
 

 

 

Bachelor Thesis 

The Mind or the Mother 

tongue? 
A study of grammatical errors among L1 Swedish 

learners in Year 9 
 

Author: Mikaela Englund 

Supervisor: Christopher Allen 

Examiner: Mikko Laitinen 

Date: 18-12-2015 

Subject: English 

Level: Undergraduate 

Course code: 4ENÄ1E 



  
 

2 
 

Abstract 
 

This study aims to analyse errors written by Year 9 and examine whether the errors 

derive from the pupils´ mother tongue (Swedish) or not. 20 essays collected from a 

school in southern Sweden were examined for this study. The Contrastive Analysis 

Hypothesis, which states that grammatical errors in L2 English are the result of 

interference from L1 Swedish, was used as the theoretical basis for this study. Different 

processes of errors in second language acquisition were then analysed, which are called 

transfers and generalisation. Four different types of grammatical errors will be described 

and the errors found in the essays are discussed on the basis of these linguistic errors. In 

addition, some lexical errors will be accounted for. This study aims to find out whether 

it is possible to see any connections with the pupils´s errors to Swedish. The results 

show that some errors can be directly linked to their mother tongue, such as direct 

translations of prepositions, which were by far the most common type of errors. Some 

errors are however more likely to be generalisations, where the pupils´ have used their 

previous knowledge of English syntax, in a new context.  
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 General 

 
We all make mistakes; it is in our human nature. Generally, mistakes and errors are 

associated with some undesirable behaviour, to be avoided at all cost. This statement 

also applies to the process of  learning a new language. Second language learning is an 

exercise we can all relate to, whether it is in the form of the mandatory English at school 

or an online course in Italian. The vast majority of the world's inhabitants have 

encountered another language and many have some kind of relationship to other 

languages, especially to English. Learning foreign languages has been important for 

scholars, merchants and travellers for many centuries but it is not until the early 20th 

Century that people started to take an interest in the actual learning process. Along with 

learning a new language, errors and mistakes in language production will be made. The 

perception of errors has changed throughout time, from an  undesirable behaviour to the 

recognition of their inevitability in the process of interlanguage development. By 

analysing the errors made in the gap between learners' language knowledge and what 

they are  trying to say, we can obtain an insight into the learners' level of proficiency.  

 

At first, the theory of behaviourism was put forward to suggest that learning another 

language could only be achieved by repeating and memorising the teacher´s words. This 

influenced teaching methodology, resulting in the adoption of  audiolinguism in the 

classroom, which meant the pupils were only allowed to repeat what they were hearing. 

The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis, (Lado, 1957) which will henceforth be 

abbreviated to CAH,  was also developed during this period of time. Advocates of the 

CAH claimed that all second language errors could be connected to the mother tongue, 

also called L1. Later, Chomsky (1957, 1965) and Corder (1981) claimed that pupils 

actually could create their own language, using their inborn predisposition to the 

learning of grammatical rules. Pupils could develop their second language learning 

themselves, providing that they had the sufficient knowledge prerequisites and tools to 

do so. The students should be encouraged to find their own ways of learning a language 

and teachers should help them to do so. This is still one of the approaches we have in 
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our school system today. The current Swedish syllabus (LGR11) for the compulsory 

school, preschool class and the recreation centre states this position in the following 

terms:  

 

Teaching should help pupils to develop their skills in searching for, evaluating, choosing 

and assimilating the content of spoken language and texts from different sources. They 

should also be equipped to be able to use different tools for learning, understanding, being 

creative and communicating. 

                                      (LGR 2011, 32). 

 

The way we learn new languages is affected by many different factors. Previously, it 

was believed that all the errors pupils made came from their first language. Some errors 

are actually traceable to their mother tongue, for example in word order differences 

between the L1 and L2 (the second language being learned) but this is far from being a 

universal truth. Not only is the cognitive perspective of a pupil important, but external 

factors such as the teacher, learning environment and socio-economic background etc 

can also have an impact on the learning process. In addition, the pupils' personal 

experiences and prerequisites will also determine the learning outcome. All pupils are 

different and therefore learn in different ways. For teachers, it is vital to understand the 

impact the different factors have on the pupils´ learning process. The importance and 

prevalence of remembering the pupil as an individual shines thorough in the syllabus:  

 

In order to deal with spoken language and texts, pupils should be given the 

opportunity to develop their skills in relating content to their own experiences, living 

conditions and interests  

(LGR 2011, 32). 

 

Pupils make errors when learning a new language, which is inevitable. One can learn 

from one´s mistakes and for teachers it is important to analyse the pupils' errors and 

guide them in the right direction. Sometimes, the L1 can affect his L2 as evidenced by 

the errors being made. Examples of different kinds of grammatical error areas are 

prepositions, word order errors, countable/uncountable nouns and tense /aspect. These 

types of grammatical errors will be accounted for further on in the essay.  
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1.2  Aim and Scope 
 

This study aims to examine whether grammatical errors in pupils' essays can be 

attributed to differences between the L1 and the L2. The research questions are 

essentially an application of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis. 20 essays, written by 

Year 9 with Swedish as their mother tongue, will be analysed regarding grammatical 

errors and also some orthographic and stylistic problems. The results will be discussed 

and illustrated using selected examples from the pupils' essays. Thereafter it will be 

possible to draw some conclusions about the L1's influence on the L2. Are the errors 

connected to their mother tongue, as the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis claims, or is it 

not possible to draw such conclusions? Are there some more commonly found errors 

that Swedish pupils do, which can be connected to the Swedish language? 
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2 Theoretical Background  

