful relationship between 

them. The use of conjunctions can also be described as the linking of ideas, events 

or other phenomena. In order to limit the scope of this study, conjunctions were 

not examined in the texts and for this reason I will not present them in more 

detail. 

The last type of cohesive tie, still according to Bloor and Bloor (1995), is lexical 

cohesion. This refers to the cohesive effect of the use of lexical items in discourse. 

It includes repetition of the same item and using synonyms or near synonyms. 

Words from mutually exclusive categories, such as male and female or hot and 

cold, or words with opposite and contrastive meanings can also have a cohesive 

effect. Collocations and using general nouns are also types on lexical cohesion, the 

latter one being one of the most important types. In short, Bloor and Bloor (1995: 

102) summarize that lexical cohesion involves “meaningful connections in text 

that are created through the use of lexical items and that do not intrinsically 

involve” any of the other three types of cohesive ties. 
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3 Research Design 

In this chapter, I will present the data in more detail and describe the method 

used in the analysis section. 

3.1 Data 

The data used in the present study is composed of 39 texts written by high school 

students in Finland. 20 of the students study the national curriculum in their 

second year of high school whereas 19 students study in the IB program in the 

same school in the Helsinki metropolitan area. Nine of these students are in their 

second year, and 10 are in their first year. The differences between the Finnish 

national curriculum and the IB program are numerous and have been outlined 

before (see 2.1). 

The data consists of 39 compositions written in English by Finnish high school 

students. The students in the national program are mostly Finnish-speaking and 

the native languages of the students differ more in the IB program. The students 

are either in their first or second year of studies and are thus between 15 and 18 

years of age. In the Finnish group there are 10 girls and 10 boys (see Table 2 in 

4.5) whereas in the pre-IB group there are 8 girls and 2 boys and in the IB group 

8 girls and only 1 boy. The Finnish group is doing their fifth compulsory course 

in English and they are all in the second year of high school. The IB group is also 

in their second year and the pre-IB students have just started their first year in 

the program. 

The compositions are not all on the same subject. The Finnish group and the pre-

IB students both wrote about music streaming services whereas the IB students 

concentrated on using technology in education. The texts are all argumentative 

essays, which in the high school context means that students are invited to write 

a text where they first argue both sides of the issue at hand and then conclude by 

choosing one side. The students were allowed to (and at times even encouraged 

to) use external sources in their reasoning. For the purposes of this study, direct 

quotations from external sources have been excluded from the data. 
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The length of the individual texts is not equal, ranging from an average of 268 

words in the Finnish group to an average of 458 words within the pre-IB student 

group and finally to 563 words in the IB group. However, the word count in total 

for each group is quite similar: the Finnish group’s texts amounted to a total of 

5,365 words, the pre-IB group’s to 4,576 words and the IB group’s to 5,066 words. 

In this sense the groups are easily comparable to one another. 

The guidelines for the essays were given by the teacher and included writing an 

argumentative essay on the given topic, of 200–250 words in the Finnish group 

and 400–500 words in both IB groups. The students wrote the compositions at 

home and so they had access to different kinds of material to help them in their 

writing, for example, to dictionaries and grammar books. The texts were a 

compulsory part of the course and the teacher graded them. This means that the 

texts were compulsory for the students to write for their course, but they were 

not obliged to hand them to me. However, most students did so. 

Permission the study the students’ texts was asked from the school as well as 

from the parents as most of the informants were under 18 years of age. The 

students themselves gave their permission to use their text when they handed in 

the background questionnaire (see Appendix 1). The students’ texts were 

handled anonymously and the direct examples of their texts used in the 

qualitative part of this study are so short that no student should be recognizable. 

In the background questionnaire students were asked to state their age, gender, 

mother tongue or mother tongues and the languages spoken at home. Both of 

these latter ones were asked because the students might not speak only their 

mother tongue at home or maybe not at all. They were also asked to state other 

languages they know, how long they have studied English and how long they have 

studied in English in the IB program or elsewhere. Finally, the questionnaire 

included a question about the student having spent any longer periods in an 

English-speaking country where they might have been exposed to the language 

more. The background questions were chosen in order to compare the 

background data to the number of errors and to see whether there are any 

patterns that emerge in terms of their performance and their linguistic 

background. 
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The backgrounds of the students are fairly similar (see Tables 2, 3 and 4 in 4.5). 

Apart from the native language, not many differences can be seen between the 

three groups. Most of the students had studied English for 7–9 years and not 

many students had spent longer periods abroad in an English-speaking country. 

Most students in the Finnish group speak Finnish as their native language and use 

it at home as well: there was only one student with a second mother tongue and 

one student was an exchange student in Finland with limited skills in Finnish. The 

range of the native languages is greater within the IB groups with some 

differences between the two groups: the IB group has a more varied language 

profile with 4 out of 9 students speaking a language other than Finnish and 2 out 

10 students within the pre-IB students. 

3.2 Methodology 

Few different methodologies of error analysis were used in the present study. 

First, I am following in the footsteps of Corder (1974) in errors analysis and 

comparing the linguistic patterns between the learner’s TL and IL, and sometimes 

also the L1. The comparison of IL patterns produced by three learner groups then 

follows. The guidelines outlined in Corder (1974) are followed within the 

limitations set by the material chosen for this study. First, I classified the errors 

by comparing them to the TL norms. Then, I classified the errors according to 

their grammatical features. Next, I counted the frequency of occurrence of 

different types of errors per each of the three groups. Last, I looked at the errors 

more qualitatively. 

From the written work of the students, I counted the errors in order to find out 

the possible correlation between the error patterns per each group of students. I 

concentrated on the most salient and most frequent errors found in the corpus, 

so not all errors are included in the analysis. According to Bitchener and Ferris 

(2012: 8), most errors in ESL learner writing result from misuse and omission of 

prepositions and pronouns, lack of subject-verb agreement and incorrect spelling 

and word choice. Moreover, the error types chosen are the salient features where 

English and Finnish differ in their grammar and that have already been proven to 

be difficult for Finnish English learners. These include lexical constructions, 
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passive constructions, prepositional constructions, word order and subject-verb 

concordance as well as cohesion errors.  

As stated, in this study, there is a differentiation between lexical errors and 

syntactical errors, which is not without problems. Errors are often not confined 

to only one level of language and knowledge of one level influences the 

knowledge of another. I will, nevertheless, attempt to differentiate between 

lexical and syntactical errors as it is interesting to see whether the two levels have 

develop in unison or whether any patterns emerge on the knowledge of students 

and its development. 

