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Abstract 
 

This paper investigates errors in compositions written by junior and senior high 

school students. Two types of errors are specifically targeted, one relating to grammar in 

subject-verb agreement and another relating to the word class of prepositions. The aim of the 

present study is to focus on aspects which are of particular difficulty for the students, and to 

unveil underlying psycholinguistic mechanisms which affect the students’ acquisition process, 

for example, a potential influence of the mother tongue. The study is also expected to yield 

information about potential differences in error frequency and language construction between 

proficiency levels. The study is cross-sectional and includes altogether fifty-six samples 

collected from 7
th

 and 9
th

 grade at junior high school, and Year 1 and Year 3 at senior high 

school. Each group has produced fourteen compositions of free writing, and each text consists 

of approximately 200-300 words. The topic of the writing task was related to the supernatural 

and the head title was set as Do you believe in ghosts?  

A few taxonomies (James, 1998) and a method referred to as Error Analysis (Ellis, 

1994), (both deriving from Second Language Acquisition research) are used to categorize, 

describe and explain error frequencies of certain error types. The results of the study show 

that the error frequency generally decreases from one expected proficiency level to another. 

The highest number of errors was found in 7
th

 grade students’ writing, and the lowest in Year 

3 students’ writing. Regardless of proficiency level, what is most troublesome for the students 

with subject-verb agreement is to master the 3
rd

 person –s inflection. Prepositions, on the 

other hand, which account for a lower number of errors in the compositions compared to the 

number of subject-verb agreement errors, tend to be used erroneously when the students are 

confused about when and which a particular preposition should agree in a specific contextual 

meaning in English.  
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1. Introduction 
 

The English language, which grows as a global lingua franca, is currently the second 

language (hence after L2) for citizens in many countries today, such as Sweden. It is 

important that Swedish students at junior and senior high schools learn to use the lingua 

franca in speech and written form in a “functional” way (Lpo 94, Lpf 94) whenever they are 

exposed to it in, for instance, domestic/international education, Internet and travels but 

possibly also in international business in the future (Harmer, 2007: 15, 20, 22-23; Dulay, Burt 

& Krashen, 1982: 9). A challenging task is to provide efficient teaching to these students; a 

psycho-linguistic study of second language acquisition might provide useful knowledge, not 

only to applied linguists, but also to language teachers of English whose main concern is to 

help students to reach a higher level of fluency (Ellis, 1997: 12; Corder, 1967: 169).  

 

2. Research Design 
 

2.1 Aim 

 

In this paper, theories and methods derived from Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

research are chosen to bring further understanding about the acquisition process of English 

among young Swedish L2 learners. The aim of the paper is to investigate in what aspects 

Swedish junior and senior high school students might face difficulties when trying to master 

underlying grammatical rules, which govern subject-verb agreement and the word class of 

prepositions. For example, is it really so easy to master the 3
rd

 person –s inflection as some 

researchers claim (Johnston, 2000: 32; Ellis, 2006: 88), and do the students understand in 

which contexts on should correspond to Swedish på and when it shouldn´t?  

Furthermore, is there a significant difference in error frequency between students on the basic 

and advanced level and to what extent do the students’ mother tongue influence their 

acquisition of English?  

The investigation is expected to bring deeper understanding of the “learning burden” 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2003: 8) related to the language elements mentioned above,  in order to 

contribute findings to “linguistic theory” (Källkvist & Petersson, 2005: 113), but also to 

provide valuable knowledge about the acquisition process of young Swedish English learners 

to language teachers of English.  
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2.2 Material and method 

 

The material consists of altogether fifty-six samples of computer-written essays; each 

essay comprehending approximately 200-300 words. During a writing session of 

approximately 50 minutes, the students were disallowed to consult dictionaries or having 

conversations with fellow students. The samples, which are be added to The Uppsala Learner 

English Corpus (ULEC) (Johansson & Geisler, 2009) were collected from four different 

English classes in the autumn of 2011 at junior and senior high schools in Uppsala. The 

investigation covers a set of fourteen samples from each class all written by students whose 

mother tongue is Swedish. The classes comprehend 7
th

 and 9
th

 grade students at junior high 

school plus Year 1 and Year 3 students at senior high school, who belong to an academic 

programme. The gender distribution of essays is one male and thirteen females in 7
th

 grade, 

two males and twelve females in 9
th

 grade. Among the senior high school students eight males 

and six females constitute the group of Year 1 students whereas ten males and four females 

constitute the group of Year 3 students. The study is thus cross-sectional in the sense that it 

involves four separate groups of young Swedish L2 learners, and partly longitudinal in the 

sense that each group represents a specific year of the Swedish educational body. In 7
th

 grade, 

the students are expected to have received approximately three years of English teaching 

whereas 9
th

 grade students have received five years. Year 1 and Year 3 students are expected 

to have received six and eight years of English teaching respectively. 

The psycholinguistic perspective which the investigation is based upon involves the 

behaviouristic theory of Contrastive Analysis (CA) and the nativist theories of Universal 

Grammar (UG) and Idiosynctratic dialect/Interlanguage (ID/IL). The applied method chosen 

for the investigation is a conducted Error Analysis (EA) which includes four steps in a given 

study of L2 learner errors: collection, identification, description and explanation.  

A common objection to this method by some researchers is that only a limited number of 

error types concerning the given language elements form the subject for study can be 

presumed to be present in any collection of samples (Schachter, 1974: 210). The title “Do you 

believe in ghosts?” was provided to the students beforehand to invite them to form many 

constructions in the present tense in their compositions and thus use the 3
rd

 person –s 

inflection to a somewhat “measurable” extent. For the reconstruction of erroneous 

constructions, which are expected to be found in the samples, the English grammar has been 

used which is presented in A Student’ s Grammar of the English Language by Sidney 

Greenbaum and Randolph Quirk. Two separate taxonomies formulated by Carl James (James, 
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1998: 106-11) (see section An Error Analysis – collection, identification, description and 

explanation below) are combined to collocate the data of subject-verb agreement (hence after 

S-V) errors and preposition errors (see Appendix 1-2). 

 

2.3 Previous Research 

 

In the field of SLA in Sweden, previous studies of EA have mainly focused at 

measuring the language competence of advanced learners’ competence in writing at university 

level (Thagg-Fisher, 1985; Ruin, 1996; Källkvist, 1999). Some studies, however, have 

focused on investigating the errors of senior high school students (Karlsson, 2002; Köhlmyr, 

2003). Most of the previous studies are conducted EAs of free writing in compositions as well 

as translated texts, but also oral tests (Thagg-Fisher, 1985) and stylistic analysis (Källkvist, 

1999). Some of the studies were cross-sectional in nature evaluating the developmental stages 

of some groups of students (Karlsson, 2002) or longitudinal thus emphasizing the impact of 

grammar instruction over time in the same group of students (Ruin, 1996). The findings in 

these studies, which unveil the use of S-V agreement and prepositions in language production 

by Swedish L2 learners, are relevant for the concluding discussion in the present study, and 

particularly an investigation which specifically targeted these two areas of language 

competence among Swedish Senior High School students (Karlsson, 2002). Another 

significant contribution to linguistic research, which is also useful, involves the EA by Pia 

Köhlmyr (Köhlmyr, 2003) of grammatical errors in written compositions by Swedish 16-year-

old students. In this study, which comprehended altogether 383 essays, all types of 

grammatical errors were categorized and analysed. The samples were randomly selected from 

a collection of compositions of free writing as part of the Swedish Assessment Programme 

(Nationell utvärdering av grundskolan) in 1992 (NU92) and 1995 (UG95). These were 

carried out by the National Agency for Education (Skolverket) and specifically targeting 2
nd

, 

5
th

 and 9
th

 grade students´ proficiency levels in all subjects (www.skolverket.se).  

In 2003 (NU-03), the Swedish Assessment Programme was carried out again in order 

to make assessments of all subjects currently being part in compulsory school to make a 

general evaluation of the development of the educational body in relation to the curriculum. A 

free writing task was subject to assessment in English as well as students’ reading, listening 

and writing skills. The survey also included questionnaires to yield information about 

students’ and teachers’ attitudes towards English teaching (Oscarson, 2005). The analysis of 

the written compositions included subject-verb agreement, adverbs, adjectives, choice of 

http://www.skolverket.se/
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vocabulary and accuracy of theme etc (Oscarson & Appelgren, 2005: 53ff). As such, the role 

of English as subject based on the samples and questionnaires was addressed in a final report, 

which points out possible areas in need of improvement for a more efficient English teaching 

in the future (Oscarson & Appelgren, 2005: 90-91). A similar but more recent international 

survey was carried out in The European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC) (2012) by 

the Survey Lang (www.surveylang.org), a network of organizations appointed by the 

European Commission. This network assessed the proficiency level of 15-year-old students’ 

writing, speaking and listening skills in foreign languages in fourteen European countries. Not 

only English was assessed, but also French, German, Italian and Spanish. The written samples 

were investigated in terms of compositional structure rather than grammar, that is, 

cohesiveness, coherence, style, use of appropriate vocabulary, clarity etc. This cross-national 

survey, which adheres to social, economic, demographic and educational variables of each 

student, provides comparable data from participating countries and valuable information 

about how language input leads to deeper knowledge in foreign languages 

(http://ec.europa.eu/languages/eslc/index.html).  

 

3. Theoretical background  
 

3.1 Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

 

SLA is the study of the learning process of individuals and groups who aim to acquire 

a language subsequent to their mother tongue or native language (NL) often referred to as L1. 

L1 is usually acquired during early childhood before the age of three, whereas the second 

language referred to as L2 is often subject to acquisition in later stages of childhood, youth or 

adulthood and thus more difficult to acquire than L1 (Lenneberg, 1967: 376-79). This 

difficulty is based on presupposed differences between L1 and L2 learners such as extent of 

motivation, inevitability and completed maturational process (Corder, 1967: 163). Despite 

these potential differences, which are yet to be proven as fully evident through research, the 

cognitive processes as well as learning strategies of L2 learners can be considered as more or 

less similar to that of L1 learners given that the L2 learner are motivated and exposed to 

language input on a regular basis (Corder, 1967: 164-65). With this view in mind, this 

investigation focuses on what researchers in the field of SLA are generally interested in: 

http://www.surveylang.org/
http://ec.europa.eu/languages/eslc/index.html
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exploring what L2 learners learn, how they acquire knowledge of a second language and why 

some L2 learners are more successful than others (Saville-Troike, 2006: 2-3).  

 

3.2 Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage 

 

An approach which first emerged in SLA research is the theory of Contrastive 

Analysis (CA), which emphasizes that L2 learners tend to transfer form and meaning from 

their L1 into the L2 learner’s target language (TL) (Lado, 1957: 2). CA is based on a 

behaviouristic perspective which hypothesizes that the L2 learner’s habit of L1 is the main 

source of difficulty to overcome in the acquisition process (Brooks, 1960: 49). A positive 

transfer is presumed to take place in the students´ written production when the same meaning, 

form and distribution of a particular construction is appropriate in both languages, whereas 

negative transfer is presumed to occur when a construction is appropriate in L1 but not in the 

TL (Lado, 1957: 58-59). Constructions involving different form and different or partial 

overlap of meaning such as the English equivalent of på (at, in, on) and som (who, that, 

which) are considered to be most troublesome to L2 learners. Same form and meaning, on the 

other hand, with different distribution is expected to be less difficult according to CA such as i 

(in) and –s inflection (Saville-Troike, 2006: 36). CA is used to predict interlingual (between 

languages) interferences in the samples referred to as L1-transfer errors (see section Error 

Analysis below).  

Instead of viewing second language acquisition as merely a habitual process, there is 

a nativist theory within the field of SLA known as Universal Grammar (UG), which points at 

the innate linguistic capacity endowed in the brain of every human (Chomsky, 2002: 9). This 

particular component of the human mind referred to as the Language Faculty (LF) is thought 

to possess general principles common to all languages which govern the process of language 

acquisition in a merely predestined manner (Chomsky, 2002: 47). Some of these principles 

contain parameters which differ between languages (Chomsky, 2002: 14) such as the head-

initial parameter setting significant for English and, for example, the head-final parameter 

setting significant for Japanese when a prepositional phrase is formed (Saville-Troike, 2006: 

48). In Swedish, the head-final parameter is common when the verb preceeds the noun in a 

noun phrase:  

 

(1) English - Peter went [to the shop].  

(2) Japanese - Peter [the shop to] went.  
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(3) English – When a horse dies [it is always a sad moment]. 

(4) Swedish – När en häst dör [är det alltid ett sorgligt ögonblick]. 

 

The degree of access to the UG whether it is direct (no influence of L1 in L2), indirect (L1 is 

used as a springboard and thus utilizes parameters the same way in L2) (Saporta, 1966: 91) or 

no access (L2 is acquired from another faculty than the LF) at all in L2 acquisition remains 

unknown and might vary in existence between individual L2 learners (Cook, 1988: 182-83). 