 
2.1 General  
 

The theoretical background will explain different approaches to language learning 

acquisition developed during the early 20th Century onwards. Firstly, Skinner´s 

behaviourism will be described and how this learning theory was incorporated into the 

language classroom as the audiolingual method.  The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis  

(henceforth CAH) is described, as put forward by its main exponent, Lado (1957). After 

this section, the work of Chomsky (1957, 1965) in overturning the orthodoxy of 

behaviourism will be examined in more detail. His ideas about nativism and generative 

grammar influenced Corder (1981) in his work on L2 acquisition, who challenged the 

idea of CAH. Later, Krashen (1982, 1985) developed Chomsky´s ideas further in the 

form of the Monitor Model which was a significant influence on the development of 

communicative approaches to language teaching. Central to these ideas is the concept of 

interlanguage first advanced by Selinker (1972), which looked at L2 language 

acquisition from a cognitive perspective. 

 

 

2.2  Behaviourism and Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis 

 
During the first part of the 20th century, approximately between 1930 and 1960, second 

language learning was studied from a behaviouristic point of view. It was hypothesized 

that all aspects of language learning could be acquired by repetition, imitation and 

practice. Correct behaviour was being rewarded and an unwanted behaviour was 

punished. By repeating this process, the learning goal would be achieved as efficiently 

as possible. The thoughts of behaviourism also influenced language learning 

methodology. By rewards and punishment the students would learn to repeat and 

“learn” the new language (Abrahamsson 2012, 30).  

 

The psychologist B.F. Skinner made a substantial contribution to behaviouristic 

perspectives on language learning. (Littlewood 2008, 4). He claimed that language is 
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not a mental phenomenon but a behaviour learnt from habits and repetition. According 

to Skinner, the language learning process already starts at an early age. A young child 

tries to imitate the sounds around him and when he succeeds, the parent reinforces the 

learning by approval. The child then repeats the behaviour and it becomes reinforced as 

a pattern. The behaviourists claimed that second language learning was achieved by the 

same approach (Littlewood 2008, 5).  

 

Behaviourism influenced language teaching methodology in many schools in the 1940s 

and 1950s, leading to the adoption of an audiolinguistic teaching approach in the 

classroom. By repeating what they heard, the pupils´ were not given the chance to make 

mistakes. These methods, including mimicry and rote learning, can still be seen today in 

many parts of the world, especially in the Confuscian cultures of Asia (Dash 2002, 2). 

Audiolinguism derived from the most influential view in theory of language at this time, 

structural linguistics. As the name suggests, the focus was on the structure of the 

language, in terms of its component parts such as phonology, phonetics and 

morphology. The students were taught the correct pronounciation and how to create 

correct sentences and phrases, since spoken production was now the main goal in 

language teaching methodology (Richards and  Rodgers 2003, 54-55).  

 

Audiolinguism also had an effect on language teaching outside the classrooms. Pre-

recorded cassettes offered what was thought of at the time as a  quick and easy way to 

learn a new language, by listening and mimicking phrases. Even today this type of 

language course material is  available online, using modern digital technology but still 

using esssentially the same learning procedure. The Linguaphone company is an 

example of an organisation offering this type of course,  involving the learning of  the 

new language by imitating voices of a native speakers which will give the learner the 

right accent and intonation. By focusing on phrases and lexical items, L2 learners will 

in a short period of time come to “understand” the new language, according to the 

course material developers. 
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Figure 1. Screenshot from the Linguaphone website and their various audiolingually-derived language 

learning resources. 

 

However, even though L2-learners become proficient in repeating phrases, it does not 

mean they are able to participate in a  conversation in a foreign language. This problem 

was acknowledged by the American Government in the mid-1940s. With America's 

entry into WWII imminent, the government had a need to train military and civilian 

personnel in various languages. Traditional  teaching methods, where students repeated 

phrases from a textbook, were not sufficient to develop conversational proficiency. 

Linguists at universities therefore began to develop training programs and new teaching 

methods that focused on communicative skills. Another event that spurred the science 

of language teaching methodology was in 1957, when the first Russian satellite was 

being launched. This was one example of the general technological race between the 

Americans and Russians during the early stages of the Cold War. The US government 

then felt the need to be able to communicate in different languages so they would not be 

left behind regarding scientific advances made in different countries (Richards and  

Rodgers 2003, 50-53).  

 

 

During this period, it was also believed that all linguistic errors in L2 derived from the 

L1 (the learner´s first language). This theory is called Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis,  
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(CAH) which was introduced by Lado (1957). The errors were assumed to be transfers 

from someone´s mother tongue, which is inevitable when learning a new language 

(Lightbown, Spada 2013, 41-42). Kramsch describes the CAH by quoting Lado, in the 

following terms: 

 

Individuals tend to transfer the forms and meanings, and the distribution of forms and 

meanings of their native language and culture to the foreign language and culture – both 

productively when attempting to speak the language and to act in the culture, and 

receptively when attempting to grasp and understand the language and the culture as 

practiced by natives     

    (Kramsch 2007, 241-242) 

 

 

From a behaviouristic perspective regarding CAH, however, there can be both positive 

transfer and negative transfer. If for example, the canonical word order (ie subject, verb, 

object or SVO for English) of the student´s L1 is the same as the L2, he or she can 

benefit from this alignment of the two languages. An  invented example is shown in the 

following sentence  

 

[1] The dog eats the meat.  