As I concentrate on errors in this study, I am basing the analysis on descriptions 

of English in order to determine whether the examined constructions are a part 

of the standard language. The descriptions are largely based on corpus-based and 

descriptive grammars, such as Longman Student Grammar of Spoken and Written 

English (Biber et al. 2002). Even though defining the rules, the standard and 

errors is not a simple task, I am trying to do that while still respecting the 

examined constructions. I would also like underline that the text forming the 

corpus are written in a school context, which means that non-standard 

constructions are already considered erroneous even though they could be 

accepted in a more familiar context. 

The classifications of errors are based on several previous studies. The lexical 

errors are described following the model of Nation (2001). For syntactic errors, 

various models were used: for the analysis of prepositional constructions and 

passive constructions, Meriläinen’s (2010) model was taken as a basis and then 

modified to better fit the needs of this study. For word order, the grammatical 

descriptions of Biber et al. (2002) served for comparison and for the subject-verb 

concord, the qualitative analysis is loosely based on the works of Halliday (2005) 

and White (1991). Finally, the description of cohesive ties comes from Bloor and 

Bloor (1995).  

Bhela (1999: 30) states that when the learners experience gaps in their L2 

syntactical structures, they adjust the form of their L2 written responses by using 
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syntactical items which are part of their L1. McLaughlin (1988: 50) continues that 

learners lack the necessary information in the second language or the attentional 

capacity to activate the appropriate second-language routine. However, such an 

account says little about why certain linguistic forms transfer and others do not. 

The intention of the study is this not to study transfer per se but to use transfer 

study models in helping to reveal learners’ syntactic errors. The analysis of the 

learners' writing will therefore reveal the extent to which their L2 responses are 

affected by their L1. For this reason, it is justifiable to use Meriläinen’s (2010) 

methodology here in part, even though it is from a transfer study. 

As stated, the error types to be examined were chosen because of their saliency 

and frequency. All other errors were neglected in terms of the analysis, so, for 

example, missing or wrong articles as in example (1) were excluded and they 

were not counted at all. The examples are taken from the texts as they are and 

nothing has been changed from them. 

(1) Spotify will gain even larger variety of artists (pro an even larger variety of 
artists) (pIB6) 

 

As the corpus consists of texts that are freely written, it is improbable that the 

same error would occur several times in the corpus. Not all examples are 

presented in the qualitative part of this study, some of the errors of a similar type 

may have been left out in order to avoid repetition. The aim of the qualitative part 

is to present an overview of all the different types of errors. All examples have, 

however, been counted and are included in the quantitative part of this study. 

 

4 Results and Analysis 

In this chapter, I will first present the total frequency of errors in the corpus and 

then move on to analyzing the different types of errors. My analysis is based on 

different methodologies depending on the type of errors, as explained above. The 

analysis is accompanied by examples taken from the corpus as they are. In the 
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end, I will make a synthesis of all different types of examined error and will 

compare the groups with each other. I will also see if I can make any conclusions 

based on the background of the students. 

4.1 Frequency of errors 

The analysis in this section attempts to find an answer to the first research 

question which concentrates on finding out what kinds of errors the students 

make in their texts. Figure 1 presents the error categories and their frequencies 

found in the texts. 

 

 

Figure 1. The frequency and different types of errors in the texts 

Figure 1 shows the absolute number of errors in the texts written by all the 

students. It shows that the Finnish group has the largest number of errors, 

followed by the pre-IB group and the IB group having the smallest number of 

errors. Syntactical errors were by far the most common in all groups followed by 

lexical errors and finally cohesion errors. Overall, the data consists of 198 errors 

examined. 
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The IB group has the smallest number of errors in all categories, only in syntax 

are they close to the pre-IB group having only one error less compared to that 

group.  

However, the absolute number of errors does not give a complete picture of the 

frequency of errors in the texts as the number of students was different in every 

group and the number of words varied as well. If we look at the frequency of 

errors per 1,000 words, we get the following figure. 

 

 

Figure 2. Frequency of errors per 1,000 words 

Figure 2 presents the frequency of errors found in the texts by 1,000 words. 

Finnish group has the largest number of errors, 18 per every 1,000 word, 

followed by the pre-IB group with 12 errors and, finally, the IB group with only 8 

errors per every 1,000 words written. The number of errors per 1,000 words 

seems to decline steadily and seems logical. The pre-IB group makes less errors 

than the Finnish group and the IB group the most. Even though the pre-IB group 

is a year younger than the Finnish group, they are following English-medium 

instruction and have had to go through an entrance exam before being accepted 

into the IB program. Their skills seem better than the Finnish group’s and the IB 
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group makes the least errors as they have already been following instruction only 

in English for a year and a half. 

Next, we will look at the distribution and nature of errors within each group. The 

distributions are quite similar in all three groups and they are presented in 

Figures 3, 4 and 5. 

 

 

Figure 3. Distribution of errors in the Finnish group 
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Figure 4. Distribution of errors in the pre-IB group 

 

Figure 5. Distribution of errors in the pre-IB group 

The Finnish group (Figure 3) made most errors in syntax, 57%, followed by 

lexical errors (33%) and cohesion errors, which amounted to only 10% of the 

total number of errors. The distribution for the IB group (Figure 5) looks fairly 

similar, with 57% of errors in syntax 39% in the lexicon and only 4% in cohesion. 

The pre-IB group (Figure 4) deviates from this pattern, even though the 
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differences are not so great: they had also made the most errors in syntax, but 

this constituted less than a half of all errors with 48%, followed by lexical errors 

with 38% and cohesion errors amounting to 15% of the total number of errors. 

I will now move on to presenting each category of errors in more detail. 

4.2 Lexical errors 

From the investigated features, lexical errors were not the most nor the least 

frequent amongst all groups. They constituted about a third of errors in each 

group. The analysis of these errors is based on Nation’s (2001) model, which has 

been presented above (see 2.4). 

Firstly, there are errors in knowing the form of the lexical item. The errors in the 

form component seem to be of two type: firstly, of knowing the written form and, 

secondly, knowing the word parts correctly. As the data consists of written text, 

it would be nearly impossible to find any errors of the third type, the spoken form. 

I will first present errors in the written form of the word, which are mostly errors 

in orthography. They consist of several examples of misspelling the word as in 

examples (2) – (10). It is impossible to know whether these errors are an accident 

or not, but for the purposes of this study it is irrelevant. It also needs to be noted 

that the students have all handed in their texts electronically, so most errors 

should have been corrected by the auto-correct programs if the students had 

been using those. These errors are also the easiest to correct. 

