
LINGUA PEDAGOGIA 

   (Journal of English Teaching Studies) 

Vol.1, No.1, March 2019 

Online: https://journal.uny.ac.id/index.php/lingua-pedagogia/index 

 

95 
 

Syntactical Errors in Students’ Writing: 

A case study of multilingual classrooms in India 

 

Devi Hellystia 

Gunadarma University, Indonesia 

E-mail: devi_hellystia@staff.gunadarma.ac.id 

 

Abstract 

 

English is widely used as a tool for academic interaction in multilingual countries like In-

dia, however teaching English becomes very challenging particularly writing. Teachers 

have to face a heterogeneous group of students with a multilingual and multicultural back-

ground and they tend to bring their local languages and cultures which may affect their 

ability in English writing. There is an indication that the students insert patterns in their 

mother tongues when they are involved in writing activities. This paper deals with the syn-

tactical errors found among multilingual learners from an Engineering college in Bhuba-

neswar, India. The tests were conducted for the undergraduate students who belonged to 

the 2nd and 4th semester. Written tests were conducted for 130 students in the form of pas-

sage and a written essay.  The research finding showed that misordering is the highest error 

rate committed by students with a total percentage of 48%. It is followed by other findings 

they are, 24% of misformation, 8,2% of omission, and 20% of addition.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Writing is a crucial component of 

language performances. English writing in 

both educational and professional settings 

is increasingly important in countries of 

non-native speakers of English (Leki, 

2001:199). Most of Science and Technol-

ogy students are required to write various 

genres of writing summaries, internship 

report, and research proposal. ESL learn-

ers often find that writing is a difficult 

task. One reason is that good writing re-

quires text with the complexity of syntax 

and morphology, a wide range of vocabu-

lary, and a good command over conven-

tional forms and over the means of signal-

ing the relation of the texts (Cumming, 

2001:3). The ability to write effectively is 

crucial in second language acquisition. 

Abusaeedi and Ashgar (2015) claimed 

that writing is dynamic, nonlinear and in-

volves multiple processes, therefore it is 

clear that not everyone can become a 

writer especially in L2. With all these de-

tails, the second language students, parti-

cularly in the context of the multilingual 

classroom like India, find English writing 

becomes a challenging assignment. 

Writing is a difficult process which 

demands cognitive analysis and linguistic 

synthesis. It is twice harder to learn to 

write in a foreign language, and it takes 

time and effort to become skillful in wri-

ting (Seitova, 2016). Due to the difficulty 

the L2, writers encounter when they carry 

the burden of acquiring English and learn-

ing to write simultaneously (Hyland, 

2003), students often commit errors occur-

ring as an inevitable part of EFL student 

writing. Amin (2017) indicates that the 

interference of the native language occurs 

when EFL writers apply the linguistic el-

ements, structures or rules of their native 

language in the production of the target lan-

guage. In other words, native language inter-

ference is derived from the learners’ use of 
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previously learned knowledge to succeed in 

learning a new language (Littlewood, 2002). 

As a result, errors from using incorrect rules 

of the target language are manifested. 

Many studies pertaining to syntacti-

cal errors have been carried out, some of 

them are Jayasundara and Premarathna 

(2011) who make the identification of errors 

made by students from Uva Wellassa Uni-

versity in the central part of Sri Lanka. Their 

study focused on both speaking and writing 

and they classified the errors into broad cate-

gories as Grammar, Syntactic, Semantic, 

Lexical, Orthography, Morphology and Pho-

nology. These categories seem overlapping 

because grammar covers all kinds of errors 

such as morphological and syntactic errors, 

whereas lexical and morphological errors are 

related (Ballard, 2013). Neither did the re-

searchers define their error categories. There-

fore, the results were not taken into the dis-

cussion in the present study. Previous action 

research conducted by Navaz (2016) identi-

fied errors as broad categories as wrong tense 

usage and spelling errors and the study was 

undertaken as an intervention study on im-

proving students’ writing skills at the same 

faculty where the present study was conduct-

ed. To the knowledge of the researcher, any 

systematic study on errors especially identi-

fying inflectional errors was not carried out 

in Sri Lanka. Hence, observing the occur-

rence of abundant errors made by the stu-

dents in the South Eastern University, mainly 

the errors in forming irregular inflectional 

morphemes, the present study was undertak-

en to systematically look into the learner er-

rors and to find whether an intervention 

would improve the situation. 