 

which has the word order subject-verb-object (SVO). If an English speaking person 

were to translate it into French the word order would be the same, giving the sentence  

 

[2] Le chien mange la viande  

 

This is a positive transfer, which is helpful when a student is trying to acquire language 

habits. Unfortunately, this is not possible with every sentence. When the word order of 

the L1 differs from L2, the result is negative transfer. This might lead to errors and 

learning mistakes (Littlewood 2008, 17). Lado (1957) summarises this by saying that:  
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… the student who comes in contact with a foreign language will find some features of it 

quite easy and others extremely difficult. Those elements that are similar to his native 

language will be simple for him, and those elements that are different will be difficult  

                (Ellis 1995, 306). 

 

In its strongest form in the 1960s,  the CAH encompassed the notion that all second 

language errors could be traceable back to a person´s L1. However, the findings of 

Dulay and Burt (1974) suggested that second language learner’s errors were not always 

traceable back to the L1, which resulted a weaker redefinition of the CAH. Now several 

different aspects were taken into account when examining learning difficulties, such as 

the level of difficulty experienced by the learner. The linguistic difference between the 

L2 and the L1 is directly linked to the difficulties the learner will encounter (Ellis 1995, 

308).  

 

2.3  Nativism and cognitive approaches 
 

Chomsky challenged Skinner and his idea about behaviourism being the best way to 

acquire a new language. He reacted to the broader claims of behavioursm and was also 

sceptical to the CAH. Chomsky´s most important arguments against CAH, the notion of 

error analysis and the underlying tenets of structural linguistics was his idea of nativism. 

He claimed that people had the ability to understand and construct sentences which they 

had never heard before in sentences that they had never encountered previously through 

imitation and repetition. Instead, they created new sentences using their inner set of 

grammar rules and cognitive abilities. This applies to both adults and children. Children 

of normal intelligence have the same opportunity to learn their parents´ language. It 

does not matter if the language is Swedish, Korean or Swahili; they all have the inherent 

grammatical structure which helps them to develop their linguistic understanding 

(Platzack 1998, 6). 

 

Chomsky also claimed that the environment a child grows up in, can in no doubt be 

stimulating enough to allow them to learn something as complex as a new language. He 

challenged Skinner´s idea of behaviourism, where negative feedback was seen to be  

effective in the learning process. Chomsky realised that children, who are trying to learn 

their parents´ L1, very rarely obtain negative feedback from them and yet they still  
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manage to learn a completely new language within the timeframe of a few years 

(Abrahamsson 2012, 38-39).  

 

Chomsky's ideas later coalesced into the notion of transformational generative 

grammar. This was Chomsky´s conceptualization of grammar as something which is 

innate in all of us, which goes hand in hand with the learning theory of nativism. 

Humans were believed to have a biological predisposition to learn languages, which 

some scholars have referred to as the language acquisition device. It was also a reaction 

to behaviourism, where habits and repetition were the basic foundations when learning a 

new language. Chomsky believed that the brain is pre-wired to understand and learn the 

language which the learner is exposed to (Hall 2005, 92). Chomsky did some ground-

breaking work regarding generative grammar, which presented an inherent grammatical 

structure in the mind of the learners. This is seen as a starting point that spurred 

linguists to look at language acquisition in a new light (Kepser and Reis 2005, 50). 

 

The behaviouristic idea of language learning as the basis for the CAH was challenged 

from other scholars after the 1960s, when the science of second language acquisition 

grew into a fully-fledged modern discipline. Chomsky´s theories were a significant 

influence on Pit Corder. A number of scholars have claimed that Corder´s seminal 

article, The significance of learners´ errors from 1967 was the starting point regarding 

modern studies on this subject. This paper challenged the view that all errors in L2 

derived from the person´s L1 (Abrahamsson 2012, 29). Regarding learner errors, Corder 

realised that errors are unavoidable. He describes different schools of thoughts 

regarding errors: 

 
The philosophy of the second school is that we live in an imperfect world and consequently 

errors will always occur in spite of our best efforts. Our ingenuity should be concentrated 

on techniques for dealing with errors after they have occurred   

     

    (Corder 1967, 163). 

 

Analyses of learners´ errors were conducted and the results suggested that not all the 

errors were transfers from the first language. Several studies showed that the errors 

could be better explained in terms of the student´s previous and developing knowledge 

of the language which is being studied (Lightbown and Spada 2013, 42). 
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Corder´s article brought about a reassessment of the role of errors in L2 pedagogy. 

Some studies were being conducted about this matter, showing that a strong version of 

CAH may not have been in keeping with the observational evidence. In a seminal study 

from 1974, Dulay and Burt investigated errors produced by Spanish children (Dulay and 

Birt 1974). The results showed that less than 5% of the errors were due to interference 

with their L1 and some 93% of the errors were developmental. This study led scholars 

to believe that L1 and L2 acquisition was very similar between different languages. 

However, both George (1972) and Flick (1980) obtained different results. In their 

research, they found a considerably higher proportion of transfer errors compared to 

Dulay and Burt (Ellis 1995, 61). 

 

Another 1950s remnant to be challenged was the methodology of audiolingual language 

teaching. In the 1960s, Gattegno was typical of language teaching scholars in being 

sceptical about audiolinguism as the best way of learning a new language (Richards and 

Rodgers 2003, 82). Repeating what  teachers said in the classaroom, was an inefficient 

use  of  classroom time and it confused the students, he claimed. Instead, he came up 

with a new teaching methodology, called The Silent Way. This meant that the teacher 

should be as quiet as possible and let the students do the cognitive processing and 

analysis of the new language items  themselves.  