(2) you have the abbility to download (pro ability) (F4)  

(3) if you’re nice enought to pay for it (pro enough) (F12)  

(4) altought music business seems to have become easier (pro although) (F12)  

(5) people enjoy listening to free music on the Internet, which is easily accessable 
(pro accessible) (pIB1) 

(6) most of us use music streaming web sides and services (pro sites) (pIB9) 

(7) this days many of us may think multitasking is a good way (pro these days) 
(IB1) 

(8) nowadays people tent to multitask a lot (pro tend to) (IB2) 
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(9) there always come a destruction from Facebook (pro distraction) (IB4) 

(10) studies show that peoples involved in multitasking (pro people) (IB1) 

 

In the following errors, it seems like the student has been mistaken in knowing 

the word parts, i.e. radicals and affixes. For example, in example (13) the student 

has used the noun of the same word rather than using it as a verb whereas in 

example (12) the student has made an -ing form of the word when that was not 

necessary. In example (11) it could also be argued that the student has simply 

confused the meanings of although and though, but I have included it in this 

category as it involves adding the prefix al- when it was not necessary. 

(11) streaming although is very easy way to find new bands and artists (pro 
though) (F20) 

(12) some artists are trying to make people aware of the changing (pro changes) 
(F16) 

(13) they cannot concentrate and need to entry into a different environment (pro 
enter) (IB4) 

 

Secondly, within lexical errors there were problems with knowing the meaning 

of the word, which is the second category in knowing a word according to Nation 

(2001). In some cases, the meaning has clearly been transferred from Finnish and 

in those examples I have signaled the Finnish word like in examples (14) and 

(15). 

In some cases, the student has confused two meanings that are close to each other 

like in the example (19) where the spend has been used in the place of cost. The 

same phenomenon can be seen in examples (17), (18), (20), (21) and (24). In all 

of them, the word that has been used is a synonym for the preferred word in that 

context but it is unclear to the student what the exact meaning of the word is. 

Examples (22) and (23) are rare examples of the same error occurring more than 

once in the data. There both students have used the word commercial instead of 

advertisements, which would be the correct form in the context of music 

streaming services.  
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(14) or are they just overly conservative about their line (pro style) (F2)¸ 

(15) why artists want money for return service (pro for return) (F4) 

(16) it’s cheap, easy, and carries many artists and songs (pro contains) (F11) 

(17) I am personally not complaining this, and I would name it evolution (pro call) 
(F16) 

(18) that money was still separated with producers and so on (pro divided) (F17) 

(19) it’s fair enough for each singer because each song spend customers the same 
(pro costs) (pIB2) 

(20) Spotify is a Swedish music site that serves an opportunity for listening to 
music (pro provides an opportunity) (F18) 

(21) they might spend various nights without sleeping (pro several) (pIB1) 

(22) by playing commercials between the songs (pro ads) (pIB3) 

(23) there are some restrictions for users listening to music for free, such as 
commercials (pro ads) (pIB4) 

(24) and also customers can’t judge who they want to pay (pro decide) (pIB2) 

 

The third category in Nation’s (2001) model is knowing how to use the word. In 

the following examples, the errors showcase an imperfect knowledge of the 

words grammatical functions. In example (25), the student has used the adjective 

excited as a verb revealing that they do not know the correct use for that word. In 

examples (26) and (27), the student has used the word little, which has been used 

in its meaning as an adverb rather than using the adjective small that would be 

more appropriate in this context. 

(25) I personally had excited about spotify (pro (F1) 

(26) the little amount of money, which comes from the ads (pro small) (pIB5) 

(27) you’re left with just a little amount of money (pro small) (F19) 

(28) the problem is that the money what artists get from every stream (pro that) 
(F17) 

(29) these points have lead me to conclude (pro led) (pIB4) 

(30) researchers show that this may led to lowering our iQ (pro lead) (IB1) 
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Example (28) reveals an incorrect utilization of a relative pronoun and in 

examples (29) and (30) the student is mistaken about the inflections of the verb 

lead. These last two examples could as well have been categorized under word 

form, but they have put under use as it is more probable that the student has 

known the different forms of the verb but does not know when to use them. 

Finally, for lexical errors the last category is also about word use and knowing its 

collocations, to be more precise. Knowing the collocations of the word refers to 

knowing which words usually occur with the specific item. In the first two 

examples (31) and (32), the student has a hunch about the idiom they are using, 

but do not know the correct way of using the idiom. In idioms, it is important that 

the construction and the word use are always the same and that is why I have 

categorized these errors under collocation errors. In the last example (33), 

however, I am not sure what the student is trying to say. Maybe they are trying to 

use an idiom but fail to do so. It is also possible that the student is translating 

directly from Finnish ‘askel parempaan’, a step towards better <noun> and they 

have transferred the syntax with the idiom from Finnish. 

(31) life does not let them do one thing at the time (pro at a time) (IB2) 

(32) there is also a free version of it that makes up the money (pro makes) (pIB3) 

(33) it’s also one step better than piratic pages (pro a step towards better) (F5) 

 

4.3 Syntactic errors 

Syntactic errors were most frequent in the corpus overall. Finnish group had the 

largest number of errors, followed by the pre-IB group and then the IB group. The 

distributions of syntactic errors are presented in Figures 6, 7 and 8 below.  
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Figure 6. Distribution of syntactic errors in the Finnish group 

 

Figure 7. Distribution of syntactic errors in the pre-IB group 
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Figure 8. Distribution of syntactic errors in the IB group 
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Finnish, it is natural that their share is high within the errors. The Finnish group 

used 12 incorrect prepositions and omitted them in 15 cases whereas the pre-IB 

students used them incorrectly 6 times and omitted a required preposition in 9 

instances. In Meriläinen’s study (2010), the omission was also slightly more 

frequent than the incorrect choice of prepositions. 

Most deviant prepositional constructions were influenced by the locative cases in 

Finnish. Most of the confusions with prepositions from and about can be traced 

back to the elative case, which in Finnish has many abstract uses in addition to 

the concrete locative reference where it expresses movement away from 

something. Examples (34) – (37) are good examples of this abstract meaning in 

Finnish, which the student has transferred directly into English. 

(34) streaming their music takes away the real value of their work as well as the 
respect from it (pro for) (pIB1) 

(35)  artists do not get paid enough from the art (pro for) (pIB1) 

(36) you couldn’t have found from another way (pro any other way) (F7) 

(37) people can get interested about their music (pro in) (F8) 

 

The preposition in often corresponds to the inessive case, but it also has abstract 

uses in Finnish, which have confused the student in examples (38) and (39). 