The more access the L2 learner has to UG the more limited choices of parameters there will 

be, and the input of certain language structures will not deviate from parameter settings 

allowed by the LF. If parameter settings are the same in both L1 and L2 for the same principle 

the more likely a positive transfer will occur, and if parameter settings are different the 

reverse will occur, that is, negative transfer where two parameters of L1 and L2 mismatch 

(Saville-Troike, 2006: 50). The notion of UG suggests that any case of L1-transfer of 

incorrect word order in the essays is explained by the fact that the students’ written production 

is a process of selecting the parametric options in the LF, which match the language input of 

Swedish word order already acquired in childhood. As for L1, L2 learners are expected to 

develop through stages of “L” when acquiring the L2 through active testing of grammatical 

rules and the “final state” of maturity regarding, for instance, parameter reset of word order is 

expected to be fully completed in the state of “puberty” (Chomsky, 2002: 12, 85; Chun 1980: 

287). The existence of intermediate states of “L” further suggests that not only word order but 

also other types of errors can be expected to decrease in frequency from 7
th

 grade to Year 3 

students due to the difference in period of exposure to English. This period should be notably 

longer for the latter group than the former, and therefore expected to have reached a higher 

intermediate state of “maturity” in their L2.  

Another theory within the field of SLA based on nativism explores the “intermediate 

states” of “L” presented by UG. The states of “L” are referred to as Idiosyncratic dialect (ID) 

or Interlanguage (IL) and thought of as neither to belong to L1 or L2, but to exist as a separate 

language in between the two where rules and sub-sets of rules from the L1 and L2 are 

systematically constructed (Selinker, 1972: 214). ID/IL is characterized as unstable (Corder, 

1971: 151) and subject to change either internally by psycholinguistic processes or externally 

through exposure to L2 input (Ellis, 1990: 51). Accordingly, the L2 learner is expected to 

target a particular form of the L2 with the three linguistic systems of L1, L2 and ID/IL psycho-

linguistically interacting by being activated by the latent psychological structure (Selinker, 

1972: 212, 221, 228-29). Some grammatical rules of the L2 might therefore be violated in 
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language production thus making it difficult for native speakers to interpret (Corder 1971: 

149-53). The evidence of ID/IL is shown by conscious (or unconscious) attempts by the L2 

learners to use reduced form and function, or too broadly applying rules that are either fully or 

partly learnt (Selinker, 1972: 218-19). These types of errors are the outcome of 

overgeneralization, misanalysis and simplification (see Error Analysis section below), which 

potentially can be viewed as learning strategies, where one or some can be ascribed to an 

individual learners or to a whole group of L2 learners who share the same Swedish cultural 

background and linguistic history (Corder, 1981: 164). In fact, a certain erroneous 

construction can be suggested to be spotted as significantly present in writing by any group 

whereas another erroneous construction might be produced by a specific group only. The 

theory of ID/IL also suggests that whenever a certain erroneous construction potentially re-

emerges in various ways, which is expected to have been eradicated through explicit teaching, 

fossilization has taken place. An erroneous utterance tends not to regress towards the L2 

learner’s L1, but rather back to an ID/IL form from a supposedly acquired correct L2 form. 

Fossilization is particularly identifiable in writing and presumably by students at the advanced 

level (Selinker, 1972: 215).  

 

3.3 An Error Analysis - collection, identification, description and explanation 

 

Error Analysis (EA) is an approach within SLA with an internal focus on the L2 

learner’s ability to construct a language (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005: 51). In contrast to the 

habit formation theory of CA, which merely predicts interlingual errors EA includes the 

nativist perspective and the existence of ID/IL (Corder, 1981: 168). This means that the 

psycho-linguistic processes are explored which potentially take place in the L2 learner’s LF as 

cause to the presence of intralingual errors (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005: 54; Larsen-Freeman, 

2003: 125). EA enhances the view that both types of errors are ungrammatical compared to 

L2, however, grammatical in terms of the L2 learner’s language. These errors are at least 

partly inevitable and therefore necessary for discovery of the correct concept of grammatical 

rules (Corder, 1971: 153, 159). Accordingly, the EA in the present study is significant in two 

ways. Firstly, by spotting and analysing errors knowledge is provided to the reader how 

young Swedish L2 learners actively acquire English by disclosing their testing of hypotheses 

of the rules of L2 at a given time in their acquisition process in junior and senior high school 

respectively (Yule, 1985: 194, James, 1998: 12). Secondly, the spotting and categorization of 

errors might further suggest grammatical areas which require more attention in the classroom 
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teaching (Corder, 1967: 163, 167; Svartvik, 1973: 9). Critics of EA argue that this approach 

tends to be focusing too much on error frequency, that is, to make record of erroneous 

constructions only and excluding what L2 learners actually produce correctly. A complement 

to the error count is thus to include an error score in which the number of errors is counted 

and analysed in relation to the number of potential errors of the language item (Karlsson, 

2002: 11-13). Although the error score can be considered as a valuable addition to any EA it 

is also a rather time consuming process (Köhlmyr, 2003: 209), and therefore beyond the scope 

of this study.  

The definition of an error in an EA can be either systematic indicating “true” lack of 

competence, or non-systematic meaning that erroneous constructions are mistakes. That is, 

memory-lapses referred to as “slips of the tongue” caused by either tiredness or strong 

emotion, which sometimes occur even in our L1 when we are unable to express what we 

already know (Corder, 1974: 122-23; Thagg-Fisher, 1985: 21). A mistake is expected to be 

corrected easily by an L2 learner when pointed out by the language teacher (Corder, 1967: 

166-67), whereas an error, which tends to occur two or more times in an essay is not 

correctable by an L2 learner even when pointed out by the language teacher (Corder, 1981: 

10). The definition of an error in this study includes, however, both types of erroneous forms 

since it is difficult to distinguish a mistake from an error (Ur, 1996: 85). In addition, it is not 

possible to ask the junior and senior high school students explicitly to check if the 

construction is easily correctable or not (Corder, 1971: 152). Any ungrammatical application 

of rules governing subject-verb agreement or prepositions will be viewed as an error.  

In an EA, the collection of samples, which consist of written compositions, can either 

be spontaneous (unplanned) language production in writing or controlled (planned) 

production (Corder, 1974: 126). The compositions are partly controlled since the topic and 

title is chosen by the researcher beforehand, but they are yet partly spontaneous since the 

students are free to use their acquired knowledge of English without any demands regarding 

coherence or content structure usually required for a composition. Since the present study is 

cross-sectional the compositions are collected from several different groups of learners who 

represent different levels of proficiency (see aim section above) (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman, 

1989: 18).  

The next step in the procedure of EA referred to as identification relies on the 

researcher’s ability to authoritatively interpret the L2 learner’s intentions and then compare 

the erroneous construction with that of the correct TL version (Corder, 1974: 126-27; Ellis & 

Barkhuizen, 2005: 58). To justify a reliable marking of the compositions the domain must be 
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considered such as breadth of context (previous sentence, extended discourse, clause element 

etc) in order to identify the extent of a specific reconstruction which is required to repair a 

given error (Lennon, 1991: 191). Due to the nature of written production the extent leaves out, 

for example, pronunciation which is analysed when speech is involved.  

Description involves the codification of errors and the recording of error frequency 

for each language item to be investigated. The data in this study is linked to descriptive 

taxonomies which are combined (see Appendix 1-2). Linguistic category classification (James 

1998: 104-05) divides the overall system of the L2 into class (noun, pronoun, verb, 

preposition), system (prepositional function, S-V agreement) and rank (existential there, verb 

+ prepositional phrase etc). The Surface structure taxonomy covers modifications of the L2 

forms described above which are usually committed by L2 learners through omission, 

addition, substitution or misordering (Dulay, Burt, Krashen, 1982: 150; James, 1998: 106-

11). Omission is characterized by the absence of morphemes or words which ought to appear 

in a grammatically correct sentence. This particular modification is expected to be more 

frequent and include a great variety of morphemes in the early stages of L2 acquisition. That 

is, especially among students in the 7
th

 grade compared to students at the intermediate states 

such as Year 3 students. Addition, on the other hand, accounts for the violation of rules when 

language items are used in domains where they do not apply and tend to feature in writing on 

the intermediate level. These L2 learners who have already acquired some rules tend to use 

them overconfidently (Dulay, Burt, Krashen, 1982: 154-55). Substitution is characterized by 

an incorrect language item which replaces the intended language item as in word-for-word 

translations of the L1 (Dulay, Burt, Krashen, 1982: 162-63).   

The fourth and final step in the present study is explanation which involves analysis 

and discussion of errors (see Analysis and Discussion section below). As mentioned above, 

errors are necessary for progress in second language acquisition and the underlying psycho-

linguistic processes which are likely to have caused them can therefore be referred to as 

learning strategies (hence after the definition of psycholinguistic processes). Four main types 

of learning strategies conveyed by the EA approach are chosen for this study in L1-transfer, 

overgeneralization, simplification and misanalysis. A L1-transfer error is interlingual in 

nature as the result of mother tongue influence in L2, and thus functions as a major predictor 

in CA (James, 1998: 179-81). Overgeneralization, simplification and misanalysis errors are all 

merely intralingual in nature meaning that the junior and senior high school students form 

incorrect constructions within their ID/IL based on their acquired knowledge of English. 

Overgeneralization is a learning strategy that involves a given language item which is 
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extended to an environment where it seems logical to use it although it is grammatically 

incorrect to do so (Selinker, 1972: 217-18). Whenever a certain grammatical formative is 

avoided by omission, the error is the result of intentional (or not intentional) simplification 

(Selinker, 1972: 220). Lastly, errors of either unknown cause which does not fit into any type 

above will be explained as a case of misanalysis. 

 

4. Grammatical Background 
 

4.1 Subject-verb agreement 

 

The first language element subject to EA in the students’ written production involves 

subject-verb agreement, which is the most important agreement in English and particularly the 

3
rd

 person –s (Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 214). The basic principle governs grammatical 

agreement between a verb and the number a subject expresses whether the subject is a 

pronoun, noun, clause, prepositional phrase or adverbial phrase. Accordingly, a singular verb 

with the inflection –s is used for singular subjects, as in (5) and a plural verb for a plural 

subject, as in (6). Whenever a relative pronoun is used, one more aspect must be considered 

by the Swedish L2 learner when a sentence is constructed (7) (Crystal, 2004: 74-75):  

 

(5) My daughter swims every Friday afternoon. Sw Min dotter simmar varje fredag 

eftermiddag. 

(6) The cars are clean. Sw Bilarna är rena.  

(7) I am a 16-year-old boy who lives in Sweden. Sw Jag är en 16 årig pojke som bor i 

Sverige.  

 

Another type of grammatical agreement significant of the English language has no Swedish 

equivalent and is related to the verb be. The verb be shares the same formal agreement with 

subjects in present tense as other verbs, but be is the only verb which also displays agreement 

in the past tense by differing verbs correlated to a singular subject from that of plural, as in (8) 

- (9) (Crystal, 2004: 74): 

 

(8) She was in a bad mood (singular head). Sw Hon var på dåligt humör. 

(9) We were in a bad mood (plural head). Sw Vi var på dåligt humör.  

 

Regarding the notional type of collective nouns such as audience, family or couple, the L2 

learners must decide whether they want to express singular or plural meaning depending on if 
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a group is considered to be a single body or a group of individuals (10). The semantic aspect 

thus applies to unmarked plural nouns without a plural –s ending which has no Swedish 

equivalent (11): 

 

(10) The family refuses/refuse to move abroad. Sw Familjen vägrar att flytta utomlands.    

(11) The people believe in ghosts nowadays. Sw Folket tror på spöken nuförtiden.  

 

Similarly, the proximity of subject-verb agreement requires the number of the subject to be 

determined although in a different way. When coordinators are involved such as and, except, 

or, nor or either two or more nouns or noun phrases are to be combined (12) with conjoins 

which differ in number (13) (Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 215-19; Crystal, 2004: 75):  

 

(12) [The cat and the dog] eat table scraps. Sw Katten och hunden äter smulor från bordet.  

(13) Neither the cat nor [the cows] are in the barn. Sw Varken katten eller korna är i ladan.   

 

Proximity also includes indefinite pronouns by preceding the verb as either non-countable 

singular (14) or countable plural (15). A similar feature in English is also the subject which 

includes the existential pronoun there, which can be used to express singular and plural 

meaning (16), (17). Demonstrative pronouns are ambiguous in nature sometimes requiring an 

–s inflection and sometimes not (18) (Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 218): 

 

(14) Some [of the cement] is arriving later today. Sw En del utav cementen anländer idag.  

(15) Some [of the books] are placed on the shelves. Sw Några utav böckerna är placerade på 

hyllor. 

(16) There are no ghosts. Sw Det finns inga spöken. 

(17) There is no ghost. Sw Det finns inget spöke.  

(18) Those [apples] are rotten, but this [apple] is fresh. Sw De där [äpplena] är ruttna, men 

detta [äpple] är färskt.  

 

In the following section, the word class of prepositions will be briefly described, and a few 

examples illustrate differences between English and Swedish regarding the use of PPs which 

might be considered problematic for Swedish L2 learners. 