 

Krashen, on the other hand, believed that a person could learn a new language by purely 

being exposed to it (Krashen 1982, 1985). In a YouTube video1 (2010) recorded in the 

1980s, he talks about the importance of listening, not talking. Children do not even have 

to practise speech in order to understand a new language, as long as they understand the 

actual message. There is no teaching focus on grammar and structure, since that will 

come automatically. Krashen put emphasis on the environment as an important learning 

factor. His theory connects with Chomsky´s ideas with the biological predisposition to 

learning the L1 and the learning of the L2 just by being exposed to the language tuned 

to  the right level of pupil difficulty. 

 

 

                                                 
1 YouTube. 2010. Oct. Stephen Krashen on Language  Acquisition. [online]. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiTsduRreug. Retrieved [2015-10-12]. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiTsduRreug
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2.4 Interlanguage 
 

Besides from being exposed to a language, there are other factors that will affect a 

person´s language learning. In a seminal article on interlanguage, Selinker (1972) 

outlines different cognitive perspectives that affect a learner's L2 development and not 

only the influence of the L1 as a factor. Aspects such as the learner´s individual ability 

to develop, produce and master a language were now being taken into account 

(Abrahamsson 2012, 29).  

 

Selinker (1972) coined the term interlanguage, which refers to “the interim grammars 

which learners build on their way to full target language competence” (Ellis 1995, 30). 

The term inter- in interlanguage refers to a person´s level within a second language: the 

individual is in between the stage of zero competence and native competence. Most 

foreign language learners tend to stay at this intermediate stage (Hall 2005, 320). 

Learners therefore create their own interlanguage and by trial and error they develop 

their L2. Previously, L2 learning was seen negatively as a process where the person 

should try to overcome interfering effects from his/her L1. Errors and mistakes are seen 

as being natural and can be an indicator of a learner’s level of language acquisition 

(Brown 2014, 242-243). 

 

The results of this study will be compared to other researchers´ results within this area, 

such as Krashen (1973) who has done similar research, only on a larger scale. Svartvik 

(1973) conducted a study focusing on error analysis specifically in its relation to foreign 

language teaching and second language learning. Köhlmyr (2003) also carried out a 

study, focusing on lower secondary school pupils with Swedish as their mother tongue. 

Köhlmyr´s framework of analysis will therefore be used to a greater extent since they 

are more equivalent to this study. 

  

 

2.5   Errors and mistakes 
 

Errors and mistakes made in second language learning were viewed negatively as 

unwanted during the period of time when behaviourism was the main learning theory. 

Later on, when cognitive approaches became dominant, errors were no longer seen as  

learning behaviours which learners should avoid to any cost. Errors can give teachers 
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information about what level the learner has and also provide information about what 

the teacher should focus more on. Since language acquisition is not directly 

measurable/accessible, interlanguage could provide a 'snapshot' or window into a 

learner's interlanguage development. 

 

A mistake is not systematic as an error. A mistake can be made by anyone, regardless of 

the level of the L2. This behaviour is more common in speech where the L2 learner is 

producing language in real-time and does not have as much time to reflect but the 

difference is that he recognises the lapse and can correct himself. Mistakes are not an 

indicator of a learner´s underlying the L2. A slip of the tongue can also be made by a 

native speaker (Littlewood 1984, 31-32.). This can depend on several different factors, 

or as Corder puts it: 

 
We are all aware that in normal adult speech in our native language we are continually 

committing errors of one sort or another. These, as we have been so often reminded 

recently, are due to memory lapses, physical states, such as tiredness and psychological 

conditions such as strong emotion.     

    (Corder 1967, 166.) 

 

However, it is impossible to draw a line dividing errors and mistakes. When analysing 

pupils´ essays, it is not possible to know if the errors are made because of the state of 

their interlanguage or if it is just a sporadic, random mistake because the pupil did not 

get enough sleep the night before or was distracted during the speech production 

process. In this case study, it does not matter if they are errors or mistakes, since all 

behaviours will be accounted for as errors. These are the behaviours that can be 

traceable back to the pupils´ L1. 

 

According to Köhlmyr´s study, 40 % of all errors could be labelled as transfer errors, 

which includes for example subject-word concord, definiteness and prepositional 

articles (Köhlmyr 2003, 251). Transfer errors also include spelling mistakes and 

expressions connected to the L1, which might be found in the analysed essays. Transfer 

is thus a process which includes many different sorts of errors. Sometimes a student 

transfers errors from their previous knowledge of their L1 to the L2, which is called 

interlingual errors (Littlewood 1984, 22). An example of an interlingual error can be 
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seen in Taher´s work on the errors produced by learners with L1 Swedish (Taher 2011, 

22):  

 

[3] I want to believe on something else. 

 

Here one can notice that the pupil has made a transfer directly from Swedish, where the 

sentence would be  

 

[4] Jag vill tro på någonting annat.  

 

The preposition is translated directly from Swedish and therefore constitutes an  

interlingual  error.  

 

Another kind of error is called intralingual. This is where a learner uses previous L1 

grammatical knowledge which is then  applied to the production of the L2. This is not 

so much about the product of learning as much as the process of learning (Littlewood 

1984, 23). Another example can be found in Taher´s (2011, 19) study:  

 

[5] … a mental hospital that has been shutted down. 