(38) Spotify reports in its website (pro on) (pIB3) 

(39) streaming services do have a lot of things to fix in the principles (pro about) 
(pIB8) 

 

The following examples (40) and (41) could probably be traced back to Finnish 

cases. However, they are curious because they are the only occurrences where 

the prepositional construction the student has used exists in English, but only 

with a different meaning in a different context. 

(40) these services are not profitable enough to pay for the artists (pro to) (pIB5) 

(41) she is a good example for why artists want money (pro of) (F4) 
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Very few instances of incorrect prepositional construction involved Finnish 

grammatical cases (i.e. nominative, genitive, partitive or accusative). There was 

only one instance, example (42), in which the Finnish genitive case had been 

transferred. 

(42) it’s easy to understand why the free way for listening to music (pro of) (F4) 

 

 

The majority of the instances of omission involved prepositional verbs, such as 

listen to or think about. As examples (43) – (51) below illustrate, the students had 

used the prepositional object in the manner of a direct object. Most of the 

corresponding Finnish verbs take a partitive object, such as kuunnella ‘listen’, 

think ‘ajatella’ and provide ‘tarjota’, but other types of Finnish object 

constructions had also been transferred. 

(43) if you listened that song (pro listened to that song, Chinese L1…) (pIB2) 

(44) it is a great way for consumers to listen the music (pro listen to the music) 
(pIB3)` 

(45) that way you can listen music (pro listen to music) (F1) 

(46) big music studios has to listen more the artists themselves (pro listen to the 
artists more) (F2) 

(47) also you rarely think it from the artists perspective (pro think about it) 

(48) if you listened that song 1000 times (pro for 1000 times) (pIB2) 

(49) they are not enough to compensate the issues (pro compensate for the issues) 
(pIB3) 

(50) it might also provide artists a new channel (pro provide artists with a new 
channel) (pIB3) 

(51) there would be a lot more young people to subscribe this service (pro 
subscribe to this service) (pIB5) 
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In the following examples (52) – (57) there is no evidence from the L1 of the 

student that would explain either the incorrect utilization of the preposition or 

its omission. In this case, we can conclude that the error is not L1 transfer and is 

a result of the student’s interlanguage. 

(52) artists should be paid more in order them to get a good amount of money 
(pro in order for them to get) (pIB6) 

(53) Spotify also recommends you new music (pro recommends to you) (F13) 

(54) the record companies has to be more loyal with the artists (pro to) (F2) 

(55) money that I think should be on musicians pockets (pro in) (F5) 

(56) the streaming music attacks especially to emerging artist (pro attacks 
emerging artists) (F7) 

(57) it’s way harder for musicians to make a living off of music (pro out) (F15) 

 

In the examples below (58) – (62), there is no clear transfer pattern because it 

does not seem like the error would be transferred from Finnish. They are all 

adverbials and fixed prepositional expressions in English where the student has 

either used an incorrect preposition or omitted it completely. 

(58) in the other hand if the artist wishes (pro on) (pIB9)  

(59) buying music in the other hand gives you a collection of albums (pro on) (F3) 

(60) there comes commercials time to time (pro commercials from time to time) 
(F1) 

(61) I personally had excited about spotify because its practicality (pro because 
of its practicality) (F1) 

(62) there is some down sides of streaming music (pro downsides to) (F12) 

 

Lastly, the examples (63) – (65) are examples where the sentence construction 

has probably confused the student. In the first two examples, the student has used 

a passive construction and has forgotten to include the preposition. It might have 

been easier for the student to remember the preposition, had the object followed 
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it. The example (65) is an erroneous relative clause where the preposition is 

missing as well. 

(63) probably the most debated is Spotify (pro most debated about is Spotify) 
(pIB3)  

(64) music can be listened against small fee (pro can be listened to) (pIB5) 

(65) there are free spotify apps available and also versions which you have to pay 
a bit (pro versions for which) (F1) 

 

4.3.2 Passive constructions 

As shown in Figures 6, 7 and 8, there were not many instances in the corpus in 

which the students had failed to use the English passive voice correctly. The 

errors found were concerned with the students’ imperfect knowledge of passive 

constructions instead of them using the active voice that was more frequent in 

Meriläinen’s (2010). Only one such example (66) was found in the corpus. In 

examples (67) and (68), the student has created a construction that does not exist 

in the English language. 

(66) albums have trensferred to the Internet (pro have been transferred) (F12) 

(67) and these costs are tried to minimize as effectively as possible (pro are 
minimized) (IB9) 

(68) no idea or product cannot be remained forever (pro cannot remain) (F2) 

 

Examples (69) and (70) show the overuse of the passive construction in clauses 

where the notion of the verbal construction is active. 

(69) sales of physical copies has been dropped (pro has dropped) (F2) 

(70) even the blue jeans designed by Levi Strauss has been evolved during the 
centuries (pro has evolved) (F2) 

 

Lastly, example (71) shows an attempt at an existential passive construction.  
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(71) because it is a form of art and there has been work put into it (pro work has 
been put) (pIB1) 

 

4.3.3 Word order 

Errors in word order were quite frequent among all groups. It was the second 

largest category of syntactic errors in pre-IB and IB groups and the third largest 

in the Finnish group. Overall, errors in word order constituted 25% of all errors 

in syntax. 

As stated earlier (see 2.5.3), in English the adverb cannot come between the verb 

and the direct object (White 1991: 133). Osborne (2008: 127) continues that 

learners often try to use the V-Adv-O order. This is also the case in examples (72) 

– (76) where the adverb or adverbial construction comes before the direct object 

in the clause.  

(72) I pay every month 10€ so i have the premium (pro I pay 10€ every month) 
(F1) 

(73) before I got Spotify, I often listened to radio only and those radio channels 
played always the same music (pro those radio channels always played) (F20) 

(74) adopting technology to education enables also governments to save money 
(pro also enables) (IB9) 

(75) new technology gives new possibilities to musicians but it also makes their 
lives sometimes harder (pro makes their lives harder sometimes) (F5) 

(76) it is a true relief for someone with little money, but can lead to the artist a lot 
of trouble (pro can lead the artist to a lot of trouble) (pIB4) 

 

Example (77) is the only example in the data where the student has not placed 

the adverb before the main verb in the clause, which they should have done 

according to the norms. 