 

4.2 Prepositions 

 

The second language element subject to EA in the students’ essays regards the word 

class of prepositions. In contrast to lexical words which carry the main semantic content a 

preposition is purely grammatical (Crystal, 1997: 162) often referred to as “functional words” 
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(Svartvik & Sager, 2007: 8). A preposition is functional in the sense that it indicates a relation 

between the noun or pronoun it governs and another word, which may be a verb, an adjective 

or another noun or pronoun (Huddleston, 1984: 336) and can be considered as either simple or 

complex. The former type include words (in, within, under) which are not idiomatically 

attached to another word but free to be used in several combinations. Prepositions in the latter 

type includes two or more words where the prepositional phrase works as a complement, thus 

preceded by a verb (looking at), adjective (afraid of), adverb (away from) or postmodifier in a 

noun phrase (example of) (Crystal, 2004: 190; Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 190). Prepositions 

are very common in both English and Swedish by sharing a lot of similarities when denoting 

physical dimensions of time, space, concession, means, stimulus, cause etc (Greenbaum & 

Quirk, 1990: 191ff). A significant difference between the two languages is that Swedish 

prepositions are free with no particular idiomatic attachment to another word as characterized 

in an English complex type. For example, the English equivalent of Swedish på indicates that 

a particular preposition can be used in several contexts, however, in English a specific context 

determines the choice of preposition in order to convey a specific meaning: 

 

(19) I still have a roof over my head. Sw Jag har fortfarande tak över huvudet.  

(20) The cow ran across (*over) the field. Sw Kon sprang över fältet.  

(21) Instead of going home, she went to ICA. Sw Istället för att gå hem gick hon till ICA.  

(22) To me there is only one solution. Sw För mig finns bara en lösning.    

(23) The ball is under (*during) the table. Sw Bollen ligger under bordet.  

(24) During (*under) the summer we use to go swimming. Sw Under sommaren brukar vi 

simma. 

 

Another significant difference between the two languages, which invites Swedish L2 learners 

to make errors, is the Swedish rule which allows prepositions to be followed by a finite clause 

introduced with att. A corresponding sentence in English is, however, grammatically incorrect 

if the subordinated that-clause would be preceded by a preposition (25-26) (Estling-

Vannestål, 2007: 372):  

 

(25) Sw Jag är medveten om att bilen är dyr. I am aware (*of ) Ø that the car is expensive.  

(26) Sw Läraren var förvånad över att eleven var så duktig. The teacher was surprised (*at) Ø 

that the pupil did so well.  

 

Other differences of how to use prepositions concern given contexts in which it is 

grammatically incorrect to use a preposition in Swedish whereas in English it is 

grammatically correct (27), or reverse (28):  
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(27) Sw Jag bor fortfarande (*på) Ø hemma. I still live at home.  

(28) Sw Min mamma dog i en bilolycka för två år sedan. My mother died in a car accident 

(*for) Ø two years ago. 

 

4.3 Aspects of difficulty 

 

In the following sections, potential aspects of difficulty in subject-verb agreement 

and prepositional usage are presented, and these specific aspects will also constitute my 

suggested hypothesis for the paper. Further descriptions of subject-verb agreement and 

prepositions are then presented to which the findings will be linked throughout the conducted 

EA. These descriptions embrace the grammar viewed as the standard form of English 

according to Greenbaum and Quirk (1990). This grammar can be more or less considered as 

common to all native speakers regardless of national standards (Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 3, 

6). There is, however, objection in linguistic research against making definite claims about 

erroneous forms in English hence erroneous constructions can be regarded as grammatically 

correct by native speakers and even by native language teachers (Hughes & Lascaratou, 1982: 

180).  

 

4.3.1 Hypothesis - Subject-verb agreement 

 

Some linguists argue that the underlying principle of the –s marker is quite simple to 

learn and should be easily practised by any L2 learner, regardless of L1 background 

(Johnston, 2000: 32; Ellis, 2006: 88). Others claim that the semantic complexity related to the 

conflation of person, number and tense causes confusion among L2 learners (Goldschneider & 

DeKeyser, 2001: 36). The hypothesis in this investigation, however, suggests that the latter 

position is correct and that subject-verb agreement is likely to cause negative transfer to a 

significant extent in every group of students, because they are not used to apply the 3
rd

 person 

–s marker in their L1. The hypothesis also concerns the prediction of error frequency rate 

between proficiency levels. For instance, in a previous study by Marie Källkvist and Marie 

Petersson (2005) the correctness score involving was/were was higher among 14-year-olds 

than 17-year-olds (88% to 77%) and the correctness score involving is/are and get/gets were 

only slightly higher among the 17-year-olds than the 14-year-olds (77% to 76% and 46% to 

41%) (Källkvist & Peterssson, 2005: 122). These figures somewhat contradict the nativist 

notion of a predestined maturity process where the case should be the reverse if equal 
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language input has taken place for both groups on a regular basis throughout their respective 

English courses. In the present study, the hypothesis suggests the predestined maturity order 

to be salient in the essays, by these showing that a higher number of subject-verb agreement 

errors are made by junior high school students compared to senior high school students.  

 

4.3.2 Hypothesis - Prepositions 

 

As stated above, a similar pattern of difference in error frequency between 

proficiency levels among the students is also expected regarding constructions which include 

prepositions. Five prepositions are expected to stand out the most: to, in, at, on and for. In a 

previous study, they made up 78% of all prepositional errors of which substitution of on was 

the most frequent error (Köhlmyr, 2005: 148-49). One reason why the listed prepositions will 

cause problem for the Swedish students is that prepositions in English often differ from the 

corresponding expression in Swedish and vice versa. For example, Swedish på as an 

equivalent of English on can be used in several contexts and semantic fields, whereas the 

English equivalent of Swedish på is replaced in similar contexts, for instance, by in or at 

when combined with a verb or replaced by with when combined with an adjective (Brorström, 

1973: 81ff). Hence, this study further hypothesizes that on will account for most prepositional 

errors in the students’ essays of the five listed above. In the following section, the results from 

the EA are presented and will reveal if the findings coincide with the predictions of the 

hypotheses.  

 

5. Presentation of results 
 

5.1 Subject-verb agreement errors - 7
th

 grade students 

 

The errors which were found in the compositions of 7
th

 grade students concerning 

subject-verb agreement (S-V) were distributed according to the rate shown in Table 1. More 

than half of the errors occur with subjects which include pronouns (n=39). The following two 

types of subjects as noun/NPs (n=10) or existential there (n=9) comprise almost an equal 

number of errors, and the remaining errors involve subjects with coordinated NPs (n=5). S-V 

errors are more salient in present tense constructions (n=46) than in past tense constructions 

(n=17). No errors involving demonstrative pronouns (n=0) were found: 
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Table 1. Distribution of S-V errors in subject types. 

Pronoun Noun/NP Existential there Coordinated NP Other Total 

39 10 9 5 0 63 

 

In most instances, in which a pronoun (n=39) constitutes the subject, personal pronouns 

(n=26) have been used and notably I (n=11), he/she/it (n=9) followed by they (n=6). I is often 

combined with the primary verbs do (n=7) and be (n=1), but in some cases with full verbs 

(n=3). The errors which occur in intended do-constructions are caused by addition of the 

primary verb be, as in (29), or by substitution of the verb do with the progressive –ing form, 

as exemplified in (30):  

 

(29)     I´ m don´ t know if I believe in ghosts.  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(30)     So, if I believing ghosts?  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

When he/she/it constitutes the subject, primary verb be is used (n=6) and in a few instances 

the subject agrees with a full verb (n=3). Five errors are caused by omission of morphemes 

such as the verb be or the NP it, as illustrated in (31) and (32), whereas four errors are caused 

by omission of the 3
rd

 person –s inflection with a singular verb, as shown in (33). In erroneous 

constructions with they as subject, the following verb consists of either be (n=4) or a full verb 

(n=2). Two errors are caused by substitution of they with there, as in (34) whereas four errors 

were caused by addition of the 3
rd

 person –s inflection to a plural verb (35):  

 

(31)     I´ m sorry, but it not for sale…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(32)    Maybe you think that is scary… 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(33)    She said she believe in ghosts…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(34)   There where not very happy…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(35)    They was angry or sad…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

The next subcategory of pronouns which account for a significant number of S-V errors are 

relative pronouns (n=10). Who (n=5), but also with that (n=3) and which (n=2) are seemingly 

disturbing elements to the 7
th

 grade students who have made the errors. In five instances, the 

3
rd

 person antecedent appears as plural with the verb given in the marked form with addition 
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of the –s inflection (36), and the reverse in three cases where the antecedent is singular, as 

exemplified in (37). Two errors are caused by substitution of the relative pronoun with the 

personal pronoun it, as in (38). In nine instances, the subject is a pronoun and intended to 

agree with a full verb (n=9) and in the remaining instance the primary verb have (n=1) has 

been used: 

 

(36)    The families who lives in the houses…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(37)     I think a ghost that open a door…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(38) …something appeared behind the cat it lookes like an angry lady. 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

The indefinite pronoun some (n=3) makes up a minor number of S-V errors. Some is used as 

subject whose intended number is plural and combined with full verbs (n=2), however, the –s 

inflection is overused in two instances, as exemplified in (39). In the third instance, the 

primary verb be (n=1) is used, but the error is spotted in the subject in which the NP lacks a 

plural –s, as in (40): 

 

(39) Some ghosts never gets peace…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(40) Some of the rider were doing “Anden i glaset”…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

The second category of S-V errors described as noun/NP (n=10) often occur in constructions 

with full verbs (n=7) or the primary verb be (n=3). No erroneous S-V form with a non-count 

noun as subject was found (money, music), nor any subject including collective nouns 

(government, family). These types of nouns are rarely used at all in the essays. Half of the 

subjects with countable nouns which express plural number were incorrectly followed by a 

marked verb through addition of the –s, as in (41), or preceded by the unmarked plural noun 

people (42). The other five erroneous cases were caused by omission of the –s in which the 

singular verb was incorrectly unmarked, as shown in (43):  

 

(41)   Pumpkins says: be a guard…  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(42)    People says that it is a ghost house. 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(43) The medium take the ghost to the other side.  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 
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A significant number of cases with existential there (n=9) combined with the primary verb be 

(n=9) are also seemingly troublesome for some 7
th

 grade students.  Four S-V errors are caused 

by substitution of there with it in intended existential sentences, as exemplified in (44), in 

which there ought to replace the indefinite NP as notional subject, for example, A girl in the 

construction A girl is in the house (Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 425). Three errors result from 

confusion regarding the word order, which is often evident when the students choose to make 

a word-for-word translation. As conveyed in (45), the subject is incorrectly placed as head 

final, which is a common feature in Swedish, but grammatically incorrect in English (see 

section Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above). The remaining 

two cases involve incorrect marking of the plural verb, as shown in (46). Although a singular 

verb might be used by native speakers with there in an informal context, the construction here 

can be regarded as grammatically incorrect in a formal context when the notional subject is 

plural (Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 426): 

 

(44) It is a girl in the house.  

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(45) Ten years ago was it horses in our stable. 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(46) There is ghosts in my house. 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

A few S-V errors involve coordinated NPs (n=5) as subjects with the primary verb be (n=3) or 

a full verb (n=2). In three instances, the verb is incorrectly marked although the NP contains a 

singular pronoun coordinated with another singular pronoun conveying two different people, 

as illustrated in (47). The two remaining errors involve incorrect word order of conjoins in the 

subject, as the result of a literate translation of a Swedish sentence such as Jag och min familj 

ser på ett tv-program, as shown in (48): 

 

(47) The father and his daughter was in the city… 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(48) I and my family looks at a tv-programme… 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7)  

 

In the following section, S-V errors are presented and described, which are found in the 

compositions by 9
th

 grade students.   
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5.2 Subject-verb agreement errors - 9
th

 grade students 

 

The frequency of S-V errors is far lower in the written material of 9
th

 grade students 

(n=38) compared to that of 7
th

 grade students (n=63) (see previous section). As displayed in 

Table 2, most S-V errors in 9
th

 grade students’ compositions are found in constructions whose 

subject consists of a pronoun (n=22). The distribution of S-V errors in this group is similar to 

that of 7
th

 grade students’ with existential there (n=7) and noun/NP (n=6) accounting for a 

somewhat even number of errors. Moreover, S-V errors with coordinated NPs (n=2) are 

relatively few compared to the total number of S-V errors and barely present in the samples. 

The remaining error falls into the category of other (n=1) since it includes the future 

conditional. Just as the 7
th

 grade students, this group has constructed most sentences in the 

present tense and naturally most S-V errors are more salient in present tense constructions 

(n=34) than in past tense constructions (n=4).  

 

Table 2. Distribution of S-V errors in subject types. 