 

Here the pupil has taken her previous knowledge about past tense, in this case the  –ed 

morpheme, which is common among English verbs, and applied it to a new verb. The 

word shut is an irregular verb which requires an exception. 

 

2.6 Summary 
 

Af first, behaviourists claimed that imitation and repetition were the best ways of 

learning a second language. Later, nativists thought that everyone had an ineherent 

grammatical structure which helped them to create their own knowledge about a 

language. Advocates of contrastive analysis hypothesis believed that all grammatical 

errors derived from the learner´s mother tongue. This was later disproved by studies 

which showed that many errors were developmental and did not depend on the L1. The 

term interlanguage was referring to the linguistic system were a learner could create 

their own interlanguage by trial and errors. Earlier, errors were unwanted but now it was 
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seen as an opportunity to examine which level of language proficiency the learner had 

acquired. Errors are a recurring problem but mistakes can occur due to carelessness or 

other temporarily factors. When a pupil makes an interlingual error, their mother tongue 

interferes with the new language being learned and affects the outcome. An intralingual 

error on the other hand, occurs when a pupil takes his previous knowledge about a 

language and apply it in an inappropriate way. 

 

 

3 Methodology 

 

3.1  Method 

 
This study analyses pupils´ essays and errors. When gathering quantitative data, it is 

possible to use a computer with concordancing software to analyse a corpus of learner 

data, in order to simplify the searching of patterns (Denscombe 2013, 332). However, 

these texts were being examined manually, due to the lack of time available. If there had 

been more time, it would have been possible to create a learner corpus which would 

have made it easier to focus on specific errors and make better generalizations. By using 

the manual method, the analysis was not excessively time-consuming. As a 

disadvantage, some information might have been overlooked due to human error. 

 

Quantitative analysis will be used, since counting removes subjectivity from the results, 

making it more reliable. This sort of analysis relies on measurable data that requires no 

further interpretation, which on the contrary is necessary when for example interviewing 

subjects and outline feelings and opinions. This study was conceived as a quantitative 

analysis since quantifiable linguistic features such as word prepositions, word order, 

countable/uncountable noun, tense aspect are being examined. When using quantitative 

analysis, the result can be verified by other research, if so desired, since the result is not 

based on personal impressions or impacts. Another advantage of using quantitative 

analysis, is that the results can be presented in a concise and efficient way using tables 

and diagrams. On the other hand, the quality of the collected data may be questionable, 

which will be accounted for following paragraph 3.3 Problems and Limitations 

(Denscombe 2013, 364).  
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The method for this study will be content analysis, which often analyses written words 

and uses a quantitative approach. This method is appropriate for this study, since it is 

about detecting trends and counting certain phenomenon made in texts, such as 

grammatical errors (Denscombe 2013, 307-308). Furthermore, content analysis ensures 

the reader that the author has made a thorough study, since it forces one to read and 

analyse every single bit of the information in order to be able to present the data (List 

2007, p. 1). Since this study will focus on analysing pupils´ written texts and their 

grammar mistakes, it will be presented as a linguistic study. A key feature for a 

linguistic study with different variables is that they can often be quantified (Wray and 

Bloomer 2013, 95). The examples will be discussed and analysed in terms of 

grammatical errors and the connection to the Swedish language.  

 

Since this content analysis involves English and Swedish some basic grammar and 

typology will be accounted for when presenting the examples. To begin with, an 

overview of the processes of transfer and generalisation will be accounted for. Some of 

the errors made could be seen as transfers from the pupils' L1 into their L2. Some errors 

will on the other hand be overgeneralisations, where the learners have used their 

previous grammar knowledge and tried to put it into a new context.  

 

Thereafter, four different grammatical categories will be analysed and prepositional 

errors are the first category that will be examined. Confusing English translations of 

prepositions is  quite a common error that Swedish pupils make. This is followed by 

word order, which is something that can be affected by the mother-tongue, creating an 

L2 sentence with an L1 word order. Furthermore, countable/uncountable nouns will be 

presented. These are exceptions which has to be learnt by heart and can be difficult for 

some pupils to remember. The fourth source of errors which will be examined is tense / 

aspect, in specific the progressive tense. The progressive aspect of the verb is encoded 

differently in Swedish language and therefore some pupils might experience difficulty 

in  using it properly in English.  

 

The main focus for this study is grammatical mistakes but orthographic areas such as 

spelling is also analysed in terms of it´s connections to Swedish. At the end of the 

results and discussion section, some various types of errors will be presented. This 

involves for instance spelling mistakes and translational 'mix-ups'. 
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3.2 Material 
 

In total, there were  20 pupil texts in  this study. All of the essay texts were from a 

secondary school in southern Sweden, and most of the pupils had Swedish as their L1. 

All pupils were  in Year 9 and were given exactly  the same task. Their undertaking was 

to write a one page essay which will then was collected and analysed, looking at their 

grammatical errors. The title of the assignment was as follows: 

 

 

This topic was chosen because it did not require any particular additional or specialist 

knowledge relating to a specific area. Pupils could write their own personal opinions 

and ideas, and if they did not have any specific idol or favourite celebrity, they could 

just write about a subject without expressing their personal opinions. The pupils were 

not allowed to use computers while writing this text, since it might be to tempting for 

them to use Wikipedia and the copy/paste function, even though this sort of assignment 

is hard to cut and paste answers for. With no access to computers, they do not have the 

opportunity to use spell check functions in programs such as Microsoft Word. It also 

saves time to write by hand, instead of having to move the whole class into a computer 

room. These considerations also encouraged the pupils to write more complex sentences 

with multiple clauses linked by conjunctions and  to explain their thoughts in more 

detail. This gives the most accurate information regarding the pupils´ English writing 

skills. 

