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Second Language Acquisition and 
Learner Errors

 It is not easy to acquire a second/foreign 
language.  

 In the learning process, second language learners 
often make many errors.    

 Assumption: identifying errors and problems in 
L2 learners’ writing and speaking can help L2 
teaching and learning.  

 Finding out common errors can help many L2 
learners. 
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Ways of Uncovering Various Errors in 
Learners’ Writing
 Limited  learner data are collected by individual 

researchers. (small samples)
Manual analysis: for many years, researchers 

have to collect the writing and speaking samples 
and do manual analyses.  

 It was very labor-intensive and the findings are 
largely concerning major grammar errors.  

 Fewer lexical errors were identified.  It was not 
easy to keep track of these various subtle errors.  
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Now more and more ESL/EFL learner 
corpora are available: bigger data!!!
 1. ESL: Written: Cambridge learner corpus- 30-40 

Million words
 2. ESL: ICLE: Ganger and her team in Belgium- various 

language backgrounds. 3.5 million
 3. ESL: China: BFSU- various Chinese ESL learner data
 4. ESL: Taiwan: we at NTNU have also developed various 

learner data in Taiwan; LTTC corpus. 
 5. ESL Japan: Tono and Mochizuki (Tokyo)and Ishikawa 

(Kobe), and several others. 
 6. Some has developed smaller spoken data LINDSEI 
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Ways to tackle bigger computerized 
corpora 

 Electronic corpora are easier to search.  

 Researchers can decide the target words and phrases and 
begin to search the learner corpora. 

 For dealing with smaller learner data set, manual analysis  
would not be a problem.

 However, when the learner data becomes much larger, it 
would be very difficult to do analysis and error tagging. 

 Problems----solutions 

 Researchers have been wondering how computer programs 
might help to uncover some error patterns.
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Semi-automatic Ways of Collocation Error 
Detections
 There are some new proposals that errors can be found more 

efficiently with the help of NLP tools (computational 
linguistics)

 Collocation is a very difficult area for many SL learners. 
 There are various collocation problems found in L2 writing
 NN
 AN
 VN
 NV
 V-AVD

2015/8/16



How can we find a way to uncover the 
collocation patterns?
 It was difficult to examine the collocation 

patterns.  For example, if you use the PC 
concordancers such as Wordsmith and Antconc, it 
will be very difficult to retrieve and examine the 
whole collocational patterns. (time to process and 
organization)

 Sketch Engine (by Adam Kilgarriff , CL expert in 
UK) is a robust tool which can help to find all the 
possible collocates of a certain word.  
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Sketch Engine form Lexical Computing
（hundred corpora available-) 
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The collocates of “knowledge”
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SKE and Collocation Errors

 How can we find the collocates used by the 
Native Speakers and by learners based SKE? 

 Uploading the data and run word sketches. 

 If we compare the NNS collocation errors and NS 
collocation manually,  it would be very time-
consuming.  

 Manual extraction and manual comparison via 
SKE will be very challenging and difficult.  
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The Sketch-Diff functions of SKE

 A powerful tool –”sketch diff “ was often used to 
compare synonyms in SKE.

 We can enter synonyms such as large/big, and 
the tool will show the different collocates co-
occur with these two words. (screenshot)

 In addition, we can also use SKE to compare the 
same word used in two different corpora. 

 The various collocates used by NS and NNS can 
then be compared. 
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The SKE analysis on large/big
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Comparing the collocational differences 
between native and non-native writers
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Comparing collocates of “knowledge” in two 
corpora- NS vs. NNS
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Checking usage with COCA and other 
references-for NNS researchers
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SKE also allows users to upload 
various corpora
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 SKE provide various corpora for you to use.

 In addition, SKE also allows you to upload your 
own corpora.

 SKE can then help to process your data.  

 The tool we used call Sketch diff.. 



METHOD: Native and Non-native Corpora (1)
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 The British National Corpus (native data) 

 More than 100 million tokens

 The Asian EFL learner corpus ICNALE corpus from Kobe

 In this study, the 1.3-million-word International Corpus Network 
of Asian Learners of English (ICNALE) was used. The ICNALE-
Written holds 1.3 million words of controlled essays written by 
2,600 college students in 10 Asian countries and areas. The 
ICNALE corpus was compiled by Professor Shin'ichiro Ishikawa 
of Kobe University, Japan.



ICNALE data: 10 different countries 
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Same topics, time, and lengths. 
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METHOD: Native and Non-native Corpora (2)
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High-Freq words in ICNALE
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After loading two corpora, we can compare 
these corpora- Example: knowledge
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Ability (N) Practice ability?
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Society (N) touch (Chinese style)
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College (N) with graduate (verb) 36-
Japanese learners
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Job (N) with verbal collocates
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Experience (N) and earn
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Smoker (N) with many verb collocates
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Lung (Noun) and its verbs
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Search for Verbs directly- Damage (v)
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Harm (verb)
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Hurt (verb)
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Many types of miscollocates from 
ICNALE corpus
 Based on the high-frequency nouns and we search 

and check the collocates of each.

 We also further confirmed the problematic cases 
with native speakers.

 80 types of miscollocates were found.

 Then we checked what types of language learners 
made these collocation errors.
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ICNALE Data- part 1. various 
collocations by various L1 backgrounds
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Part 2 of ICNALE 
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The number of collocational errors made by 
various learners-
expanding circles have more difficulties  
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Collocation learning materials can be 
prepared
 1. It seems that the following groups have more difficulties with 

collocations. China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan

 2.  Is it related to these writing prompts?  The data is too limited. 

 3.  However, these errors are clearly related to mother tongues.  

 4.  One interesting finding is that Japan and Korea has very high 
correlation score: Pearson Correlation Coefficient 
Calculator  -- The value of R is: 0.77.

 China and Japan: The value of R is: 0.08.China and Korea: R is: 
0.07  ( very low connections)

 Taiwan and China Pearson Correlation Coefficient 
Calculator   -- The value of R is: 0.71.
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Similar methods can be applied to 
other types of learner corpus data.
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 We can also find other collocation patterns in differ other 
corpora

 Not just BNC, we now have more and more useful native 
corpora (COCA). COCA was made available a while ago. 

 There are many different types of learner corpora.

 General learner corpus such as the writing by Taiwanese high 
school and college students. 

 More academic types of corpus- various theses and 
dissertations by graduate students in various academic 
disciplines. 



English for Academic Writing 
 In addition, for more advanced EFL learners, a 10-million-

word Chinese learner Academic English corpus (MA theses 
in Applied Linguistics written by Taiwanese graduate students) 
was uploaded onto the SKE for automated comparison with a 
10-milllion-word professional academic English corpus 
(various SSCI Journal articles in Applied Linguistics and SLA).  
To compare collocates used in the two different corpora, a 
list of the most frequently used 100 academic nouns from the 
learner corpus was first compiled. These high-frequency 
nouns, together with their common verb collocates used in 
both the professional writing corpus and NNS academic 
corpus, were examined with the help of Sketch-Diff function.
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Informal “get” in academic writing (O)
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Gain progress… (I)
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Gain evidence
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Warrant … attention. (research) (U)
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Underscore the need for (U)
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Undertake the project/research (U)
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Situate .. study
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Address .. hypothesis
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Thank you for your attention!

Welcome your feedback