It is obvious that the errors in writ-

ing resulted from the interference of the 

native language are an inevitable occur-

rence which a majority of ESL learners 

have experienced. Unfortunately, such 

interference often causes the inaccuracy 

and the incomprehensible meaning of the 

written texts. Consequently, errors in writ-

ing and the interference of the native lan-

guage have become a central issue that 

many researchers in the field of linguistics 

and language learning have made tremen-

dous efforts in exploring ways to help the 

ESL learners to overcome writing difficul-

ties. However, the research study of the 

reasons and the process of the native lan-

guage interference in writing performanc-

es of ESL learners is scarce, causing a 

lack of insights on the native language 

interference phenomenon. This study aims 

at answering the research questions; (1) 

what type of syntactical errors are com-

mitted by the learners?, (2) what are the 

causes for syntactical errors in learners’ 

writing? 

  

Errors versus mistakes 

Alkhesheh (2016) argues there are 

certain ways to distinguish between an 

error and a mistake. The first one is asso-

ciated with checking the consistency of 

the L2 learner's performance. If a learner 

sometimes uses the correct form of a cer-

tain structure or rule and later on uses the 

wrong one, then it is a mistake and can 

be self-corrected. However, if he or she 

always uses it wrongly, then it is an error. 

The second way is associated with ask-

ing an L2 learner to correct his or her de-

viant utterance. In case he or she is unable 

to, the deviations are errors, and where he 

or she is successful, they are definitely 

mistakes. There are certain ways to distin-

guish between an error and a mistake. The 

first one is associated with checking the 

consistency of the L2 learners’ perfor-

mance. If a learner sometimes uses the 

correct form of a certain structure or rule 

and later on uses the wrong one, then it is 

a mistake and can be self-corrected. How-

ever, if he or she always uses it wrongly, 

then it is an error. The second way is as-

sociated with asking an L2 learner to cor-

rect his or her deviant utterance. In case 

that she or he is unable to, the deviations 

are errors, and where the students are suc-

cessful, they are definitely mistakes. Be-

fore having an in-depth analysis of learn-

ers’ language in a multilingual classroom 
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in an appropriate perspective, it is neces-

sary to distinguish between errors and 

mistakes. Brown (2000) stated a mistake 

refers to a failure in using the system 

which has been known correctly. A mis-

take is not a result of lack incompetence 

but the result of some sort of temporary 

breakdown or imperfection in the process 

of producing speech and it can be self-

corrected, while an error is a noticeable 

deviation from the learner language which 

reflects the competence of the learner. An 

error cannot be self-corrected.  

 

Errors in language learning 

Like all types of human learning, 

language learning involves errors commit-

ted by the students. The current concep-

tion of the foreign language learning is 

that the learners conduct hypotheses about 

the systematic rules in of the target lan-

guage, test those hypotheses against the 

perceived information, and make adjust-

ment accordingly (Hadley, 2001:101). As 

a consequent, an error is perceived as the 

evidence resulting from the language 

learning process in which the learners use 

various strategies in learning a new lan-

guage as well as test the hypotheses, 

thus errors in language learning occur sys-

tematically and repeatedly without any 

notice by the learners (Gass & Selinker, 

2008: 102). 

The errors are identifiable by 

teachers or others who possess an accu-

rate knowledge of the grammatical sys-

tem. It should be considered as an indica-

tor of the teaching process, it has a cor-

recting function and it becomes a starting 

point of new progress in further learning. 

Lindemann (as cited in Ondrakova, 2016) 

offers a method that considers contrastive 

analysis towards the learning material as 

the beginning of the research on foreign 

languages acquisition. Teaching foreign 

languages supported by a textbook that 

presents scientific descriptions of the tar-

get language and student mother tongue is 

proven to be the most effective method. 

