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THE CONCEPT OF ERRORS IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING

Errors are an integral part of language acquisition. An error, in the context of language
learning, refers to a deviation from the target language’s rules, conventions, or norms. It represents a
discrepancy between a learner’s intended communication and the actual linguistic output produced.

Errors can occur at various levels of language, including pronunciation, grammar,
vocabulary, and discourse. They can take different forms, such as mispronunciations, grammatical
inaccuracies, incorrect word choices, or inappropriate language use in specific contexts.

Errors can stem from a variety of sources. They may arise due to the influence of the learner’s
native language, where structures or patterns differ from the target language. They can also result
from overgeneralization of language rules, incomplete understanding of grammar or vocabulary, or a
lack of exposure to authentic language use.

In linguistics, according to J. Richard, an error is the use of a word, speech act or grammatical
items in such a way that it seems imperfect and significant of an incomplete learning (Richards &
Schmidt, 2002: 184). It is considered by Norrish as a systematic deviation which happens when a
learner has not learnt something, and consistently gets it wrong (Norrish, 1983: 7).

It is important to note that errors are not considered mistakes or failures. Rather, they are
viewed as a natural and expected part of the language-learning process. Errors indicate that learners
are actively engaged in experimenting, exploring, and applying their developing language skills. They
reflect learners’ attempts to internalize and integrate new linguistic knowledge into their
communicative repertoire.

Errors play a significant role in language learning as they provide valuable information about
learners’ progress, cognitive processes, and the underlying rules of their developing interlanguage.
By analyzing errors, educators can gain insights into learners’ strengths, weaknesses, and areas
requiring further instruction.

Furthermore, errors create learning opportunities. They serve as teachable moments,
enabling educators to provide targeted feedback, explanations, and corrective guidance. Through
error correction, learners can refine their language skills, deepen their understanding of the language’s

intricacies, and progress toward greater accuracy and fluency.
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As learners advance in their language proficiency, they gradually develop self-monitoring
and self-correction abilities. They become more proficient at recognizing and rectifying their own
errors, demonstrating increased language autonomy and metalinguistic awareness.

Far from being a nuisance to be eradicated, errors are, as Selinker indicates, significant in
three respects (Selinker, 1969: 121):

e errors are important for the language teacher because they indicate the learner’s progress

in language learning;

e errors are also important for the language researcher as they provide insights into how

language is learned;

e errors are significant to the language learner himself/herself as he/she gets involved in

hypothesis testing (Selinker, 1969: 121).

To conclude, making mistakes is an important learning opportunity. Mistakes force us to
explore alternatives. They require us to re-examine an issue and think creatively to find or develop
other solutions or approaches. Mistakes teach us what doesn’t work and encourage us to create new

ways of thinking and doing.
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