(77) many say they think it’s bad but do it still (pro but still do it) (F4) 
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When there is an auxiliary or a modal verb in the clause, the adverb should be 

placed after the auxiliary or a modal. The following examples (78) – (88) show 

that this has been problematic to some students. Examples (78) – (80) show the 

use of modal verb can and examples (81) – (85) the auxiliary have. Lastly, the 

auxiliary verb be has been used as a copula in examples (86) and (87) and as an 

auxiliary example (88), and the adverb should have been placed after the verb in 

these cases. 

(78) streaming can be also a good thing to them (pro streaming can also be) (F20) 

(79) a survey showed that singers only can get 0.006 dollars from each play (pro 
singers can only get) (pIB2) 

(80) that means if you listened that song 1000 times, and only can bring 6 dollars 
for the singer (pro it can only bring) (pIB2) 

(81) Spotify has been recently receiving more criticism (pro has recently been) 
(pIB7) 

(82) I personally had excited about Spotify (pro I was personally excited) (F1) 

(83) however, lately streaming has become the go-to way to listen to music (pro 
streaming has lately become) (F15) 

(84) it almost has all of the songs and it’s very cheap (pro it has almost all the 
songs) (pIB2) 

(85) with the spread of the streaming music indeed, it has been very difficult for 
less-known or new artists to make a living (pro it has indeed been) (F16) 

(86) streaming services’ current state is bad also, because when artists are not 
rewarded as much (pro is also bad) (pIB10) 

(87) this seriously is a major problem (pro this is seriously a major) (F9) 

(88) adults usually are used to social networks (pro adults are usually used to) 
(IB7) 

 

In her studies, White (1991) has found that it is difficult for the students to learn 

the rules governing adverb placement in a clause without being explicitly taught 

what to do. She and her team did a series of studies with French-speaking 

students in Canada where one group received two weeks of instruction on 

adverbs and another group received none. Results showed that over time, only 
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the group who had received instruction on adverbs was able to identify the 

impossibility of a S-V-Adv-O order in English and the other group remained using 

those structures. As for the students in this study, we do not know whether they 

have explicitly learned the use of adverbs but we might conclude that they have 

not as the number of word order errors was quite high and most of the errors 

were a misplaced adverb. 

There were not many other types of word order errors. The first example (89) 

shows that the student has not known how to use reported speech. In example 

(90), the quantifier even is in a wrong place and 

(89) she got tired of all the questioning about why aren’t all of her songs there 
(pro why all of her songs aren’t there) (F4) 

(90) to the streaming services’ operators it’s even a better deal (pro an even better 
deal) (F9) 

 

4.3.4 Subject-verb concord 

Errors in subject-verb concord were only the third most frequent syntactic errors 

in the pre-IB and IB groups but the second most frequent feature in the Finnish 

group by a narrow margin. Overall, these errors constituted 21% of all errors in 

syntax. 

In these first examples (91) – (95) the basic rule of subject-verb concordance 

described by Biber et al. (2002: 232), the verb phrase in a clause agrees with the 

subject in terms of number (singular or plural) and person (first, second or third 

person), has been broken. The student has not accorded the verb with the subject 

that is in singular form. 

(91) with money problems there have became a new kind of issue (pro has) (pIB3) 

(92) but on the other hand I think it have a huge role (pro has) (IB1) 

(93) researches state that multitasking have huge impact (pro has) (IB2) 

(94) technology are already on our lives (pro is) (IB4) 
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(95) this inequality could be fixed if the income were shared evenly (pro was) 
(pIB5) 

 

The following examples (96) – (99) show the opposite phenomenon, the student 

has accorded the verb in singular even though the subject is in plural. 

(96) artists gets very little money (pro get) (F1) 

(97) big music studios has to listen more the artists (pro have) (F2) 

(98) the artists themselves who brings all the money (pro bring) (F2) 

(99) there is some down sides of streaming music (pro are) (F12) 

 

The following examples (100) – (104) show that the student has used the correct 

verb form in plural but has, for some reason, forgot to use the plural of the noun.  

(100) artist put their whole heart into the writing (pro artists) (pIB1) 

(101) afterwards artist use time recording the songs (pro artists) (pIB1) 

(102) due to this artist don’t get to work (pro artists) (F1) 

(103) but recently, some artist, for example Taylor Swift, have raised concern (pro 
artists) (F10) 

(104) nowadays student when writing essay seem to have (pro students) (IB4) 

 

Singular concord should be the norm when the subject is a clause (Biber et al. 

2002: 236), yet the student in example (105) has used the verb in plural form. 

(105) they start using those things at a young age which I think have a great 
contribution (pro has) (IB1) 

 

The principle of proximity, according the verb with the closest nominal group, 

has been used in the following examples (106) – (107) where the student has 

used the singular form when they should have looked at the whole nominal group 

that is of plural notion. 
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(106) many characters of music industry has been blaming (pro have) (F2) 

(107) the record companies such as Sony BMG, Universal and Warner has to be 
more loyal (pro have) (F2) 

 

Even when in a clause the subject follows the verb phrase, the notional subject 

still usually determines the concord (Biber et al. 2002: 236–237). Also, with 

existential there is/are, the notional subject of noun phrase following the main 

verb be generally determines the concord of the verb, especially in written texts. 

Following these rules, both examples (108) and (109) should have the plural 

form of the verb. 

(108) but so does the other business ideas (pro do) (F2) 

(109) that was the golden times of music (pro those were) (F5) 

 

Lastly, when the verb accords with a pronoun, the notional subject is the referent 

of the pronoun. In example (110) this is I so the verb should have been accorded 

with the first person instead of the third. 

(110) which makes it much easier for people like me who loves music (pro love) 
(F6) 

 

4.4 Cohesion errors 

Cohesion errors were not numerous in the data. They constituted only 10% of all 

errors and were the least frequent type among all three groups. In the IB group I 

was only able to find 2 cohesion errors in total. 

There were two types of cohesion errors found in the texts. From Bloor and 

Bloor’s (1995) description of cohesive ties, conjunctions and lexical cohesion 

were left out of the analysis, the former in order to narrow the scope of this study 

and the latter as it is such a vague category and one that is more descriptive than 

normative. It would thus be difficult to find any errors within lexical cohesion and 

if some were found, they would be categorized under lexical errors in this study. 
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The two types of cohesive ties, and errors in them, found in the texts were 

reference and substitution and ellipsis. 

In all of the following examples (111) – (115), the students have made errors in 

personal reference. They have used the pronoun it even though it does not refer 

to anything or does not have a clear reference in any of the clauses. There was no 

other type of personal reference errors in the texts so it seems like the impersonal 

it causes problems for the Finnish-speaking students as the construction does not 

exist in Finnish. 