Through systematic contrast analysis of 

the first language and the foreign lan-

guage, errors can be anticipated, the teach-

ing process can basically be improved and 

the quality of study materials can increase. 

The teacher must first go back to the level 

of the student to really understand what 

and how students think. Errors cannot be 

seen as deviations from the norm, they 

must be understood as the students’ men-

tal processes. 

 

The classification of errors 

Dulay et al. (as cited in Tizazu, 

2014) classified errors into 4 types they 

are; a) Addition which refers to the pres-

ence of an element or a form which must 

not appear in a well-formed utterance. 

Addition errors are sub-categorized in-

to regularization i.e applying rules used to 

produce the regular ones to those excep-

tions to the rules; double-marking, a kind 

of addition error in which one feature is 

marked at two levels; simple additions are 

those which are neither regularizations nor 

double-markings. b) Omission which is 

triggered by the absence of an item that 

must appear in a well-formed utterance. 

c) Misordering caused by incorrect place-

ment of a morpheme or group of mor-

phemes in a given utterance. 

d) Misformation refers to the use of a 

wrong form of a morpheme or a structure 

in an utterance. Ellis indicates (as cited in 

Gayo & Widodo, 2018) omission of par-

ticular  language items  may not appear in 

good utterances, additions indicate the ad-

dition of certain linguistics items, misin-

formation indicates the use of certain lin-

guistic forms that are improper  in the tar-

get language, and disturbances indicate 

wrong  settings of a certain linguistics in 

the words of the target language.  

 

The source of errors 

Generally, foreign language or 

second language learners' errors might 

be attributed to different sources or lin-

guistic factors that might affect the pro-
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cess of English language learning such 

as L1 influence or the effect of target 

language itself. These linguistic factors 

are called interlingual and intralingual 

interference. They are considered as the 

two major linguistic factors that might 

negatively affect FL or L2 acquisition 

(Brown, 2000; Abisamra, 2003). 

Na Phuket and Othman (2015) 

interlingual errors are caused by the in-

terference of the native language. These 

errors are caused by the application of 

their native language in the written or 

spoken target language. It commonly 

happens that people tend to consciously 

or unconsciously draw connections be-

tween what they already know and what 

they have not been familiar with. 

Learners carry over knowledge from 

their native language to perform their 

target language. 

Interlingual errors are caused by 

interference from the learner's L1, there 

are still some errors whose origins can-

not be found in the structures of the 

learner's L1. In simple words, L1 does 

not play a role in producing such type 

of L2 learners' errors. Altamimi (2006) 

confirms what has been mentioned by 

Brown and asserts that the errors that 

do not reflect the structure of their NL 

or MT are caused by intralingual inter-

ference from the TL itself. He considers 

this type of interference as one of the 

major factors that might affect the pro-

cess of SLA. They are independent of 

the learners’ L1 (Jiang, 2009). There-

fore, the errors, which are caused by 

the effect of the TL itself, are called 

intralingual errors. This indicates that 

interference from the learners' L1 is not 

the only cause for committing errors. 

More specifically, intralingual errors 

can occur as a result of negative inter-

ference or transfer from applying dif-

ferent general learning strategies simi-

lar to those noticeable in L1 acquisi-

tion. 

 

METHODS 

This research is qualitative-

descriptive research. The purpose of the 

research is to find out the reasons why the 

students are unable to reach to the desired 

goal in acquiring L2. This paper seeks to 

investigate the learners’ language output 

by analyzing the type and the source of 

the errors made by the science students 

of KIST College, Bhubaneswar, India. 

The subjects chosen for the present 

research are the first year students. 

This research consisted of 200 students 

in the department of Science of KIST Col-

lege, Bhubaneswar, India. They came 

from different mother tongues namely, 

Hindi, Odiya, and Bengal. English is the 

language instruction in the classes. 