 

 

3.3 Problems and limitations 
 

With only 20 participants in this study, the results may be simplified using quantitative 

analysis. With such a small group, it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions. With 

more time, a larger study could have been conducted, enhancing the reliability of the 

 

Who is your favourite celebrity and why? What would you 

like to do if you got to spend a day with this person? 
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findings. Furthermore, when searching for particular errors in texts, one could only 

highlight errors that would strengthen the chosen hypothesis, leaving out some 

`unwanted results` (Denscombe 2013, 365). 

 

In order for the results to be valid, they have to be double checked. These essays have 

been read thorugh and analysed several times in order to find as many errors possible. 

However, human mistakes can happen and some errors might have been overlooked. 

When entering information manually into a computer, there is always the possibility 

that a human mistake will occur as well. It is therefore crucial to proofread the data, in 

order for it to be entered correctly. Furthermore, the respondents should provide 

somewhat similar answers and if the same study would be conducted by another 

researcher, the results should resemble each other (Denscombe 2013, 362-363).  

 

This statement should be considered together with reliability. In order for a study to be 

considered reliable, the research instrument must be able to provide several studies the 

same sorts of results. In this case, an essay assignment is being used, which would 

probably result in the identification of similar kinds of errors by different investigators 

(Denscombe 2013, 424).  

 

 

 

 

4 Results and Discussion  
 

4.1 General overview 
 

For this study, 20 essays written by learners in Year 9  were collected and analysed. 

Essay texts were typically one page A4 long, all written from a personal perspective. 

According to LGR11 (2011, 35) the pupils should be able to produce written narrative 

and descriptive texts, which all of them  managed to do in the time available. They have 

all followed the instructions and when looking at the context, their stories and messages 

comes through. However, the grammatical accuracy varies considerably. Firstly, many 

of the pupils use a great deal of slang which makes the essays sound informal. Words 

such as gonna and wanna are called informal contractions and are typically features of 

informal speech rather than in writing. Other words such as chill,  complex determiners 

such as  lot / lots of and vague nominal expressions like stuff like that also make the 
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texts sound informal. The words should and would were also  used in a relatively 

correctly throughout all the texts, which can otherwise cause confusion in some cases. 

 

The essays do not contain very many dependent clauses, where words such as because 

or since can be used to extend a sentence. Some essays also begin their sentences with 

Then we would… followed by After that… and then again Then we would… which make 

the text narratives sound repetitive. The spelling is overall relatively accurate which 

might be due to the vocabulary not being very advanced. Lastly, there are extremely few 

errors where the pupils have inflected the verb incorrect according to the subject, such 

as he like to swim.  

 

4.2 Transfer 
 

A language transfer is an error which occurs when elements of the L1 are incorrectly 

imposed onto the L2 (Wray and Bloomer 2012, 54). One pupil was writing about an 

actor who is proficient in switching personalities. This sentence can be seen as a 

transfer, since the verb is inflected in the same way as it would be in Swedish: 

 

[6] I know how hard it is to switch personality. 

 

The only problem with that sentence is that words such as switch, trade and swap 

concern several items, such as chairs, desks and also personalities. Therefore, the noun 

has to be written in plural. In Swedish this rule does not apply. If one  translated the 

sentence it would become:  

 

[7] Jag vet hur svårt det är att byta personlighet 

 

where the noun does not take a plural form after the word byta. 

 

 

4.3 Overgeneralisation 
 

When acquiring a new language, learners organise their linguistic knowledge in their 

mind. Learners acquire new grammatical rules and how to apply them into a new 

context you have never encountered before. When inflecting a verb into the past tense 
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form, one usually places the ending –ed after the stem with regular verbs. However, the 

rules do not apply to every single word, such as the word go. If using the –ed rule, the 

word would be goed. This is incorrect, since go is an exception, creating the word went 

in past tense (Ellis 2008, 471). When analysing the essays, some cases of generalisation 

could be found. The first two show an incorrect inflection of the noun celebrity. 

 

[8] His hard work made his name up to the celebritys…  

 

[9] I love very many celebritys and can´t really choose one favorite… 

 

The two pupils have tried to inflect the noun into plural using their enrolled grammar 

knowledge where a –s is a symbol of plural. However, the common plural rule does not 

apply to celebrity since it is an exception. Therefore, the correct inflection should have 

been celebrities. The following example is a similar one: 

 

[10] I would give them some Swedish foods… 

 

Again, a student has taken the plural rule of adding  the –s morpheme to the noun. 

However, some words, like fish, sheep and food cannot be inflected into regular plural 

forms. The word stays the same in a plural form. These types of discrepancies are called 

realisation errors and are mainly cases of substitution (Köhlmyr 2003, 43). The next 

example shows a case of overuse. 

 

[11] Jason Statham does all of his stunts by himself… 

 

Usually when using reflexive pronouns, like himself or herself, the word by is put in 

front of them. In this case it is not necessary though but the pupil has still done it since 

it is the most common way of presenting this word, making it an overuse of the 

preposition. 
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4.4 Prepositions 
 

A preposition is a word that can be combined with certain verbs (look at) or adjectives 

(sorry for) to make up a grammatical unit. There are also prepositions that indicate the 

location of an object, such as under the table, on the roof or by the house. Generally 

when learning English as a foreign language, prepositions seem to be one of the most 

difficult grammatical features to grasp.  