Pronoun Existential there Noun/NP Coordinated NP Other Total 

22 7 6 2 1 38 

 

Approximately two thirds of all S-V errors occur when a pronoun (n=22) constitutes the 

subject and most frequently personal pronouns (n=10), as they (n=7), I (n=2) or he/she/it 

(n=1). These are either combined with a primary verb be (n=4) and do (n=2) or a full verb 

(n=4). Addition of an –s to verbs, which are intended to agree with a subject that expresses 

plural number, is evident in five instances, as in (49). Two S-V errors are caused by 

misordering of the subject and the verb, as shown in (50), in which a Swedish head-final 

order of the subject is used, instead of the English head-initial order (see section Contrastive 

Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above). This type of error is rare not only 

among 7
th

 grade and 9
th

 grade students, but also among Year 1 and Year 3 students. The 

remaining three instances comprehend two errors caused by omission of the –s, as in (51), and 

one error caused by substitution of be with do in the past tense (52): 

 

(49)     Maybe they exists, maybe not…  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(50)     If they exist are they probably not something you can see.  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(51)     She rides a broom and cast spells on people…  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 



 

 

22 

 

(52)     I didn´ t threaten by it at all.  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

Regarding S-V errors in sentences with subordinate clauses the relative pronoun who (n=5) 

occur in most instances followed by that (n=3) and which (n=2). As with personal pronouns, 

some 9
th

 grade students occasionally find it difficult to master the 3
rd

 person –s inflection. Six 

times the –s is overused, which is exemplified in (53), and twice it is ungrammatically omitted 

(54). In two instances, however, the students have seemingly forgotten to consider the aspect 

of person of the antecedent and used who although the subject is non-personal (n=2), as 

shown in (55). These erroneous constructions that include relative pronouns involve primary 

verbs be (n=4), do (n=2) and have (n=1) followed by full verbs (n=3). The opposite error, that 

is, omission of the –s is evident in two instances and involve have (n=2): 

 

(53)     Ghosts from the “other side” who still is left here after death…  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(54)     Even her daughter that lives with her have…  

(male student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(55)     The days who turns into years…  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

In the remaining two instances, the demonstrative pronoun this, and the indefinite pronoun 

some are used as subjects. The former is used in the present perfect and a singular meaning is 

intended, however, the –s is omitted from the primary verb have (56). The latter conveys a 

plural number in the subject but the correct form of the primary verb be does not materialize 

(57): 

 

(56)    This have happened many times.  

(male student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(57)     Some of them is bad!  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

Existential there makes up a total of seven S-V errors and in all cases the noun is combined 

with be (n=7). As mentioned above, what is still troublesome for 9
th

 grade students, despite 

six years of regular L2 input, is to master the 3
rd

 person –s. In five instances, it seems that the 

students assume that there functions as, for instance, an adverb or interjection rather than a 

subject, as illustrated in (58). Another assumption among some 9
th

 grade students is 

potentially that there is no difference in function between it and there in English, both which 

correspond to Swedish det. For instance, although the former pronoun only can be used as a 
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singular subject, yet errors are caused when there is replaced twice with it as the indefinite 

notional subject, which is intended to express a plural number in these cases, as exemplified 

in (59): 

  

(58)   People overreact to the belief that there is ghosts, so…  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(59)     It´ s a lot of things that we can´ t explain the reason to.  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

It is evident in the samples that a few 9
th

 grade students also make errors when a countable 

noun constitutes the subject (n=6). The verbs used are distributed on the primary verbs have 

(n=3), do (n=1), be (n=1) and a full verb (n=1). The inflection in number is ignored in four 

cases where the –s is omitted (60) and one case shows the reverse, as in (61). One unusual 

case of misordering was also spotted, as in (62). In this construction the S-V order is 

disrupted by the intrusion of an adverb in an intended S-Adverb-V order. No errors with non-

count nouns such as money or music as subjects were spotted in the compositions, nor any 

instance with the collective nouns government and family. The absence of S-V errors with this 

type of nouns, in 9
th

 grade students’ as well as 7
th

 grade students’ compositions, is due to the 

fact that the students seldom use them if they do at all: 

 

(60)     My best friend have had bad experiences too.  

(male student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(61)     The spirits doesn´ t have to be dead…  

(male student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(62)    Their soul still are left in the house.  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

Coordinated NPs are not of particular concern in this group because only two S-V errors were 

found. In these instances, the overuse of –s involves the past tense form of be (n=2), as 

illustrated in (63). In most sentences, in which coordinated NPs are used the 9
th

 grade students 

manage to identify the number of the subject, even though the number of the subject might 

appear ambiguous to a L2 learner:  

 

(63)     Me and my friend was at her house… 

(male student, aged 15, junior high, year 9)  

 

Lastly, one S-V error is spotted in a construction involving the future conditional. The –s 

inflection is yet again overused, and the student has not only ignored the plural –s in the 
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subject ghosts which requires an unmarked verb, but has also ignored the presence of the 

modal will, which always excludes the –s even if the subject is singular (64): 

 

(64)     …and if ghosts would exists, then it´ s ok…  

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

In the following section, S-V errors are presented and described, which are found in the 

compositions by Year 1 students.   

 

5.3 Subject-verb agreement errors – Year 1 students
 

 

The total number of S-V errors is relatively low in this group (n=21), but a feature 

that Year 1 students share with the groups previously described above is that they make most 

S-V errors in constructions whose subjects include a pronoun (n=12). Similarly, some Year 1 

students make a few S-V errors with noun/NPs (n=5) and existential there (n=4), however, no 

deviant forms involve coordinated subjects. The EA further shows that most S-V errors occur 

in sentences of the present tense (n=17), than in the past tense (n=2) whereas two instances 

involve the present perfect, which are illustrated in (68) below. Year 1 students generally 

write their sentences in the present tense like the junior high school students, which explains 

the large number of S-V errors related to this tense.  

 

Table 3. Distribution of S-V errors in subject types. 

Pronoun Noun/NP Existential there Coordinated NP Other Total 

12 5 4 0 0 21 

 

The pronoun errors are distributed on relative pronouns (n=7) and personal pronouns (n=5) 

only, and no erroneous instances with indefinite or demonstrative pronouns. Regarding the 

relative pronouns that occur in most instances (n=5) followed by who (n=2) in constructions 

with full verbs (n=6) and do (n=1). Another significant feature in the compositions by Year 1 

students which is shared with junior high school students is the difficulty in correctly applying 

the rule governing the 3
rd

 person –s inflection. As illustrated below, the verb in the 

subordinate clauses is either subject to incorrect addition (n=5) of the –s (65) or omission 

(n=2) of the morpheme, as illustrated in (66):  

 

(65)        I do believe that some things that happens in this world… 
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(male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(66)    … it can be good to believe in something that help you with the recovering.  

(female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

Concerning personal pronouns, three subjects contain he/she/it whereas I makes up the subject 

twice. Full verbs (n=3) and be (n=2) are used in these deviant forms, whose errors vary from 

each construction to another. The first error is caused by addition of an –s to the singular 

subject although the verb is already marked, as shown in (67). In another instance, the student 

has decided to replace the verb imagine with the noun imagination, as illustrated in (68). The 

third instance includes substitution of am with are in (69), whereas the fourth and fifth error 

are cases of omission of either the subject or the verb. It is hardly explainable why the subject 

is left out in (70) neither the exclusion of the auxiliary (71), but both instances are possibly 

“slips of the tongue” (Corder, 1974: 122-23). The “slip of the tongue” might also be a 

possible explanation to the presence of this type of error in the compositions by 7
th

 grade 

students (see section Subject-verb agreement errors in 7
th

 grade above):  

 

(67) The problem is that it´ s controls me…  

(female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(68)     I can´ t imagination how a ghost would look like…  

(female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(69)     If I are outside when it is dark…  

(male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(70)     …for now, seems I have nothing to hide.  

(male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(71)     …because, it filmed like a documentary…  

(female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

   

The subject type of noun/NP comprises only five errors all due to violation of the rule 

governing the 3
rd

 person –s. The errors are related to subjects which include a count noun and 

combined with full verbs (n=3) and the primary verb be (n=1) or have (n=1). No erroneous 

forms with non-count nouns were found in the essays (money, music), nor any with collective 

nouns (government, family). The reason for this is simply that no Year 1 student has used any 

of these nouns. An irregular plural noun is, however, used in one instance of addition (n=2), 

as illustrated in (72). In the other three instances the –s is omitted with ordinary count nouns 

(73): 

 

(72)     As we all know, children has a very lively imagination…  

(male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(73)     A ghost for me were a white person flying around and screaming…  
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(female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

The remaining four S-V errors in Year 1 students’ compositions involve the use of existential 

there (n=4). In two instances the –s is overused with be (n=2) twice although the indefinite 

notional subject refer to a plural number (74). This is common in informal speech and often 

accepted by native speakers, however, it is considered as deviant in formal speech 

(Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 426). In two instances, the primary verb have (n=2) is incorrectly 

unmarked when there expresses singular meaning:  

 

(74)     …that there is ghosts or monsters lurking around in the shadows.  

(female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

In the following section, S-V errors are presented and described, which are found in the 

compositions by Year 3 students.   

 

5.4 Subject-verb agreement errors – Year 3 students 

 

As shown in Table 4, the frequency of S-V errors in compositions is rather high for 

Year 3 students (n=29). Students in this group can be viewed as L2 learners on the advanced 

level having received a six-year-long study of English at compulsory school, and (so far) two-

year-study of English at senior high school. Still, the S-V error frequency is significantly 

higher than that of Year 1 students (n=21) (see Table 3 above). Pronouns account for most S-

V errors (n=13) followed by noun/NP (n=9), existential there (n=4) and a coordinated NP 

(n=1). The number of S-V errors with noun/NP as subject is proportionally higher in this 

group compared to the other groups, but the Year 3 students share the feature of producing ill-

formed constructions in the present tense (n=27) rather than in past tense constructions (n=2) 

notably because most sentences are written in the present tense.  

 

Table 4. Distribution of S-V errors in subject types. 

Pronoun Noun/NP Existential there Coordinated NP Other Total 

13 9 4 1 2 29 

 

In instances with personal pronouns (n=7), it (n=3) is most frequent as subject followed by I 

(n=2) and they (n=2). The verbs used are full verb (n=4), be (n=2) and do (n=1). Two S-V 

errors are caused by omission of a verb (75) and a subject (76), and as previously suggested 
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(see section Subject-verb agreement errors - Year 1 students above) this is might be due to 

“slips of the tongue”. Other rather unusual errors which also might be “slips” are the overuse 

of do, as illustrated in (77), and substitution of the want with what, as in (78). A few instances 

(n=3) also involve violation of the 3
rd

 person –s inflection with one case of omission of the –s 

(79) and two cases of incorrect overuse:  

 

(75) …and it also hard to prove the other way around. 

 (female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C)  

(76) Seems to me that they are just created to explain unexplainable things. 

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C)  

(77) …because there might be a after life, but do I still don’ t believe in ghosts.  

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C)  

(78) I do what to believe in life after death, because it would make life easier.  

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C)  

(79) …when I were eight years old, I was sleeping in my bed, then suddenly… 

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C)  

 

The Year 3 students are seemingly confident when using the 3
rd

 person –s inflection based on 

the low presence of S-V errors even when sentences include relative pronouns (n=3). Who 

(n=2) and that (n=1) are present with full verbs (n=2) and have (n=1). On two occasions, the 

verbs are incorrectly marked and in one occasion the –s is incorrectly omitted. As illustrated 

in (80), one antecedent consists of people, which is likely to make it harder for the student to 

know whether a marked or unmarked verb is required, because the antecedent lacks the plural 

–s:  

 

(80) …those boring people who says they believe in Scince. 

 (female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C)  

 

The –s inflection is yet again overused when the irregular pronoun people is combined with 

the indefinite pronoun some to constitute the subject. As shown in (81), the lack of the plural 

–s is likely to be the reason why the full verbs (n=2) are incorrectly marked. In the remaining 

instance in which the demonstrative that constitutes the subject the verb is unmarked (82): 

 

(81) But some people grow up and finds the truth about ghosts.  

 (male student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C)  

(82) I would say no. Cause that just sound weird. 

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C)  
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Constructions with noun/NP (n=9) as subjects make up the second largest number of S-V 

errors and the subject is either intended to agree with full verbs (n=4) or the primary verbs be 

(n=3) and do (n=2). Five S-V errors are caused by ungrammatical addition of the –s inflection 

of which two occur in the same sentence. The subject in this particular instance clearly 

expresses a plural number, still, both the modal and the full verb are marked as singular (83) 

by a L2 learner on the advanced level, which is ought to be rather uncommon. The instances 

with reverse S-V errors by omission of the –s (n=2), as illustrated in (84), suggest that Year 3 

students’ ambition to produce extensive sentences with complex subjects might be a reason 

why there is a lack of attention to the S-V rule. In one instance of omission, the plural –s is 

left out of the subject (85) and in another the verb is omitted, as in (86). This particular error 

might be caused by intentional use of informal slang (see section other below). No errors with 

non-count nouns were found in the essays (money, music), nor any with collective nouns 

(government, family) and the reason for this is similar as for the previous groups. That is, non-

count nouns are barely present in the compositions by Year 3 students: 

 

(83) According to science ghosts doesn´t exists. 

(female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

(84) The reason for why I believe in them are because I have seen them… 

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C) 

(85) …a ghost in a tv-series doesn´ t prove that ghost exist, however… 

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C) 

(86) Ghosts scarry thing, ain´ t them? 