(111) it’s easy to understand why the free way for listening to music is the most 
known one. Also you rarely think it from the artists perspective (F4) 

(112) the option where a customer buys the album from the store instead of 
streaming it is much better (F12) 

(113) those men who created Spotify were smart and made it easy. It’s also a good 
way to find something new and fresh to listen (F18) 

(114) if you’re an unknown artist and try to make a living with your music on 
Spotify, it won’t most likely succeed (pro you) (F19) 

(115) Spotify is one of the most popular streaming services. It has many positive and 
negative sides in it (pIB6) 

 

There was one demonstrative reference in the data. Example (116) shows that 

the student has used the pronoun which that in this context would refer to the 

whole clause preceding the pronoun. 

(116) people enjoy listening to free music on the internet, which is easily accessable 
(pro that) (pIB1) 

 

There was only one example of an erroneous use of ellipsis. The student in 

example (117) has left out the pronoun completely and has, then, produced a 

clause with no subject at all. 

(117) but now all you need to do is pay 10 euros per month and you can get even all 
music just by clicks, changed the music market (pIB2) 
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In examples (118) – (121), the student has made an existential clause but the 

meaning of the word there is not existential in these clauses. It is trying to refer 

to something in the sentence, but fails to do so and it is unclear what the student 

is trying to say. The same phenomenon happens in example (122), only there the 

word there is an adverb. 

(118) in the free version the songs are coming on random play and there comes 
commercials time to time (F1) 

(119) there have unfortunately occurred some problems (pro some problems 
have occurred) (pIB3) 

(120) with money problems there have became a new kind of issue (pIB3) 

(121) when they read online, there always come a destruction from Facebook 
(IB4) 

(122) sales of physical copies has been dropped and streaming services are gaining 
more foothold there (F2) 

 

Finally, in example (123), the student has used the pronoun what that is usually 

used to refer to a whole clause whereas here the reference is only the preceding 

nominal group. 

(123) but I can see the benefits what streaming music has (pro that) (F14) 

 

4.5 Differences between the groups 

In this section we take a look on the backgrounds of the students. I will compare 

the three groups and see whether there are any generalizations to be made about 

the students’ language skills and their interlanguage. The Finnish group is 

presented in Table 2. 

 



49 
 

 

STUDENT SEX AGE 
MOTHER 
TONGUE 

LANGUAGE 
SPOKEN AT 

HOME 

OTHER 
LANGUAGES 

STUDIED 
ENG 

(YRS)3 

STUDY IN 
ENGL 
(YRS)4 

TRIPS5 ERRORS 

F1 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 8   11 

F2 M 17 Chi, Fin Chi, Fin Fre, Swe 8   13 

F3 M 18 Finnish Finnish Swe, Fre 8    3 

F4 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 14 6  14 

F5 M 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 8   6 

F6 M 17 Finnish Finnish  8   2 

F7 F 18 Finnish Finnish Swe, Fre, Rus 15 1 1 year 5 

F8 M 17 Finnish Finnish Ger, Swe 8   2 

F9 M 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Fre 7   2 

F10 M 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Spa 8  1 week 1 

F11 F 18 Finnish Finnish Swedish 8 1 1 year 8 

F12 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 9  3 weeks 7 

F13 M 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Ger 8   3 

F14 M 17 Finnish Finnish German 8   2 

F15 M 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 8   3 

F16 F 16 Italian English German 11 1 1 week 5 

F17 F 18 Finnish Finnish Ger, Swe 12   2 

FI18 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 9  3 weeks 3 

F19 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Spa 7   2 

F20 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Ger, Fre 10   5 

TOTAL         99 

Table 2. Background and errors of the Finnish group 

In the Finnish group there are 10 girls and 10 boys. Finnish is the mother tongue 

for all students, except for one (F16) who is an Italian exchange student. In 

addition, one student (F2) mentioned a second mother tongue, Chinese. All 

students speak Finnish at home, except for the Italian student (F16) who speaks 

English and for the student with Chinese as second mother tongue who speaks 

Chinese in addition to Finnish at home. Almost all students say they speak 

Swedish as well as Finnish, which is not surprising as Swedish is a compulsory 

language for Finnish speakers. In addition to Swedish, there are other languages 

known as well, namely French, German, Russian and Spanish. 

The Finnish group has studied English, according to them, for an average of 9.1 

years. Four students (F4), (F7), (F11) and (F16) have studied in English: three of 

them on an exchange year in the US and one student in English-medium 

education for six years. Six students had spent any longer periods of time in an 

                                                        
3 How many years the student has studied English 
4 How many years the student has studied in English 
5 Longer periods the student has spent in an English-speaking country 
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English-speaking country. The Finnish group made an average of 5.0 errors per 

student in their texts. We can see from Table 2 that the errors are not distributed 

equally: there are many students with only one or two errors and then there are 

three students (F1), (F2) and (F4) who have more than 10 errors. The error count 

per 1,000 words is 18. 

I will now move on to presenting Table 3 than includes the background for the 

pre-IB group more in detail. 

 

STUDENT SEX AGE 
MOTHER 
TONGUE 

LANGUAGE 
SPOKEN AT 

HOME 

OTHER 
LANGUAGES 

STUDIED 
ENG 
(YRS) 

STUDY IN 
ENGL 
(YRS) 

TRIPS ERRORS 

pIB1 F 16 Finnish Finnish  8 0.5 3 weeks 10 

pIB2 M 16 Chinese Chinese  10 0.5  18 

pIB3 F 16 Finnish Finnish Swedish 7 0.5   11 

pIB4 F 16 Finnish Finnish Swedish 8 0.5  3 

pIB5 F 16 Finnish Finnish Swedish 7 0.5  6 

pIB6 F 16 Finnish Fin, Ara Swedish 8 0.5  4 

pIB7 F 15 Arabic Arabic Fin, Swe 8 0.5  0 

pIB8 F 16 Finnish Finnish Swedish 6 0.5  1 

pIB9 F 16 Finnish Finnish Fre, Swe 7 0.5 3 weeks 2 

pIB10 M 15 Finnish Finnish Swedish 7.5 0.5  0 

TOTAL         55 

Table 3. Background and errors of the pre-IB group 

In the pre-IB group there are eight girls and two boys. Compared to the Finnish 

group, the variation in mother tongues is similar: most students speak Finnish 

but two students (pIB2) and (pIB7) speak another language, Chinese and Arabic 

respectively. These same students speak their mother tongues also at home and 

there is a third student (pIB6) who speaks Arabic at home in addition to Finnish. 