 

In total, 11 different prepositional errors could be found in the essays for this study. In 

the following diagram the most common prepositional errors are shown among the 

pupils. In this study, it is the preposition on that is mostly used wrongly by the subjects. 

 

 
                 
Figure 2. Diagram of the most common prepositional errors 

  

 

Examples taken straight from the essays are: 

 

[12] I whould be bakstage on one of their concerts… 

 

[13] After that we gonna eat on a nice resturang… 

 

[14] He would teach me different tricks and tell me what I need to get better on.  

 

[15] It would just be fun to see what she does on the days… 
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Here the word on is being used instead of at. When using a preposition before a  

specific place, such as a restaurant or a concert, the word at is the one to use. This could 

be interpreted as an L1 error, since the Swedish equivalent would be: 

 

[16] Jag skulle vara backstage på en av deras konserter… 

 

[17] Efter det skulle vi äta på en fin restaurang… 

 

[18] Han skulle lära mig olika trick och berätta vad jag måste öva på. 

 

[19] Det skulle vara kul att se vad hon gör på dagarna… 

 

 

Here the pupils have translated the Swedish preposition into English, which then 

becomes a grammatical L2 error influenced by the L1. There were also some other 

errors regarding prepositions, even though on was most commonly misused. One pupil 

wrote about watching a movie with his/her favourite actor starting in with, together with 

the person in question. The sentence ended as following: 

 

[20] … and see his reactions when he sees himself at it. 

 

Here the preposition in would be more appropriate than at, when talking about someone 

who is in a movie. This specific word is actually the same in Swedish, therefore the L1-

L2 connection might be questionable. However, there are more examples where one can 

see direct translations from Swedish to English:  

 

[21] I would like to spend a day with Arnold and train with him and also just listen on 

what he has about to say… 

 

[22] In the end of the day… 

 

The phrase listen on could be recognised from the Swedish lyssna på, and example [23] 

is a straight translation from I slutet av dagen… The correct preposition should be listen 

to and by the end of the day.  
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4.5 Word order 
 

Germanic languages, such as Swedish, Danish and German etc. have the same word 

order as the English language. The word order of subject-verb-noun is usually used to 

create a sentence, such as: 

 

[23] I saw the sign. 

 

The similarities of this grammatical rule make it easier for Swedish pupils to acquire 

word order rules, compared to pupils with a different mother tongue, such as Hindi and 

Japanese (Estling Vennestål 2015, 45). According to Köhlmyr, this occurs rather often 

in second language acquisition involving pupils. Sometimes it might be difficult to 

determine whether it actually is an error or not (Köhlmyr 2003, 193) but in this study it 

was difficult to find any word order errors at all. When analysing the essays, only one 

word order error was found and it was not even related to the SVO order: 

 

[24] He gives every football player in sweden hope, that they also can become 

profesionals. 

 

The pupils have switched the words can also, which is only a minor error. 

 

 

4.6 Countable/uncountable nouns 
 

Nouns can be divided into countable and uncountable nouns. If they are countable, it is  

usually possible to insert the plural ending –s after the word, such as one cat and two 

cats. Some nouns are uncountable though, such as water, sand and coffee. Usually, the 

corresponding noun is countable and uncountable in both Swedish and English, such as 

the three examples in previous sentence (Estling Vannestål 2015, 109-111). The 

following example from this study shows a noun which actually is uncountable in both 

languages: 

 

[25] I would give them some Swedish foods… 
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Here the pupil has inserted –s after food, which makes it incorrect. The Swedish 

equivalent, mat, is also uncountable. 

 

 

4.7 Tense and aspect 
 

Tense / aspect is potentially difficult for some Swedish pupils learning English. The 

English progressive forms of walking or singing are rarely used in Swedish and in some 

cases the Swedish equivalent uses a different construction.  

 

[26] Betty is taking a shower. 

[27] Betty duschar /just nu/. 

or 

[28] Betty håller på och duschar. 

 

The –ing form is used together with the verb be (Svartvik, Sager 2010, 155-156). This 

makes the next example correct: 

 

[29] … and ask him if he has any plans of being in a movie that is coming out this 

year… 

 

The pupil could also have chosen to write any plans to be; both versions are correct. 

However, this was one of the very few progressive tense examples found in the essays, 

showing that the pupils etiher have a fairly good knowledge about this area or are 

unsecure on how to use them properly. 

 

 

4.8 Miscellaneous errors  
 

Here follow some examples there are not grammatical but lexical. It is still possible to 

see the Swedish interference in the pupils´ English texts. Some words still have their 

Swedish spelling to them and some words have caused some confusion when being 

translated.  
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One pupil has translated the Swedish word naturligtvis into naturally, only they do not 

mean the same thing. They sound very similar and can therefore cause confusion. There 

is the possibility that the pupil actually wanted to use this word in this context but it 

seems unlikely.  

Some pupils had problems with the word restaurant and therefore created words that 

were very close to their Swedish counterpart: 

[30] After that we gonna eat on a nice resturang… 

[31] … and then end up at a nice resturang by the sea. 

 

The same goes for the word autograph: 

 

[32] … and if I could get his autograf. 

 

The word Denmark also had a Swedish spelling: 

 

[33]… I would be very happy if I and Niklas went to a famous Tivoli in Danmark. 