 (male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

The number of instances with existential there (n=4) that was found in this group, is the same 

as that of Year 1 students (see Table 3 above), which indicates that existential there is 

generally not troublesome to the Year 3 students. The primary verb be (n=3) and a full verb 

were either subject to incorrect omission (n=3) or addition (n=1) of the –s. One instance 

stands out here since the confusion is related to the subject complement, which contains the 

non-countable noun proof and naturally, since the word lacks a plural –s that naturally 

indicates to the student that the verb should be marked as plural (87):  

 

(87) There are absolutely no proof that ghosts do exist.  

 (female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

There are few subjects in the compositions which contain a coordinator, which explains why 

only one S-V error was spotted involving this subject type. In this particular instance, the 
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overuse of the –s is difficult to explain, because the plural number of the subject is obvious 

(88): 

 

(88) We, me and my family, lives in an apartmenthouse.  

 (female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C)  

 

The remaining two S-V errors referred to as other are found in the same sentence earlier 

illustrated above in (86). One error is caused by informal expression involving the primary 

verb be in ain´ t instead of are not. As the example in (86) further shows, another S-V error 

involves incorrect substitution of the 3
rd

 person subject they with the indirect object them 

(Greenbaum & Quirk, 1990: 109, 116). Now, let us turn to prepositions, which are found in 

7
th

 grade students’ compositions.  

 

5.5 Preposition errors - 7
th

 grade students 

 

Preposition errors (n=36) are far less frequent than S-V errors (n=63) in 

compositions written by 7
th

 grade students. As shown in Table 5 below, most preposition 

errors involve a verb with a prepositional phrase (PP) (n=18), followed by PP in adverbials 

(n=16) and PP functioning as postmodifier in NP (n=2). Many preposition errors show that 

the 7
th

 grade students consequently try to translate Swedish prepositions for positive transfer 

to occur. However, there is also an assumption that prepositions in English are as flexible as 

the Swedish prepositions, and many prepositions have thus been used in the wrong context 

and appear erroneously in these constructions (n=19). In some cases, prepositions have been 

negatively transferred even though these should be left out in the intended English 

construction (n=5). Added to this, deviant forms are produced, which lack the preposition that 

is required, even though the preposition is present in the targeted Swedish construction, which 

is to be translated (n=7). No preposition error was spotted that involved an adjective (n=0). 

 

Table 5. Distribution of preposition errors in respective PPs. 

Verb + PP PP in adverbial Postmodifier in NP Adjective  + PP Total 

18 16 2 0 36 

 

In many sentences, the 7
th

 grade students tend to replace the preposition, which accompanies a 

verb, with another preposition. The PPs subject to substitution (n=10) are about (n=3), off 

(n=2), to (n=1), in (n=1), into (n=1), on (n=1) and toward (n=1). About is replaced by on 
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(n=3), as exemplified in (89), whereas off is replaced twice by of (90). The instances with in, 

on and into are replaced by at. Moreover, to is replaced by in whereas toward is replaced with 

to (91): 

 

(89) When I hear the word ghost I think on a ghost… 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(90) They jump of and walk a litel time. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(91) …walk into my mum and dad´ s bedroom in the dark I see a cat running to me. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

A few preposition errors are also due to overuse (n=5) of on (n=2), with (n=2) and in (n=1). 

Three cases of incorrect overuse is seemingly related to influence of the mother tongue since 

the constructions in question, in which the preposition is used, are present in Swedish. 

However, the reason why the two remaining cases of addition are made in (92) and (93) is 

difficult to explain, because these are neither required in the English, nor in the corresponding 

Swedish construction:  

 

(92) Some ghost story often involves with haunted houses… 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(93) The father walked in with his dougther in the store and asked:.. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

Substitution (n=9) of prepositions is salient in adverbials. Apart from three instances with on 

(n=3), in which at is preferred to on, errors are made with in (n=1), because of (n=1), from 

(n=1), into (n=1), behind (n=1) and inside (n=1). Two cases of substitution include for instead 

of because of, and to instead of from. The function of on to express spatial position is assumed 

by a few 7
th

 grade students to be equal with that of at, as shown in (94):   

 

(94) The clown stood at the floor. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

Another preposition used for incorrect replacement is in (n=4) which replaces at, into, inside 

and behind. It is obvious that in, a preposition L2 learners on the intermediate level are 

familiar with, is the main alternative to express spatial meaning when the correct preposition 

is unknown. Instances of omission (n=5) involve in, at, during, like, and inside. At is probably 

omitted due to L1 influence (95), but why the prepositions are left out in other instances is 

unknown. As exemplified in (96), each of these constructions requires a preposition in the 
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corresponding Swedish construction, but somehow the students have forgotten to translate the 

Swedish PP into English and left it out instead. The remaining two errors are made by 

addition of for and around, both of which are used to translate the Swedish adverbial För 

omkring tio år sedan (97):  

 

(95) I and my family was home ond watch… 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(96) …they know that the sounds they hear are there head. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(97) For around ten years ago… 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

  

Two errors were made through addition (n=1) of with exemplified in (98) and 

omission (n=1) of of, as in (99). The former instance is somewhat ambiguous, because the 

intended construction of the subject could be The scary thing with her, and in that case with 

would be correctly used as postmodifier in the NP. The remaining instance indicates that the 

student is rather unfamiliar with the of-construction:  

 

(98) The scary thing with was that she looked like a reflection. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

(99) You are gonna met devil and all the dead people women, men and childrens. 

 (female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

In the following section, preposition errors are presented, which are found in 9
th

 grade 

students’ compositions.  

 

5.6 Preposition errors - 9
th

 grade students 

 

As displayed in Table 6, the distribution of preposition errors is relatively similar 

compare to the previous group. Most instances involve a PP which follows a verb (n=13) 

followed by PP in adverbials (n=14) and only a few errors involve postmodifier in NP (n=2). 

Moreover, no erroneous form was found with PPs functioning with adjectives (n=0). The 9
th

 

grade students are generally confident in using English prepositions in written form, but when 

they do make errors, some errors are caused by inappropriate translations of prepositions from 

a Swedish construction. The students tend to form sentences in which a given PP appears 

incorrectly in the idiomatic sense (n=12). Occasionally a few prepositions are simply omitted 
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(n=5) in the translation process whereas some errors are due to addition (n=4) of a certain 

preposition, which is not needed in a given construction, in neither L1 nor L2. 

  

Table 6. Distribution of preposition errors in respective PP function. 

PP in adverbial Verb + PP Postmodifier in NP Adjective + PP Total 

14 13 2 0 29 

 

Most preposition errors found in adverbials are caused by substitution (n=7). For (n=3), at, 

by, along and on, which are replaced by after, by, on, beside and around. Usually, the students 

know when a preposition is needed to produce an accurate adverbial, but they tend to simplify 

the construction by ignoring the idiomatic aspect (100):  

 

(100) He started running beside the path… 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

The prepositions which are omitted in adverbials are left out even though they would be 

necessary in a corresponding Swedish construction. In is omitted twice, as exemplified in 

(101), and as is omitted once:    

 

(101) I believe in spirits but not ghosts… 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

 A few errors involve addition of around (n=2) and for, but also misordering of for. These 

four instances are all due to the influence of the mother tongue and, as illustrated in (102) 

where for and around are overused, some 9
th

 grade students occasionally make literal 

translations of Swedish prepositions, which are not needed in the corresponding context in 

English:  

 

(102) I watched “The Ring” for about two years ago, and… 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

Substitution (n=4) of prepositions in verb + PP constructions include replacement of toward 

with to in three instances and off with of in one instance. These cases are seemingly ways of 

simplifying the construction by using prepositions that the students are familiar with, and 

which are somewhat similar morphologically. Moreover, as exemplified in (103), to is 

perhaps confusing to the 9
th

 grade students based on the fact that to can be functional in 
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different ways, and therefore assumed in this case to correspond to Swedish mot as correctly 

as toward: 

 

(103) …that they are walking, not to an educated future… 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9)  

 

Some instances of omission (n=4) in verb + PP constructions involve in (n=2), on and by. 

Except in one case with on, as shown in (104), in which informal speech is literally translated, 

these instances would be grammatically incorrect also in their L1: 

 

(104) I am scared and it can go days after when I am still scared. 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9)  

 

In some intended verb + PP constructions, in which prepositions are not required at, around 

and out are overused (n=3). Adding unnecessary prepositions is rare among the 9
th

 grade 

students and two errors can be regarded as “slips of the tongue” (Corder, 1974: 122-23), 

whereas the remaining error is due to the appearance of the phrasal verb look + PP at in a 

context which only requires the verb watch (105). In two cases of misordering of up (n=2), 

which were spotted in the same sample, the student has ignored the fact that the preposition is 

inseparable from the verb make and therefore used in incorrect word-order (106): 

  

(105) I have looked at a lot of tv shows… 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(106) Now it´s time to make my mind up. 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

Concerning postmodifiers in NPs, two errors were spotted that include replacement of of and 

on. In was used in the former instance (107) and around in the latter (108). Both sentences are 

more or less word-for-word translations of Swedish into English: 

 

(107) …her parents believed that their child who died in cancer had becamed a ghost. 

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(108) Some religions are made up around the belief of spirits.  

 (female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

In the following section, preposition errors are presented, which are found in Year 1 students’ 

compositions.  
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5.7 Preposition errors – Year 1 students 

 

The number of Year 1 students account for nearly as many preposition errors (n=24) 

as the 9
th

 grade students (see Table 6 above). A difference in in this group compared to the 

junior high school students is that many preposition errors are made with PP as postmodifier 

in NP (n=9) rather than, for instance, in verb + PP constructions (n=4). PP in adverbials 

(n=10) remains, however, troublesome for students in this group, too. Another feature that 

Year 1 students share with the junior high school students described above, is the absence of 

errors with prepositions preceded by an adjective (n=1). An explanation to this is that they 

barely have used any PPs with adjectives in their writing. The Year 1 students rarely omit a 

preposition in the given English utterance (n=3) if the item is required in both L1 and L2. The 

most problematic area is rather to know when not to use a preposition in the L2 and to know 

which preposition to use in order to agree idiomatically with the given context. Selecting the 

wrong preposition have caused most preposition errors (n=18) in the essays. Accordingly, the 

variety of possible PPs with different functions available in English is a stumbling block in 

the translation process.  

 

Table 7. Distribution of preposition errors in respective PP function. 

PP in adverbial Postmodifier in NP Verb + PP Adjective  + PP Total 

10 9 4 1 24 

 

A deviant form of PP in adverbials is mostly subject to substitution (n=6). In (n=3) has been 

left out in the adverbials in favour of inside, into and with whereas on, as and for are replaced 

by in, like and without. A pattern which can be discerned in compositions by the Year 1 

students, as in compositions of the 9
th

 grade students, is the presence of ill-formed utterances 

through word-for-word translations. As illustrated in (109) and (110), in terms of normative 

English the utterances are not idiomatic:  

 

(109) We looked our self into the bathroom and said bloody mary three times. 

 (female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(110) The dog started to bark without a reason.  

 (female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

The remaining four instances of adverbials include the overuse of around and in, the omission 

of at and misordering of in. These cases typically represent constructions in English that 

would be grammatically correct in the Swedish equivalent construction (111): 
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 (111) …when we got older and our parents went to the store and we stayed home… 

 (female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

Three instances of substitution (n=7) of postmodifiers in NPs include to (n=3), which is 

replaced twice by on and once by of, whereas another two instances include of as replaced 

twice by with. Furthermore, on and about are replaced by in and with. Seemingly, some Year 

1 students sometimes ignore the specific function of certain prepositions, as shown in (112) 

and (113): 

 

(112) …a chill that made the hair in the back of their head rise, and… 

 (male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(113) …or why not the meaning with life? 

 (female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

As mentioned above, in comparison to 7
th

 grade and 9
th

 grade students (see Table 5 and 6) a 

verb followed by a PP is a minor problem for Year 1 students. Only four errors are found in 

their compositions, which include three cases of substitution (n=3), and one case of addition 

of at. With is replaced twice by to (114) and up is replaced once by out: 

 

(114) …a supernatural being that connects to our world beyond the grave. 

 (male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

The remaining error involves a PP following an adjective (n=1) in which of is incorrectly 

replaced by over. This particular choice of preposition is caused by mother tongue influence, 

explained by the fact that the student considers scared over as to be a logical combination 

when translating the Swedish equivalent oroad över (115):   

 

(115) I think that Ghosts is something good for people to be scared over…  

 (female student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

 

In the following section, preposition errors are presented, which are found in Year 3 students’ 

compositions.  

 

5.8 Preposition errors- Year 3 students 
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As shown in Table 8, the total number of preposition errors (n=20) among Year 3 

students is the lowest in this EA. Generally the students in this group use PP as postmodifier 

in NP frequently in their writing, which is likely the reason why this category accounts for 

most errors (n=9). Verb + PP construction is used to a high extent too, but accounts for a 

remarkably low number of errors (n=4), which indicates that Year 3 students master the 

function of PPs with verbs quite well. Apart from postmodifiers, adverbials make up a 

significant number (=7) of preposition errors whereas no error was found in which a PP was 

used to function together with an adjective (n=0). The latter construction type is seldom used 

by the Year 3 students, which might explain the low frequency in this type. Many preposition 

errors (n=11) occur when the students fail to transform the Swedish preposition into the 

specific English equivalent, and some are simply omitted in the translation process (n=2). 

