Determinants of error status: reframing the construct of error
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Error analysis (EA) was known as the “darling” of the 1970s (Schachter and Celce-Murcia, 1977: 442). After going downhill in the late 1970s, EA experienced a revival in the form of computer-aided error analysis, i.e. error analysis carried out on the basis of computer learner corpora (Dagneaux et al. 1998). The plethora of existing learner corpora and error tagging systems (Milton and Chowdhury 1994, Lüdeling et al. 2005, Diaz-Negrillo and Dominguez-Fernandez 2006, Dagneaux et al. 2008) that are at the centre of current computer-aided error analysis research is testimony to the hive of activity in this field. Early EA studies went a long way to describing the multi-facetedness of the construct of error: EA researchers identified errors of competence and errors of performance (Corder 1967, Van Els et al. 1987, Muskat-Tabakowska 1969), covert and over errors (Corder 1971, Lennon 1991), as well as global and local errors (Burt and Kiparsky 1974, Tomiyana 1980, Lennon 1991); other studies have also highlighted the need to distinguish between grammaticality and acceptability errors (James 1998, Thewissen 2008) and pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic errors (Thomas 1983, Riley 1989). 

In this presentation I will zoom-in on these error categories by drawing on corpus data taken from the error-tagged versions of the French, German and Spanish components of the International Corpus of Learner English (Granger 2002). I will first define the above error categories and put forward the inherent difficulty involved in classifying actual learner errors on the competence/performance, overt/covert, local/global, grammaticality/acceptability, and pragmalinguistic/sociopragmatic continuums. For instance, in attempting to distinguish between competence errors, i.e. real errors which result from the ignorance of a target-language item, and performance errors, i.e. slips of the pen or tongue, certain researchers such as Ellis (1985) claim that, while this distinction is theoretically relevant, it is inapplicable in practice as it relies on the correction of the erroneous productions by the learners themselves. Because corpus linguists are generally denied direct access to the learners, computer-aided error analysis has been forced to disregard this distinction. It will be argued here that certain corpus-based methods besides referring to the learner can be used to attempt to distinguish between competence and performance errors in learner corpus data. Quantitative methods such as obligatory occasion analysis (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005) or target-like use analysis (Pica 1984) are one way of teasing competence and performance errors apart. Phraseology may also prove enlightening on this issue: the degree to which language chunks have been automatised will provide valuable insights as to whether an error is likely to have occurred at the level of performance or competence. The medium of communication must also be considered: the online pressure involved in speech is likely to yield more performance errors than in writing. Finally, learners’ level of proficiency will also be indicative of whether an error is more likely to result from a failure in performance or is indicative of a problem at the deeper level of competence. The ultimate aim of this presentation is to better capture the construct of error by confronting the error categories that were developed by error analysts with empirical corpus data. Focus will mainly be on written corpus data without however forgoing the necessary links with oral corpus production. 
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