Multilingualism questionnaire is 

employed to probe into the experiential 

background of the students. This ques-

tionnaire contains six parts; information 

about family language background, stu-

dents’ language background, language use 

(code-switching), writing ability in the 

first language, and summary and com-

ments. This questionnaire allows open-

ended question types. Both of these mea-

surements are complementary in terms of 

obtaining balanced information about na-

tive and second language acquisition. 

A test of writing 500 words with a 

selected topic was also given for the anal-

ysis and experimentation. Types of errors 

on syntax in the learners’ writing were 

identified and grouped. The sources of 

errors are classified into two domains; 

they are interlingual and intralingual er-

rors.  

This error analysis research applies 

some procedures, they are; collecting 

some data regarding the students’ lan-

guage experience, mother tongues, and 

language learning experience and this is 

very crucial as these data will be used to 

identify the errors. The next step is errors 

description which enables the researcher 

to consider and to describe the type of the 

errors made by the students. 
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Findings 

The finding of this research 

indicates that interlingual errors are 

caused by several factors, some of 

them are the interferences of the na-

tive language and  intralingual errors 

within the target language. The pre-

sent research identifies errors on the 

basis of Intralingual and Interlingual 

Errors as can be seen in the following 

table. 

 

Table 1. Number and percent distribution of causes of errors 

Causes of Errors Number Percentage 

Interlingual Errors 120 60% 

Intralingual Errors 70 39% 

 

Interlingual errors  

Linguistic interference of Indian 

students’ mother tongue in their English 

writing are  unavoidable features as the 

result of language contact. The 

occurance of this errors may happen 

automatically or sometimes it is 

intentionally done by the students 

because of the inadequate mastery of 

the language structure being learned 

particularly in the case of early stages 

before getting familiar with the system 

of the second language, the first 

language is the only previous linguistic 

system that the students have 

comprehended. The linguistic 

interference of the Indian language in 

English, used in Indian contexts and 

situations, carry out communication 

purposes similar to those presented by 

any Indian language. Although 

somehow it deviates from the standard 

variation  but it is the best medium for 

describing Indian thoughts and things in 

a very Indian way. In the absence of 

linguistic disorders from Indian 

languages, some Indian descriptions 

given in English will be stereotypical 

and mechanical. The results of this 

research reveal some crucial findings 

regarding the syntactical errors 

committed by the students. A clear 

elaboration can be seen from the table 

below.

 

Table 2. Number and percent distribution of the sources of interlingual errors 

Error Categories Number Percentage 

Misordering 95 48% 

Misformation 48 24% 

 Addition 40 20% 

 Omission 17 8,2% 

 

Misordering is the highest error 

rate committed by the students with to-

tal percentage of 48%. It is followed by 

other findings which reveal that 24% stu-

dents committed misformation, 8,2% stu-

dents committed omission, and 20% stu-

dents committed addition.   
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Table 3. The details of  inter lingual  errors samples committed by the students 

 

Misordering is indicated by the in-

correct placement of certain morphemes. 

Example: Learning my self-study is very 

good (correction: I will be very good 

when I learn alone). The main difference 

of Indian languages in this regards Hindi, 

Bengali, and Oriya compared to English 

lies in their word order. English is a SVO 

(Subject + Verb + Object) whereas Hindi, 

Bengali, and Oriya is a SOV (Subject + 

Object + Verb) language. This basic dif-

ference in word order often creates errors 

of wrong placement of verbs and adverbs 

in a sentence. In English adverbs may be 

placed either before or after the main verb 

depending on the meaning and context for 

example, he walks slowly and he always 

walks slowly. In Bengali, adverbs always 

come before the verb and if there is any 

adjective or noun (as object) preceding the 

verb, the adverb will appear in between 

the subject and object. 

Addition is indicated by the pres-

ence of an ‘unwanted’ item in sentences. 