Some cases involve negative transfer of Swedish prepositions (n=4) that are not required in 

the corresponding English construction. Added to this, a few prepositions are overused (n=3) 

in English even though they are not present in Swedish.  

 

Table 8. Distribution of preposition errors in respective PP function. 

Postmodifier in NP PP in adverbial Verb + PP Adjective  + PP Total 

9 7 4 0 20 

 

Regarding using PP as postmodifier in NP, it is sometimes confusing for Year 3 students to 

choose the correct preposition for a particular construction. Accordingly, in some cases of 

substitution (n=6) of replaces to, as in (116), and about is replaced by for: 

 

(116) My prior reason of believeing in things is scince.  

(male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

In three other instances to, against and down are replaced with behind, from and in whose 

constructions are clearly simplified, as exemplified in (117) below, in which to is replaced by 

behind: 

 

(117) Well there are many causes behind the superstition among people. 

(male student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

The two remaining instances of addition of for and of also reveal that some Year 3 students 

rather use too many postmodifiers than too few, as illustrated in (118). Misordering of PP 
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only occurs once in a word-for-word translation that expresses informal Swedish speech 

(119): 

 

(118) There are countless (at least two!) of TV-shows that treat this subject and… 

(male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C) 

(119) Nighttime has to me always been something of a mystery.  

(male student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

Substitution has taken place three times in adverbials in which at, in and around are replaced 

by in, at and outside. A noticeable similarity between this type of adverbial error among Year 

3 students and, for instance, adverbial errors made by Year 1 students is that an intended 

preposition is not replaced by any preposition. The students choose the preposition that seems 

logical to the given spatial meaning. For example, in might incorrectly replace at (or the 

reverse), as illustrated in (120), where Swedish i is involved in Jag anser att man någon gång 

i livet…: 

  

(120) I think that in some point in our lives… 

(male student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

A certain kind of adverbial error is ascribed to addition, which includes around (n=2). These 

prepositions are used for no apparent reason, because they are neither required in English, nor 

in Swedish, for example in (121). A third instance conveys the difficulty of knowing when to 

leave out an intended preposition, and when not to. The unnecessary literal translation of 

framöver exemplifies this dilemma, as shown in (122). In the remaining instance in (n=1) is 

left out even though i is required in Swedish:  

 

(121) …to keep their kids in order and to build horror movies around. 

(female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

(122) I hope they will be in our culture for a long time forward. 

(female student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

Regarding verb + PP a few cases of substitution (n=2) has been found, in which by and from 

are replaced by of respectively. Similar to preposition errors in postmodifiers, of is 

occasionally overused here and seems to be an easy alternative to some Year 3 students. In 

addition, two errors are due to omission and addition of on respectively. In both instances på 

is required in Swedish (123):  
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(123) …a man who wears a white sheets on him? 

(male student, aged 17, senior high, year 3, English C 

 

To sum up, the findings in this study shows that junior and senior high school 

students are prone to make more S-V errors than producing deviant constructions with 

prepositions. The EA conveys significant differences between the groups in error frequency 

and presence of error types, but there are also a few similarities. In the following chapter, a 

few important features from the results will be further analysed and discussed.   

 

6. Analysis and discussion 
 

The conducted EA shows that most S-V agreement errors are made by 7
th

 grade 

students (n=63) which is twice as many S-V errors found in compositions by 9
th

 grade 

students (n=38). Samples collected from senior high school show that Year 1 (n=21) and Year 

3 (n=29) students are more confident in mastering the grammatical rules which govern S-V 

agreement. An unexpected feature is, however, that the Year 1 students produce less 

erroneous constructions compared to Year 3 students, although the latter group have been 

exposed to English teaching for longer period. The distribution of S-V errors in the 

compositions, as displayed in Table 9 below, show that the students in all groups are prone to 

erroneous constructions if the subject consists of a pronoun (n=80). Pronoun, existential there 

(n=24), indefinite pronoun (n=6) or demonstrative pronoun (n=2) as subjects make up 74% 

(n=80+24+6+2=112) of all erroneous S-V constructions in the present study. A reason for this 

high error frequency is that the students are more confident in using pronouns than count 

nouns since the vocabulary can be presumed as quite limited especially for young L2 learners 

in 7
th

 and 9
th

 grade. Another explanation for the low frequency of errors with count nouns 

might simply be that these contain the plural –s which plural pronouns lack and thus it is 

easier for the students to know when to mark the verb as plural (see section Concluding 

Remarks below). S-V errors involving count nouns (n=9+1) as subjects also include 

unmarked people and irregular children, which both lack the plural –s ending. The number of 

S-V errors with count noun (n=31) as subjects in the compositions is rather low in all groups 

and some collective nouns (n=2+1) appear only as conjoin in a coordinated NP. Only one 

erroneous instance involves a non-count noun (87) and the reason for this and to the absence 

of collective nouns and count noun without the plural –s ending is simply that the students 

have not used these noun types to any large extent in their writing. Many students are not 



 

 

39 

 

confident in using indefinite pronouns and seldom include this type in writing, but existential 

there is, however, a pronoun that many students are seemingly familiar with, even in 7
th

 

grade, and there is therefore used quite frequently in all groups.   

 

Table 9. Distribution of S-V errors in subject types 
 7

th
 grade 9

th
 grade Year 1 Year 3 Total 

Pronoun 36 20 12 12 80 

Count noun 10 7 5 9 31 

Existential there 9 7 4 4 24 

Coordinated NP 5 2 - 1 8 

Indefinite pronoun 3 1 - 2 6 

Demonstrative - 1 - 1 2 

Collective noun 2 - - 1 3 

Non-count noun - - - - - 

Total 63 38 21 29 151 

 

As shown in Table 10 below, primary verbs are most frequent in instances with S-V errors 

made by junior high school students, and in compositions written by senior high school 

students S-V errors occur more often in constructions with full verbs. The low number of S-V 

errors with was/were can be explained by the fact that most sentences are written in the 

present tense (n=124) or present perfect (n=2) rather than in the past tense (n=25). In addition, 

the salience of primary verbs in writing might also be due to the intensive practise at junior 

high school and perhaps also a limited vocabulary regarding full verbs. For students at senior 

high school it can be presumed that the experience of using primary verbs has increased their 

confidence and thereby less prone to make errors with, for example, have, do or be.    

 

Table 10. Distribution of S-V errors in verb types 
 7

th
 grade 9

th
 grade Year 1 Year 3 Total 

Primary verb 28 23 9 12 72 

Full verb 19 10 11 15 55 

Was/were 16 5 1 2 24 

Total 63 38 21 29 151 

 

As presented in Table 12 below, all groups share the distribution of learning strategies of 

which overgeneralization is the most frequent (n=85) of the total number of instances, 

followed by L1-transfer (n=38), simplification (n=23) and misanalysis (n=5). Most S-V errors 
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are thus intralingual (n=85+23+5=113) in nature rather than interlingual (n=38) which means 

that the students are active in attempting to apply S-V rules in their ID/IL, either consciously 

or unconsciously. That is, the students apply S-V rules which are either partly or fully learnt, 

which indicates that learning English requires more than avoiding contrastive errors based on 

the differences between English and Swedish (Selinker, 1972: 218-19) (see section 

Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above). 

 

Table 11. Frequency of learning strategies related to S-V errors 

 7
th
 grade 9

th
 grade Year 1 Year 3 Total 

Overgeneralization 34 25 12 14 85 

L1-transfer 15 9 6 8 38 

Simplification 9 4 3 7 23 

Misanalysis 5 - - - 5 

Total 63 38 21 29 151 

 

Overgeneralization and L1 transfer generally account for S-V errors which involve violation 

of the rule which governs the 3
rd

 person –s inflection (see section subject-verb agreement 

above), as exemplified in (124) and (125):  

 

(124)     But in one way I like it because my grandmother have died and I always think that 

she sees my, because I did love her a lot. 

(male student, aged 16, senior high, year 1, English A) 

(125)     …but if they exists, it would be cool… 

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

 

Ungrammatical marking of plural verbs when the subject is singular, or the reverse 

construction, make up more than half of the total number of S-V errors in each group and 

altogether make up 64% (n=96) of the total number of spotted S-V errors. Other S-V errors 

(n=33) involve overuse of either the progressive –ing, the primary verb do, the -s inflection as 

incorrect genitive or the pronoun it. All groups have in common that they tend to overuse the 

–s inflection (n=66) rather than leave it out (n=30). The overuse of the –s coincides with a 

previous study by Köhlmyr (2003) but contradicts another study by Thagg-Fisher (1985), 

which shows that omission of the –s is more frequent. A few errors of L1-transfer involve 

incorrect word order (n=8). As exemplified in (126), some junior high school students do 

apply an inverted word order instead of an intended head-initial construction (see section 

Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above): 
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(126) In the stable where I have my horse is it ghosts, says the stableowner. 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

Regarding simplification errors this type of learning strategy often includes omission of 

content words (n=10) of either a verb or subject, as illustrated in (127). This type of S-V error 

is present in essays written by 7
th

 grade students (n=5) and students in Year 1 (n=2) and Year 

3 (n=3) at senior high school: 

 

(127)      It´s impossible to prove that they actually exist and it also hard to prove the other 

 way around.  

 (male student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

It is not easy to explain why these types of errors occur based on the fact that subjects and 

verbs constitute basic components in a sentence. A potential explanation to this phenomenon 

could, however, be a “slip of the tongue” caused by tiredness or strong emotion (Corder, 

1974: 122-23).  

The total number of preposition errors (n=107) is lower in the compositions than the 

total number of S-V errors (n=151). As illustrated in Table 12, apart from Year 1 students 

(n=24) all groups make fewer errors when PPs are used compared to S-V constructions (see 

Table 9 above). The result of Year 1 students shows the reverse with a higher number of 

preposition errors, which coincides with earlier studies of Swedish 16-year-olds written 

production (Karlsson, 2002; Köhlmyr, 2003). As Table 12 further shows, the junior high 

school students make most preposition errors in adverbials and with verbs, whereas 

postmodifier in NP is the most troublesome construction for senior high school students. A 

possible reason for these figures is that Year 1 and Year 3 students generally construct more 

extensive subjects and thus use postmodifiers to a higher extent than 7
th

 grade and 9
th

 grade 

students. Only one erroneous instance with adjective + PP (n=1) was found in the study, 

which is probably due to the fact that the students seldom use this construction in writing. The 

highest frequency of preposition errors is found among 7
th

 grade students (n=36) and the 

lowest among Year 3 students (n=20).  

 

Table 12. Distribution of preposition errors in PP construction types 

 7
th
 grade 9

th
 grade Year 1 Year 3 Total 

PP in adverbial 16 14 10 7 47 
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Verb+PP 19 13 4 4 40 

Postmodifier in NP 2 2 9 9 22 

Adjective+PP - - 1 - 1 

Total 36 29 24 20 109 

 

The two most frequent learning strategies with PPs are overgeneralization (n=42) and L1 

transfer (n=38). As shown in Table 13 below, the 7
th

 grade students’ and the Year 3 students’ 

written production differentiates significantly compared to the other groups. The compositions 

of the latter group contain a rather low number of erroneous instances related to L1-transfer 

whereas the former group involve simplification much more often than other groups. The 

number of intralingual PP errors (n=44+23+4=71) are more frequent than interlingual 

preposition errors (n=38) and as with rules governing S-V agreement the students are 

seemingly active in testing and exploring the grammatical rules governing the word class of 

prepositions, which have earlier been presented to them in the class room (see section 

Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above).  

 

Table 13. Frequency of learning strategies related to preposition errors  

 7
th
 grade 9

th
 grade Year 1 Year 3 Total 

Overgeneralization 9 14 8 13 44 

L1-transfer 13 8 12 5 38 

Simplification 12 5 4 2 23 

Misanalysis 2 2 - - 4 

Total 36 29 24 20 109 

 

Accordingly, some significant features have been spotted in the students’ language production 

with PPs. Firstly, the preposition errors spotted in 7
th

 grade students’ compositions involve a 

rather wide range of different prepositions (n=19). Similarly, there is also a large variety of 

prepositions in the compositions written by Year 3 students (n=13), 9
th

 grade students (n=12) 

and Year 1 students (n=12). Therefore, in each group only a few intended prepositions occur 

in two or more erroneous instances, such as on (n=6), in (n=4) and about (n=3) in 

compositions by 7
th

 grade, and for (n=5), in (n=4), on (n=3), around (n=3) and toward (n=3) 

in compositions by 9
th

 grade students. Year 1 students are prone to make errors with in (n=4), 

to (n=3) and of (n=3) whereas Year 3 students make errors with around (n=3), to (n=2), in 

(n=2), on (n=2) and for (n=2). Another common feature in the compositions is the habit of 

incorrectly replacing one preposition for another through substitution (see previous chapter 
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Presentation of Results). As illustrated in Table 14, junior and senior high school students 

often know when a preposition is required in the corresponding English construction, 

however, they find it difficult to know which particular preposition ought to correspond 

correctly to the specific context, and tend to make a wrong “guess”. Some incorrect 

replacements are explained by the fact that Swedish på (n=25), has more than one potential 

equivalent in English (see section Prepositions above). The prepositions which are often used 

as replacements for other prepositions in 7
th

 grade students’ compositions are at (n=6), in 

(n=5) and on (n=3), whereas no particular preposition stands out as potential “substitute” in 

9
th

 grade students’ compositions. With (n=4) and in (n=3) stand out in Year 1 students’ 

compositions and of (n=5) in Year 3 students’ writing.  