 

The last example shows a confusion between the meanings of an English word and the 

Swedish one. The mix up between learn and teach is something can been seen among 

pupils and there is no surprise that it showed up among these essays. This error might be 

somewhat common due to its similarity to the Swedish lära, which depending on its 

context can be used as both teach and learn. 

 

[34] He would be my coach, and learn me how to run in the best way. 

 

Other errors were also found in the essays; those presented above constitute a small 

sample of them. More spelling mistakes, the lack of capital letters and incomplete 

sentences were also found. The most common misspelled words were with (whith, 

whit), would (whould) and because (beacuse, beacause). The lack of capital letters 

could be seen regarding names, movie and computer game titles and also nationalities. 

Some pupils also started their sentences with conjunctions, such as and or but, which 

should only be used in front of an independent clause when writing a formal text 

(Estling Vannestål 2012, 56). Some pupils did not write full sentences, such as: 
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[35] Hear what it is to be an actor and all that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Conclusion  

 
Most of the errors analysed are linked to attempts on transferring their linguistic 

knowledge from Swedish to English. It is possible to make connections to Swedish in 

every category which is presented. Some generalisations occurred as well, where it is 

possible to see that the pupils have tried to used their interlanguage and applied 

grammatical rules to new areas. This led to some errors, such as celebritys. 

 

Generalisation, however, does not show any direct connections to Swedish. The errors 

are more likely to be results of their inner, grammatical coherence. They have applied 

their previous knowledge about rules to new words, which in fact are exceptions and 

should be treated differently. This same type of process would probably occur no matter 

which mother tongue the pupil has. The errors in this case might just be 'one off' 

mistakes, or they could be a sign of flaws in the pupils´ grammatical knowledge. It is 

not possible to know what kind of errors they are, but nevertheless, the reveal no 

connection to the pupils´ L1.  

 
The results in this study show that prepositional errors are the most occurring kind of 

grammatical errors. Svartvik (1973) conducted a study where 30% of all the recorded 

errors where classified as prepositional errors. In 2003, Köhlmyr got somewhat similar 

results, revealing a percentage error of 18% in her study (Köhlmyr 2003, 147).  

However, the type of error differs from this study. In this study, the clear majority of 

misused prepositions belonged to the word on, which could be seen as a transfer from 

the Swedish på. On the other hand, Köhlmyr´s results showed that the word at is the 

most misused one, which is equivalent to the Swedish på aswell. She discusses the 

possibilities that the preposition at might be considered to be very “English” to the 

pupils and therefore they use it frequently. Also, she does not draw any lines between 
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the pupils L1 and the errors in L2, since there are no obvious connections and therefore 

she do not want to refer to the errors as transfers (Köhlmyr 2003, 285). My study shows 

some different results, since the prepositional errors can be directly connected to the 

Swedish equivalent, at least the majority of them.  

 

One example showed Swedish word order, which indicates an influence of L1 in the 

learner´s L2. Countable/uncountable noun and tense aspect also had on example each 

but they could be connected to Swedish. Under section 4.8 Miscellaneous mistakes, it is 

possible to see some misspelling which could also be connected to Swedish. The words 

teach and learn are confounded in the results of the essays. They are easily mixed up by 

pupils, since there is only one word for both of those words in Swedish. 

 

In conclusion, the current results show that some grammatical errors made in L2 could 

be traced back to the pupils´ L1.. According to the Contrastive Analysis Hypotheisis, all 

errors derive from the mother tongue. After this study, it would appear to be the case 

that the CAH can at least be partially confirmed to some extent. It is suggested that 

some L2 errors are directly connected to the learners´ L1, but also their personal 

interests and cognitive knowledge about a language affects the learning ability. Some 

pupils acquire a new language more easily than others and there are other factors that 

affect the learning, such as motivation, class room environment and of course the 

teacher.  

 

Pupils do make errors and mistakes, and as a teacher it is crucial to develop a strategy to 

help them overcome these errors. To know if the error is connected to the pupils' L1 or 

just a misunderstanding in their grammatical knowledge, might help teachers to pick the 

right strategy to help the pupils to move forward in their second language acquirement. 

This is especially important these days, when Sweden is taking in a large influx of 

refugees. More and more pupils are going to have a different L1 than Swedish, which 

has to be taken into account when teaching English at lower secondary school. Many 

teachers still uses translation methods in the classroom, which is not appropriate when 

some of the pupils have a different mother tongue than Swedish. It is not possible for us 

teachers to learn all the new languages among the pupils, in order to customise their 

English education. Instead, we must find new ways in the classroom that will encourage 

and motivate every pupil, no matter which mother tongue they have. Also, should we 
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take their L1 errors into considerations when correcting their assignments or should we 

only look to their cognitive abilities? How do we tell the differences from those kind of 

errors? Does it matter? I think it is crucial for teachers to find strategies to measure 

pupils´ English skills regardless of their mother tongue.   

 

5.1 Future studies 

Some of the errors were easier to spot than others, and some were more likely to be L1 

errors than others. When doing a study like this, the results depend on which kind of 

errors the researcher has chosen to focus on. If these essays would have been analysed 

in terms of, for instance punctuation, the results would probably have showed some 

signs of L1 interference, regarding missing genitive marking possession since Swedish 

does not have that kind of apostrophe. On the other hand, if this study would have 

interly focused on word order errors, the results would have been more or less absent. It 

would be possible to do a study on a larger scale, analysing more than just 20 essays. In 

that way, the results would be more valid. 
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