All the other students speak Finnish at home. 

The pre-IB group has studied English for an average of 7.7 years. None of the 

students has studied in English for more than the half a year since enrolling in the 

IB program. They have studied on average over a year less of English than the 

Finnish group but they have now had English-medium instruction for a half year. 

Only two students (pIB1) and (pIB9) had spent any time in an English-speaking 

country and those only for three weeks each. 
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The pre-IB group made 12 errors per 1,000 words compared to 18 in the Finnish 

group. In this group, the errors are not equally distributed either as we have two 

students with no errors at all (pIB7) and (pIB10) and three students (pIB1), 

(pIB2) and (pIB3) with more than 10 errors in their texts. 

I will now present the backgrounds and the number of errors of the IB group in 

Table 4. 

 

STUDENT SEX AGE 
MOTHER 
TONGUE 

LANGUAGE 
SPOKEN AT 

HOME 

OTHER 
LANGUAGES 

STUDIED 
ENG 
(YRS) 

STUDY IN 
ENGL 
(YRS) 

TRIPS ERRORS 

IB1 F 17 Amharic Amh, Eng  10 1.5  10 

IB2 F 18 Russian Russian Finnish 11 1.5  4 

IB3 F 18 Farsi Farsi Dut, Fre, Hindi 4 1.5   2 

IB4 F 18 Russian Russian Finnish 12 1.5  11 

IB5 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swedish 7 1.5 3 weeks 1 

IB6 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Fre, Rus 7 1.5  3 

IB7 F 17 Finnish Finnish Ger, Rus, Swe 9 6  5 

IB8 M 18 Finnish Finnish  9 2.5 1 year 1 

IB9 F 17 Finnish Finnish Swe, Fre 10 1.5 3 weeks 7 

TOTAL         44 

Table 4. Background and errors of the IB group 

The IB group has eight girls and only one boy. Compared to the other two groups 

there slightly more variation in mother tongues: there are five students who 

speak Finnish, two (IB2) and (IB4) who speak Russian, an Amharic speaker (IB1) 

and a Farsi speaker (IB3). The students speak the same languages at home as well, 

except for one student (IB1) who speaks English in addition to Amharic. 

They have studied English for an average of 8.8 years, which is a smaller number 

of years than the Finnish group. The difference is not very big, though, and it can 

be explained by one student from the IB group (IB3) who says she has only 

studied English for four years. The IB group and the Finnish group are on their 

same year in high school, so the numbers should be similar. The IB group has 

mostly studied in English for the 1.5 years they have been enrolled in the IB 

program with two exceptions (IB7) and (IB8) who have followed English-

medium instruction for slightly longer. From this group, only three students 

(IB5), (IB8) and (IB9) have spent time in an English-speaking country. 



52 
 

 

Again, the number of errors the students made is not distributed equally: there 

are students with more than 10 errors (IB1) and (IB4) and students with only 

one error (IB5) and (IB8). The IB group made an average of 8 errors per 1,000 

words per student, which is the smallest ratio among all three groups. 

Looking at the number of years the students have studied English, no clear 

pattern emerges. The students who had studied English for notably less than the 

other students in their group, like (IB3) do not stand out as making more errors 

than the others. Interestingly, though, (F4) and (pIB2) have studied English 

several years longer than most other students in their groups, yet their numbers 

of errors are one of the largest in their groups. However, we also need to consider 

that student (pIB2) speaks Chinese as his mother tongue and as we have seen 

before (see 2.2), there are often more errors when the L1 and L2 are typologically 

far away from each other. What is more, Chinese is an iconographic language so 

even the writing systems of English and Chinese greatly differ from one another. 

If we look at the time the students have spent abroad in general, it does not seem 

to have an effect on the number of errors. Of all the students in all the groups who 

had declared having spent longer periods in an English-speaking country, some 

had very few errors, like (F10), (IB5) and (IB8) with only one error or (pIB9) with 

two errors. On the contrary, there are students who say have been in an English-

speaking environment but still were among the students who made the most 

number of errors, like students (F11) and (F12) with eight and seven errors 

respectively and (pIB1) and (IB9) with 10 and seven errors respectively. 

 

5 Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study I examined different types of errors in the written English of Finnish 

high school students in the national program and in the English-medium IB 

program. After presenting the national curriculum and the IB curriculum as well 

as the important notions concerned with error analysis and the examined 

constructions, I studied the errors of all groups basing my analysis on previous 
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studies and categorizations in this field, especially on those of Nation (2001), 

Meriläinen (2010), Halliday (2005) and Bloor and Bloor (1995). My aim was to 

answer the following research questions: 

1. What kind of errors do the students in the national program and in the 

IB program make in their writing and to what extent? 

2. What kind of differences are there in ratio and in the type of errors 

between the texts from students in the two programs? 

The research questions were approached with both quantitative and qualitative 

analysis of lexical, syntactic and cohesion errors in a corpus of 39 texts written 

by Finnish high school students in the same school, either from the national or 

the IB program. The identification of errors was done by comparing the 

interlanguage of these three groups. As I had three different groups to examine, I 

compared them to each other along the study. 

In response to the research questions, I can state that the most frequent type of 

error the students make is an error in syntax. After that, they made errors of 

lexical nature and lastly had problems with cohesion. I already stated (see 3.2) 

that according to several studies on ESL learner writing, most errors result from 

misuse and omission of prepositions and pronouns, lack of subject-verb 

agreement and incorrect spelling and word choice (Bitchener and Ferris 2012: 

8). In this study, the largest number of errors were lexical errors (71 in total), 

followed by errors in prepositions (52 in total). The results thus seem to be 

similar to previous research. 

The distribution of errors within each group was relatively similar and the 

number of errors seemed to decline the more the students were exposed to 

English-medium instruction. The results seem to confirm my hypothesis that the 

students in the IB program make less errors compared to those studying 

according to the national curriculum. 

Kwok (1988) has studied English EFL students’ texts using error analysis in Hong 

Kong and he found out that the longer texts students wrote, the more they made 

errors. The results in this study seem to contradict his results as no such pattern 
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can be found in the present corpus. On the contrary, the students who wrote the 

longest texts were from the IB group and that is the group that made the smallest 

number of errors, both in absolute numbers and compared to the number of 

words written. Judging by our results, the time in English-medium instruction 

seems to be the influential factor and not the length of the text. 