 

Table 14. Distribution of preposition errors according to L1-L2 correspondence 

 7
th
 grade 9

th
 grade Year 1 Year 3 Total 

PP both in L1 and L2 26 (7*) 20 (6*) 14 (4*) 13 (2*) 73 

PP only in L1  3 (2*) 5 (1*) 4 (2*) 4 (1*) 16 

PP neither in L1 nor L2 4 3 1 3 11 

PP only in L2 3 1 5 - 9 

Total 36 29 24 20 109 

* instances involving på (n=25) 

 

Accordingly, two types of overgeneralization errors can be unveiled in the compositions of all 

groups. There is incorrect overuse of certain prepositions which are not required in L1 or L2 

(n=9), and a majority of prepositions which are present in both L1 and L2 (n=50), are 

overconfidently used with disregard to the given context such as in for at, as in (128): 

 

(128) I think that in some point in our lives we all believe in ghosts… 

(male student, aged 18, senior high, year 3, English C) 

 

Misanalysis (n=2) accounts for two instances in 7
th

 grade whose PPs are not required in 

neither L1 or L2. Simplification (n=9) errors account for the cases when prepositions only 

required in the L2 are omitted, but some instances contain errors (n=6) which are left out 

although the prepositions are required in both languages. Added to this, a few simplification 

errors are caused by substitution (n=5) when the students have simplified their constructions 

by using the preposition they think remain closest in meaning to the intended but unknown 

preposition. Apart from a relatively low number of the negative transfer of prepositions, 
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which only can in a given construction in L1 (n=12), as illustrated below in (129) (see section 

Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above), the spotted L1-transfer 

errors also show that word order (n=4) is clearly a minor problem to all students. Junior as 

well as senior high school students are generally confident in forming sentences, which 

include prepositions regardless of whatever the intended function might be. In addition, some 

L1-transfer errors (n=12) involve incorrect choice of preposition due to the influence of the 

mother tongue even though the given preposition exists in both L1 and L2, as in (130): 

 

(129) I can be scared if I see some movie with ghosts in but I know…. 

(female student, aged 15, junior high, year 9) 

(130) When I thinks on ghosts I see a person who is wearing a sheet. 

(female student, aged 13, junior high, year 7) 

 

    Finally, some final conclusions that one can draw based on the analysis and discussion of 

the results above is presented in the following chapter.   

 

7. Concluding Remarks 
 

In this study, the findings provide validity to the SLA theories presented earlier (see 

section Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage). The highest error 

frequency is found in the compositions of 7
th

 grade students and the lowest in the 

compositions of Year 3 students, which suggests that there is a predestined maturity process 

among L2 learners. The low error frequency among advanced L2 learners is likely to be the 

outcome of passing through intermediate states of “L” having reached a higher maturity in 

their ID/IL (see section Contrastive Analysis, Universal Grammar and Interlanguage above) 

due to exposure of a longer period of English teaching. The number of contrastive errors 

predicted by CA through L1-transfer shows that L1 partly influences the students’ L2 

acquisition process. Most errors are, however, intralingual because the junior and senior high 

school students consequently overuse or simplify grammatical rules, which they have partly 

or fully acquired. A typical rule which tends to be applied too broadly is the 3
rd

 person –s 

inflection and, as the theory of ID/IL advocates, the students’ written production often 

expresses a language where errors can be viewed as a way of testing their hypotheses 

regarding the TL. An interesting feature in the present EA is that fossilization has seemingly 

taken place in the ID/IL of Year 3 students’ regarding the use of the –s inflection. This 
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particular group, which is expected to master this rule to a higher extent than L2 learners who 

have been less exposed to the English language, are prone to make more S-V errors than Year 

1 students in the present study. Hence, the difference in error frequency of S-V errors between 

the two groups suggests that Year 3 students have regressed in their acquisition process.   

The findings in the conducted EA correspond to the predictions made earlier in the 

study (see section hypothesis subject-verb agreement and prepositions). Interestingly, errors 

related to incorrect use of the 3
rd

 person –s (n=96) makes up almost as many grammatical 

errors as the total number of preposition errors (n=108). As expected, this rule is not as easy 

to learn and apply correctly as some researchers have claimed (Johnston, 2000; Ellis, 2006). It 

is obvious that the rule is difficult for young Swedish L2 learners to master due to the 

semantic complexity of the rule related to the conflation of person, number and tense 

(Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2001; Källkvist & Peterssson, 2005). Generally the –s is 

overused rather than ignored by junior as well as senior high school students,  and an 

explanation to this phenomenon might be attributed partly to the “preservation” of the –s of 

the preceding plural noun or NP, as earlier illustrated in (41) (Clark, 1977: 274). Another 

possible explanation is maximization (Köhlmyr, 2003: 234), because some students seemingly 

perceive the –s as a typically English phenomenon and therefore mark the verb more often 

than they should regardless of the number of the subject or presence of a modal verb, as 

earlier exemplified in (83). The EA also reveals that non-contiguous constructions further 

complicates the use of the –s, which has also been evident in previous studies (Thagg-Fisher, 

1985; Karlsson, 2002). Intrusive elements which potentially create a distance between the 

antecedent and the verb such adverb, PP as postmodifier in the subject or relative pronoun are 

likely to cause even more confusion for L2 learners than if the verb is immediately preceded 

by the subject. The present study suggests that the greater distance between the subject and 

the verb, the more distractive it is for the students to identify the actual head in the subject to 

agree with the verb. Furthermore, since intrusive elements are often used in complex 

constructions the students tend to pay less attention to the rule. Preposition errors which 

involve på (n=25) is lower than expected, because all groups have in common that they tend 

to select and use a wide range of items from this word class. The main struggle among junior 

and senior high school students in mastering the PP function is referred to the specific 

contextual meaning it conveys in English, which is not always required in Swedish. The 

majority of preposition errors in the compositions involve either literal translation of the 

Swedish equivalent or simply the incorrect choice of preposition.    
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Suggested areas for further research are more cross-sectional studies of written 

production which particularly include the writing of junior high school students. Other studies 

could analyse the use of adjectives, conjunctions, adverbs, the progressive -ing etc and also 

include the recording of the error score (Karlsson, 2002), which focus not only on the errors 

that L2 learners make, but reveals to which extent they actually master a grammatical rule. A 

specific recording of how well a known rule is mastered is essential in measuring if a 

potential inaccuracy is “acceptable” to the given proficiency level, and clearly indicates if 

further grammar instruction is needed in Swedish schools (Oscarson & Apelgren, 2005: 58; 

Karlsson, 2002: 66). A more accurate cross-sectional study would also be to conduct a 

longitudinal study by analysing samples from different stages yet produced by the same 

group. Such a study would provide more sufficient data when different proficiency levels are 

analysed and compared. A longitudinal study of this kind is unusual and previous studies have 

only comprehended a relatively short period of the acquisition process of a specific group, to 

evaluate the impact of explicit grammar teaching (Ruin, 1996). Finally, the presence of 

fossilization among Year 3 students and regression of the 3
rd

 person –s inflection raises 

concern to any English teacher or researcher. This phenomenon probably needs further 

investigation if potential regression in second language acquisition among advanced learners 

is to be prevented.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Subject-verb agreement errors by 7th grade students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

1
st
 person (present)           5 4 1   10 

1
st
  person (past be)          1     1 

2
nd

 person (present)                

2
nd

 person (past be)                

3
rd

 person singular (present) 1 1    1   1 1    2 7 

3
rd

 person singular (past be)   1        1    2 

3
rd

 person plural (present)          1    1 2 

3
rd

 person plural (past be) 1 3             4 

Count noun singular (present)            2   2 

Count noun singular (past be)           2    2 

Count noun plural (present) 1    2     1 1 1   6 

Count noun plural (past be)                

Coordinator and single unit (present)                

Coordinator and single unit (past be)                

Coordinator and plural unit (present)            2   2 

Coordinator and plural unit (past be)   1     1 1      3 

Relative pronoun singular (present)  3 1        1    5 

Relative pronoun singular (past be)                

Relative pronoun plural (present)    2 1       2   5 

Relative pronoun plural (past be)                

Collective noun (present)                

Collective noun (past be)                

Non-count noun (present)                

Non-count noun (past be)                

Demonstrative pronoun singular (present)                

Demonstrative pronoun plural (be)                

Demonstrative pronoun singular (present)                

Demonstrative pronoun (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (present)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun plural (present)     2          2 

Indefinite pronoun plural (past be)           1    1 

Existential there singular (present)           2    2 

Existential there singular (past be)              1 1 

Existential there plural (present)           3    3 

Existential there plural (past be)           3    3 

Other                

Total 3 7 3 2 5 1 - 1 2 9 18 8 - 4 63 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission 1 4    1   1 2 4 2  1 16 

Addition 2 2 2 2 5   1 1 3 4 5   27 

Substitution  1 1       3 6 1  3 15 

Misordering          1 4    5 

EXPLANATION:                 

L1 transfer  2         8    3  2 15 

Overgeneralization 2 2 2 2 5   1 1 6 8  5   34 

Simplification 1 1    1   1 1 2   2 9 
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Misanalysis  2 1       2     5 

 

Subject-verb agreement errors by 9th grade students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

1
st
 person (present)  1             1 

1
st
  person (past be)              1 1 

2
nd

 person (present)                

2
nd

 person (past be)                

3
rd

 person singular (present)             1  1 

3
rd

 person singular (past be)                

3
rd

 person plural (present) 1   1    1 3     1 7 

3
rd

 person plural (past be)                

Count noun singular (present)  1    2         3 

Count noun singular (past be)                

Count noun plural (present)       2 1       3 

Count noun plural (past be)                

Coordinator and single unit (present)                

Coordinator and single unit (past be)                

Coordinator and plural unit (present)                

Coordinator and plural unit (past be)     1 1         2 

Relative pronoun singular (present)      1     2    3 

Relative pronoun singular (past be)                

Relative pronoun plural (present) 1 1 1     1 1 2     7 

Relative pronoun plural (past be)                

Collective noun (present)                

Collective noun (past be)                

Non-count noun (singular)                

Non-count noun (plural be)                

Demonstrative pronoun singular (present)      1         1 

Demonstrative pronoun singular (past be)                

Demonstrative pronoun plural (present)                

Demonstrative pronoun plural (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (present)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun plural (present)       1        1 

Indefinite pronoun plural (past be)                

Existential there singular (present)                

Existential there singular (past be)                

Existential there plural (present)  2 2    2        6 

Existential there plural (past be)            1   1 

Other         1      1 

Total 2 5 3 1 1 5 5 3 5 2 2 1 1 2 38 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission  1    4 1    1  1 1 9 

Addition 1 3 2  1 1 2 3 5 1  1  1 21 

Substitution  1 1    1   1 1    5 

Misordering 1   1   1        3 

EXPLANATION:                

L1 transfer 1 1  1  4       1 1 9 

Overgeneralization 1 4 3  1 1 3 3 5 1 1 1  1 25 

Simplification       2   1 1    4 
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Misanalysis               - 

 

Subject-verb agreement errors by A-level students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

1
st
 person (present) 1              1 

1
st
  person (past be)      1         1 

2
nd

 person (present)                

2
nd

 person (past be)                

3
rd

 person singular (present) 1    1    1      3 

3
rd

 person singular (past be)                

3
rd

 person plural (present)                

3
rd

 person plural (past be)                

Count noun singular (present)      1    1     2 

Count noun singular (past be)          1     1 

Count noun plural (present)  1   1          2 

Count noun plural (past be)                

Coordinator and single unit (present)                

Coordinator and single unit (past be)                

Coordinator and plural unit (present)                

Coordinator and plural unit (past be)                

Relative pronoun singular (present)           1 1   2 

Relative pronoun singular (past be)                

Relative pronoun plural (present)  1 1         1  2 5 

Relative pronoun plural (past be)                

Collective noun (present)                

Collective noun (past be)                

Non-count noun (present)                

Non-count noun (past be)                

Demonstrative pronoun singular (present)                

Demonstrative pronoun plural (past be)                

Demonstrative pronoun singular (present)                

Demonstrative (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (present)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun plural (present)                

Indefinite pronoun plural (past be)                

Existential there singular (present)           1    1 

Existential there singular (past be)                

Existential there plural (present)             2 1 3 

Existential there plural (past be)                