The unwanted items do not appear in a 

well-formed utterance. This happens when 

the learners overuse certain grammatical 

rules of the target language. Example: 

Learning with friends any-any problem 

are created (correction: Learning with 

friends creates more problem). In Benga-

li, Plural marker is used either before the 

noun as a pre- determiner or after the noun 

as plural inflection. But not both at the 

same time so instead of saying some prob-

lems, the students tend to say any any 

problem. This confusion is caused by the 

pronoun in Hindi which exhibits a great 

deal of ambiguity. Pronoun in the first, 

second and third person does not convey 

any information about gender. It can be 

seen from sample number 3 in which the 

students failed to write a correct pronoun 

of the word friends. 

 

Intralingual errors 

Errors in this category occur when 

the students are unable to handle the lan-

guage properly. It is indicated that the 

main cause of intralingual errors is due to 

the students’ limitation to be exposed  to 

the target language. The intralingual errors 

No.    Errors Reconstruction    Explanation 

1. Learning my self study 
is very good. 

I will be very good when I 
learn alone. 

 

The word order in Hindi, Oriya, and 
Bengal is: S-A/O-V. This may lead to 

English misordering. 

2. Learning with friends 

any-any problem are 

created. 

Learning with friends creates 

more problems. 

In Bengali, Plural marker is used either 

before the noun as a pre- determiner or 

after the noun as plural inflection. But 

not both at the same time so instead of 

saying some problems, the student tend 

to say any any problem. It indicates a 
misformation. 

 
3. 

 

 

 

When I study with 
classmates, friends 

support me. 

 

When I study with my class-
mates, they will support me. 

Pronoun Hindi exhibits a great deal of 
ambiguity. Pronoun in the first, second, 

and third person do not convey any in-

formation about gender. The confusion 

of identifying pronoun may become the 

cause. 

4. With classmates study-

ing are more im-

portant. 

Studying with classmates is 

more important 

The word order in Hindi, Oriya, and 

Bengal is: S-A/O-V. This may lead to 

English misordering. 
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include confusion between apparently 

similar words, inability to recall the cor-

rect word, wrong lexical choice and inap-

propriate word formation. 

 

(1)  Error: I am learning more always 

alone. 

Reconstruction: I always learn more 

when I am alone. 

 

Intralingual errors refer to items produced 

by learner due to generalization based on 

partial exposures of the target language. 

The research finding shows most of the 

students expose errors in tenses 

which indicate the lack of knowledge of 

tenses. It can be seen clearly from exam-

ple number 1, in which the students 

should write the sentence in the form 

of the simple present instead of present 

continuous. This is in line with the fact 

that English and Hindi share the same 

verb tenses, i.e. simple present, past, fu-

ture, and so on. In Hindi, however, there is 

a deficiency in associating them to proper-

ly convey different meanings. Thus, Hindi 

speakers often find themselves using pre-

sent continuous instead of the simple pre-

sent (Vikram, 2013). 

 

(2) Error: Whether you have time or not, 

must complete your project. 

Reconstruction: Whether or not you have 

time, you must complete your project. 

 

Some students omitted the use of pro-

nouns altogether. The above sentence pro-

vides a sample of errors made by the stu-

dents in the regard. 

 

Discussion 

The present research finds two 

sources of syntactical errors produced by 

the engineering students in India, they are 

interlingual errors ann intralingual errors. 

The analysis indicates that even though 

English has been used as a second lan-

guage in India, Interference from the 

mother tongue is clearly a major source of 

difficulty in second language learning, and 

contrastive analysis has proven valuable 

in locating areas of the interlanguage 

errors.  This is in line with some studies in 

different L1 context regarding the inter-

ference of L1 towards the students 

English. Some of the studies 

are;  Kaweera (2013) deduced that there 

are two main sources of errors, namely 

interlingual and intralingual interference. 

The first one is a negative transfer of 

learners’ first language. The other one in-

volves errors caused by learners’ incom-

plete knowledge of the target language. 

Tüm (2012) confirmed that interference 

from the mother tongue as an incomplete 

knowledge of L2 and the complexity 

of the L2. 