However, no direct conclusions can be drawn about the influence of English-

medium instruction and other aspects must be considered as students are to take 

an entrance exam before entering the IB program. As the pre-IB group has only 

been in the IB program for such little time, not much can be said whether it is the 

program that has had a positive influence on the students’ language skills or 

whether their skills were already better when entering the program. Surely they 

must have skills in English in order to pass the entrance exam and to be able to 

study in English-medium program and for this reason, their motivation to study 

English is probably greater as well. 

It is interesting that the time the students have been studying in English seems to 

be an influential factor in the students’ language skills but that the time they have 

spent in an English-speaking environment does not play any role. The sample size 

in the present study is not very big, but being exposed to the language more 

should have had an effect. Many of the students, though, who claimed to have 

been in this kind of environment had been there for three weeks only, which is a 

short time to learn the language, especially as here it is question about a formal 

and a written production. 

If more data was collected, error analysis could be used to improve the students’ 

writing skills. Several studies, including those of Kroll and Schafer (1978) and 

Kwok (1988) have already demonstrated how error analysis could be used to 

improve writing skills. In both studies, they analyze possible sources of error in 

non-native English learner’s texts and attempt to provide a process approach in 

which they utilize error analysis to develop writing skills. Kwok (1988) also 

found out that most errors were performance errors, which the students were 

able to correct by themselves. More focus could thus be placed in the classrooms 

on teaching the students to learn from their errors. 



55 
 

 

Error analysis can also serve as tool for to teacher to evaluate the effect of their 

classes. In fact, Stark (2001: 19) observes that teachers should view students’ 

errors positively and should not regard them as the students’ failure to grasp the 

(taught) rules and structures of English. They should, instead, view the errors as 

a process of learning. As I have shown, there is already some research that has 

been done on L2 writers’ errors and on SLA in general. In the school setting, 

teachers could use errors analysis more systematically as one of the tools to 

assess the effectiveness of their teaching and the level of knowledge each 

individual student has. Teaching needs to be differentiated more and more to 

accommodate learners with various skills and even disabilities, so error analysis, 

or parts of it, could be helpful for the teacher in the assessment. 

It is nevertheless important to note that this study is only concerned with learner 

misuse. It fails to uncover other aspects of interlanguage such as the under- and 

overuse of words and phrases, which together with downright errors contribute 

to the non-nativeness of learner productions. Despite what error analysis can be 

used for, it has its limitations as it is easy to become preoccupied with only errors 

on the expense of generating meaningful texts and communicating. The focus on 

EFL teaching in Finland has shifted towards communicativity and getting the 

message across instead of concentrating solely on producing grammatically 

correct language. Error analysis can be a good tool in finding out the scope of each 

student’s interlanguage and the level of linguistic knowledge but it should not be 

the focus in language teaching. Error analysis could, then, be a starting point on 

developing ESL/EFL teaching and L2 writing. Some research has already been 

done on how to combine error analysis, SLA research and writing research (see 

Bitchener & Ferris 2012). 

If I was to evaluate the validity of the study, I would have to bring two issues 

forward. Firstly, the groups that were studied could have been more 

homogeneous: both IB groups had only 10 or less students and they were more 

heterogeneous in terms of their background than the Finnish group. The IB 

groups had different native languages, for example, whereas the Finnish group 

were mostly Finnish-speakers. Also, the lengths of the texts could have been more 

equal in order to control the variables better. This heterogeneity could have had 
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an impact on the results. Secondly, as I already mentioned, the limits between the 

categories used in the analysis are vague and it is possible that another 

researcher could have classified the errors in a different way. It is this relative 

subjectivity that makes the comparison of the results with other studies 

somewhat difficult. Thirdly, the groups in the study could have been larger in 

order for the results to be more generalizable. In spite of these three aspects, I 

remain convinced that the results show a tendency, that is to say that the longer 

students study in the IB program or follow English-medium instruction, the 

better their language skills become. The study is important to educators and 

study material developers who should become aware of the kind of errors that 

their target learners make, so that they are in a better position to put appropriate 

intervention strategies into place. For learners, error analysis is important as it 

shows the areas of difficulty in their writing. 

To me, as a language teacher, the first research question was more interesting. As 

a teacher, it is good to understand which constructions cause the most problems 

to student in order to be able to address the issues in class. The second research 

question, however, responded to another issue completely. As I suspected, the 

students in the IB program performed better than the students in the national 

program, but as already stated, the corpus is so small that it is difficult to 

generalize the results. As the IB program or English-medium instruction has not 

been studied much in Finland, it would be interesting to have a larger 

comparative study and, even more, to have a longitudinal study to examine how 

the students’ English skills change during all three years of high school in both 

the IB program and following the national curriculum. Corder (1974: 126) also 

states that different kind of written material produce different kind of results so 

the eventual study should include different types of (written) productions from 

students and eventually also spoken material to be able to have a more extensive 

view on the development of students’ language skills. 
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Appendix 1 

By answering these questions you agree that your text can be used as 
data in an MA thesis study currently being conducted at the University 
of Helsinki. All answers and texts will be handled anonymously and the 
writer cannot be recognized from the data. The material might also be 
used later in further studies. Thank you for your help! 
 
Vastaamalla tähän kyselyyn hyväksyt tekstisi käyttämisen aineistona 
pro gradu -tutkielmassa Helsingin yliopistolla. Kaikki vastaukset ja 
tekstit tullaan käsittelemään nimettömänä eikä kirjoittajaa voi 
tunnistaa vastausten perusteella. Materiaalia voidaan käyttää 
myöhemmin myös lisätutkimuksissa. Kiitos avustasi! 
 
Please answer the following questions  Vastaa seuraaviin kysymyksiin:  
 

1. age  ikä 
 

2. gender  sukupuoli 
 

3. mother tongue(s)  äidinkieli/-kielet 
 

4. language(s) spoken at home  kotona puhuttu kieli/kielet 
 

5. other languages you know  muut osaamasi kielet 
 

6. How long have you been studying English?  Kuinka kauan olet 
opiskellut englantia? 

 
 

7. Have you ever studied in English (for example in the IB program 
or otherwise)? If yes, for how long?  Oletko koskaan opiskellut 
englanniksi (esimerkiksi IB-linjalla tai muuten)? Jos kyllä, kuinka 
kauan? 
 

 
8. Have you spent long periods in English-speaking countries? If yes, 

for how long and where?  Oletko viettänyt pidempiä aikoja 
englanninkielisessä maassa? Jos kyllä, kuinka kauan ja missä? 