Other                

Total 2 2 1 - 2 2 - - 1 2 2 2 2 3 21 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission     1 2   1 2 1 1   8 

Addition 1 2 1  1      1 1 2 3 12 

Substitution 1              1 

Misordering               - 

EXPLANATION:                 

L1 transfer      2    2 1 1   6 

Overgeneralization 1 2 1  1      1 1 2 3 12 

Simplification 1    1    1      3 
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Misanalysis               - 

 

Subject-verb agreement errors by C-level students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

1
st
 person (present)        2       2 

1
st
  person (past be)        1       1 

2
nd

 person (present)                

2
nd

 person (past be)                

3
rd

 person singular (present)          1   1  2 

3
rd

 person singular (past be)                

3
rd

 person plural (present)       2        2 

3
rd

 person plural (past be)                

Count noun singular (present)         2      2 

Count noun singular (past be)                

Count noun plural (present) 1        1 1  1  2 6 

Count noun plural (past be)         1      1 

Coordinator and single unit (present)                

Coordinator and single unit (past be)                

Coordinator and plural unit (present)              1 1 

Coordinator and plural unit (past be)                

Relative pronoun singular (present) 1              1 

Relative pronoun singular (past be)                

Relative pronoun plural (present)          1    1 2 

Relative pronoun plural (past be)                

Collective noun (present)                

Collective noun (past be)                

Non-count noun (present)                

Non-count noun (past be)                

Demonstrative pronoun singular (present)          1     1 

Demonstrative pronoun singular (past be)                

Demonstrative pronoun plural (present)                

Demonstrative pronoun plural (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (present)                

Indefinite pronoun singular (past be)                

Indefinite pronoun plural (present)    2           2 

Indefinite pronoun plural (past be)                

Existential there singular (present)   1    1 1       3 

Existential there singular (past be)                

Existential there plural (present)          1     1 

Existential there plural (past be)                

Other          2     2 

Total 2 - 1 2 - - 3 4 4 7 - 1 1 4 29 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission 1  1    1 2 2 3   1  11 

Addition 1   2   2 1 1 2  1  4 14 

Substitution        1 1 2     4 

Misordering               - 

EXPLANATION:                

L1 transfer 1  1    1 2 2 1     8 

Overgeneralization 1   2   2 1 1 2  1  4 14 

Simplification        1 1 4   1  7 
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Appendix 2 
 

Preposition errors by 7th grade students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

Verb + PP to  1       1      2 

Verb + PP in   1       1      2 

Verb + PP at            1   1 

Verb + PP of                 

Verb + PP for                

Verb + PP about  2  1    1  1     5 

Verb + PP on       1  1  1     3 

Verb + PP by                

Verb + PP with     1    1      2 

Verb + PP from                

Verb + PP as                

Verb + PP into                

Verb + PP up                

Verb + PP upon                

Verb + PP along                

Verb + PP down                

Verb + PP off         2        2 

Verb + PP toward            1   1 

Verb + PP against                

Verb + PP like                

Verb + PP out                

Adjective + PP in                 

Adjective + PP at                

Adjective + PP to                

Adjective + PP of                

Adjective + PP for                

Adjective + PP about                

Adjective + PP on                

Adjective + PP by                

Adjective + PP with                

Adjective + PP from                

Adjective + PP as                

Adjective + PP like                

PP in adverbial to                

PP in adverbial in 1              1 

PP in adverbial at        2       2 

PP in adverbial in front of                

PP in adverbial because of        1       1 

PP in adverbial for           1    1 

PP in adverbial about                

PP in adverbial on   1      2      3 

PP in adverbial by                

PP in adverbial with                

PP in adverbial during      1         1 

PP in adverbial outside                
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PP in adverbial from        1       1 

PP in adverbial as                

PP in adverbial into         1      1 

PP in adverbial across                

PP in adverbial among                

PP in adverbial until                

PP in adverbial like   1            1 

PP in adverbial up                

PP in adverbial down                

PP in adverbial forward                

PP in adverbial behind         1      1 

PP in adverbial upon                

PP in adverbial around           1    1 

PP in adverbial inside   1    1        2 

PP in adverbial along                

Postmodifier in noun phrases to                

Postmodifier in noun phrases in                

Postmodifier in noun phrases of  1             1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases for                

Postmodifier in noun phrases about                

Postmodifier in noun phrases on                

Postmodifier in noun phrases by                

Postmodifier in noun phrases with   1            1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases outside                

Postmodifier in noun phrases from                

Postmodifier in noun phrases as                

Postmodifier in noun phrases among                

Postmodifier in noun phrases except                

Postmodifier in noun phrases upon                

Postmodifier in noun phrases down                

Total 1 5 4 1 1 2 1 8 7 2 2 2 - - 36 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission 1 2 1 1  1 1 1  1     9 

Addition   1  1 1  1 2  2 1   9 

Substitution  3 2     6 5 1  1   18 

Misordering               - 

EXPLANATION:                

L1 transfer 1 1 1   1  4 1 1 2 1   13 

Overgeneralization  2 1     2 3   1   9 

Simplification  2 1 1  1 1 2 3 1     12 

Misanalysis   1  1          2 

 

Preposition errors by 9th grade students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

Verb + PP to                

Verb + PP in  1        1      2 

Verb + PP at   1            1 

Verb + PP of                 

Verb + PP for                

Verb + PP about                

Verb + PP on     1           1 



 

 

58 

 

Verb + PP by           1    1 

Verb + PP with                

Verb + PP from                

Verb + PP into                

Verb + PP up           2    2 

Verb + PP upon                

Verb + PP along                

Verb + PP down                

Verb + PP off             1   1 

Verb + PP around            1   1 

Verb + PP toward          2   1   3 

Verb + PP against                

Verb + PP like                

Verb + PP out            1   1 

Adjective + PP in                 

Adjective + PP at                

Adjective + PP to                

Adjective + PP of                

Adjective + PP for                

Adjective + PP about                

Adjective + PP on                

Adjective + PP by                

Adjective + PP with                

Adjective + PP from                

Adjective + PP as                

Adjective + PP like                

PP in adverbial to                

PP in adverbial in         1   1   2 

PP in adverbial at             1  1 

PP in adverbial in front of                

PP in adverbial because of                

PP in adverbial for 2   2         1  5 

PP in adverbial about             1  1 

PP in adverbial on  1             1 

PP in adverbial by           1    1 

PP in adverbial with                

PP in adverbial during                

PP in adverbial outside                

PP in adverbial from                

PP in adverbial as          1     1 

PP in adverbial into                

PP in adverbial across                

PP in adverbial among                

PP in adverbial until                

PP in adverbial like                

PP in adverbial up                

PP in adverbial forward                

PP in adverbial down                

PP in adverbial behind                

PP in adverbial upon                

PP in adverbial around            1   1 

PP in adverbial along            1   1 
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PP in adverbial inside                

Postmodifier in noun phrases to                

Postmodifier in noun phrases in              1 1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases of       1        1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases for                

Postmodifier in noun phrases about                

Postmodifier in noun phrases on                

Postmodifier in noun phrases by                

Postmodifier in noun phrases with                

Postmodifier in noun phrases outside                

Postmodifier in noun phrases from                

Postmodifier in noun phrases as                

Postmodifier in noun phrases among                

Postmodifier in noun phrases except                

Postmodifier in noun phrases upon                

Postmodifier in noun phrases down                

Total 3 1 1 3 - - 1 - 2 3 4 6 4 1 29 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission 1   1     1 1 1 1   6 

Addition   1      1   3 2 1 8 

Substitution 2 1  2   1   2 1 2 2  13 

Misordering           2    2 

EXPLANATION:                

L1 transfer  1  2   1    1  2 1 8 

Overgeneralization 2  1      1 2 1 5 2  14 

Simplification 1   1     1 1  1   5 

Misanalysis           2    2 

 

Preposition errors by A-level students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

Verb + PP to                

Verb + PP in    1            1 

Verb + PP at      1         1 

Verb + PP of                 

Verb + PP for                

Verb + PP about                

Verb + PP on                 

Verb + PP by                

Verb + PP with        2       2 

Verb + PP from                

Verb + PP into                

Verb + PP up   1            1 

Verb + PP upon                

Verb + PP along                

Verb + PP down                

Verb + PP off                 

Verb + PP toward                

Verb + PP out                

Verb + PP against                

Verb + PP like                

Verb + PP out                
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Adjective + PP in                 

Adjective + PP at                

Adjective + PP to                

Adjective + PP of          1     1 

Adjective + PP for                

Adjective + PP about                

Adjective + PP on                

Adjective + PP by                

Adjective + PP with                

Adjective + PP from                

Adjective + PP as                

Adjective + PP like                

PP in adverbial to                

PP in adverbial in  1  3        1   5 

PP in adverbial at    1           1 

PP in adverbial in front of                

PP in adverbial because of                

PP in adverbial for    1           1 

PP in adverbial about                

PP in adverbial on             1  1 

PP in adverbial by                

PP in adverbial with                

PP in adverbial during                

PP in adverbial outside                

PP in adverbial from                

PP in adverbial as    1           1 

PP in adverbial into                

PP in adverbial across                

PP in adverbial among                

PP in adverbial until                

PP in adverbial like                

PP in adverbial up                

PP in adverbial forward                

PP in adverbial down                

PP in adverbial behind                

PP in adverbial upon                

PP in adverbial around              1 1 

PP in adverbial inside                

PP in adverbial along                

Postmodifier in noun phrases to   2      1      3 

Postmodifier in noun phrases in  1             1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases of  1   1      1    3 

Postmodifier in noun phrases for                

Postmodifier in noun phrases about             1  1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases on  1             1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases by                

Postmodifier in noun phrases with                

Postmodifier in noun phrases outside                

Postmodifier in noun phrases from                

Postmodifier in noun phrases as                

Postmodifier in noun phrases among                

Postmodifier in noun phrases except                
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Postmodifier in noun phrases upon                

Postmodifier in noun phrases down                

Total - 3 4 6 1 1 - 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 24 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission  1 1 3           5 

Addition               - 

Substitution  2 3 2 1 1  2 1 1 1 1 2 1 18 

Misordering    1           1 

EXPLANATION:                

L1 transfer   2 4 1 1  2   1   1 12 

Overgeneralization   1 2     1 1  1 2  8 

Simplification  3 1            4 

Misanalysis               - 

 

Preposition errors by C-level students in fourteen essays 
 

IDENTIFICATION: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 Total 

Verb + PP to                

Verb + PP in                 

Verb + PP at                

Verb + PP of                 

Verb + PP for                

Verb + PP about                

Verb + PP on        1 1       2 

Verb + PP by     1          1 

Verb + PP with                

Verb + PP from           1    1 

Verb + PP into                

Verb + PP up                

Verb + PP upon                

Verb + PP along                

Verb + PP down                

Verb + PP off                 

Verb + PP toward                

Verb + PP against                

Verb + PP like                

Verb + PP out                

Adjective + PP in                 

Adjective + PP at                

Adjective + PP to                

Adjective + PP of                

Adjective + PP for                

Adjective + PP about                

Adjective + PP on                

Adjective + PP by                

Adjective + PP with                

Adjective + PP from                

Adjective + PP as                

Adjective + PP except                

Adjective + PP like                

PP in adverbial to                

PP in adverbial in         2      2 
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PP in adverbial at    1           1 

PP in adverbial in front of                

PP in adverbial because of                

PP in adverbial for                

PP in adverbial about                

PP in adverbial on                

PP in adverbial by                

PP in adverbial with                

PP in adverbial during                

PP in adverbial outside                

PP in adverbial from                

PP in adverbial as                

PP in adverbial into                

PP in adverbial across                

PP in adverbial forward       1        1 

PP in adverbial among                

PP in adverbial until                

PP in adverbial like                

PP in adverbial up                

PP in adverbial forward                

PP in adverbial down                

PP in adverbial behind                

PP in adverbial upon                

PP in adverbial around   1      1     1 3 

PP in adverbial inside                

PP in adverbial along                

Postmodifier in noun phrases to    1  1     1    3 

Postmodifier in noun phrases in                

Postmodifier in noun phrases of           1    1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases for         1 1     2 

Postmodifier in noun phrases about       1        1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases on                

Postmodifier in noun phrases by                

Postmodifier in noun phrases with                

Postmodifier in noun phrases outside                

Postmodifier in noun phrases from                

Postmodifier in noun phrases as                

Postmodifier in noun phrases into                

Postmodifier in noun phrases among                

Postmodifier in noun phrases except                

Postmodifier in noun phrases upon                

Postmodifier in noun phrases down          1     1 

Postmodifier in noun phrases against     1          1 

Total - - 1 2 2 1 3 1 4 2 3 - - 1 20 

DESCRIPTION:                

Omission       1  1      2 

Addition   1    1 1 1  1   1 6 

Substitution    2 2  1  2 2 2    11 

Misordering      1         1 

EXPLANATION:                

L1 transfer      1 1 1   2    5 

Overgeneralization   1 2 2  1  3 2 1   1 13 
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Simplification       1  1      2 

Misanalysis               - 

 