Interlingual errors are found to 

be the most crucial factor affecting prob-

lems which result from negative transfer 

from mother tongue is clearly proven in 

this research finding hence, the second or 

foreign language learners of English will 

face a lot of obstacles. They are probably 

able to produce sentences which may 

be grammatically correct but will not 

sound English because of the interference 

of mother tongue. Walters (as cited 

in Dwivedi and Chakravarty, 2015) argues 

that students’ writing may 

be grammatically correct, but unaccept-

able because of interference from the na-

tive language in style, usage, or arrange-

ment of ideas.” This research reveals that 

the students have committed four types of 

errors which mainly caused by the inter-

ference of L1. Alamin and Ahmed(2012) 

reveals different finding which indicates 

that the failure of students to understand 

basic English grammar can be ascribed to 

errors which are related to the sequence of 

development of learning English for tech-

nical communication in the form of speak-

ing, listening, reading and writing than 

mother tongue interference.  

This research indicates that the 

lack of trained English lecturers and the 

strategies employed in learning English 
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become the main causes of intralingual 

errors produced by the students in In-

dia. Raja and Selvi(as cited in Raju and 

Josith, 2017) argue that most teachers 

do not know how to introduce new 

languages to students. This  Confusion 

leads to the failures of teachers in 

making their students understand about 

second language features in this regards 

English. It is worsen by the fact that  

teachers  from different background 

subjects are designated to teach English 

in class. In Indian tertiary level of 

education particularly in the rural areas, 

teachers who teach English do not 

always come from English as 

background subjects. This always 

creates problems among students. 

Students, who study in rural areas, 

perceive, 'attitude' and 'teacher 

competency' as causes of ESL learning 

problems than students in the city. In 

addition, Roy (2017) indicates that 

teaching English should be a continuous 

process. Unluckily, teachers in rural 

India are often hidered from attending 

workshops and seminars to acquaint 

themselves with new ways and meth-

ods. The ratio of students to teachers is 

high. This issue leads to ineffectiveness 

of teaching and learning process. The 

rural atmosphere, in which this reseach 

was taken place, does not provide stu-

dents the opportunity to practice Eng-

lish particularly writing. Deshpande 

(2014) stated that a lack of exposure to 

the language in their day-to-day life 

outside the classroom proves to be a 

barrier to their acquisition of the 

English communication skills in India 

context added to that the students have 

a low encouragement to read and write. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 It can be concluded that the 

sources of Syntactical errors committed 

by the students in India context are mainly 

influenced by both interlingual and in-

tralingual. The Inter-lingual errors are 

dominated by word orders particularly on 

the sentence constructions. In English, 

subject-verb-object or adverb, but in Hin-

di, Oriya, and Bengali, the sentence con-

structions follow this rule: subject-object 

or adverb-verb. This different structure 

leads to the interference of  the students’ 

mother tongue in English writing errors 

production. The intra-lingual errors are 

mainly caused by the lack of trained 

English lecturers and the strategies em-

ployed in learning English particularly 

writing.  

 It can be implied that the current 

English course for the students of engi-

neering particularly writing needs to be 

reviewed in term of choosing the right 

teaching materials. Teachers should make 

an analysis of the students’ shortcomings 

and they should concentrate on particular 

syntactical errors which occur repeatedly, 

so that the syntactical errors can be recti-

fied. The overcrowded of college classes 

may become another factor that leads to 

unsuccessful learning if the strength of the 

classes is reduced to a reasonable level, 

the students’ performance may be in-

creased. The course contents are required 

to be more activity-based learning than to 

be more theoretical.   

 It is very important that the stu-

dents are exposed with the English for 

Specific Purpose (ESP) material which is 

most appropriate with the teaching sylla-

bus for the Engineering students integrat-

ed with grammar practices. There must be 

an adequate number of repetitions and re-

views. Cognitive strategies should be ap-

plied to involve practice and repetition as 

well as the creation of grammatical struc-

tures for input and output. It can improve 

students' knowledge about the grammar 

and structure of English. Students need to 

be monitored on their grammar. This also 

means to increase the awareness of stu-

dents about intralingual differences related 

to syntax. They need to be encouraged to 

use both dictionaries and out of the class-

room. 
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