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Abstract

Analyzing the writing skill of English language learners emerges from understanding the accuracy, fluency, and
complexity of texts and classifying written errors according to syntax, morphology, and lexicon. In this quantitative
descriptive-analysis study, the participants included thirty one Spanish-speaking, Mexican English language learners
who were enrolled in an English skills development course designed for B1-B2 English language learners. The
participants had 50 minutes to write a narrative essay based on an image that served as context. Of the 31 texts, the
findings show that 901 total errors were classified into three metalinguistic categories (i.e., syntax, morphology, and
lexicon) and in terms of written development (i.e., accuracy, fluency, and complexity), suggesting that a holistic
approach to instruction and assessment in the English language classroom can provide a clearer context when
developing writing skills.

Resumen

La habilidad de escritura de aprendices del idioma inglés emerge de entender las dimensiones de precision, fluidez y
complejidad de textos, asi como de la clasificacion de errores escritos segun la sintaxis, la morfologia y el Iéxico. Treinta
y un participantes mexicanos que estudian inglés en un curso de desarrollo de habilidades del idioma, el cual fue
disefiado a un nivel B1-B2 de dominio, participaron en este estudio con el objetivo de clasificar sus errores de escritura.
A los participantes se les mostrd una imagen de dos personas abrazandose para que escribieran un ensayo narrativo en
un tiempo de 50 minutos. Los resultados muestran que la dimension de precision puede ser expresada en tres categorias
metalinguisticas: sintaxis, morfologia, y |éxico; considerando esto, las dimensiones de fluidez y complejidad también
pueden ser medidas en el desarrollo de la habilidad de escritura. Las implicaciones de este estudio sugieren que un
enfoque holistico puede proveer un contexto mas claro al desarrollar la habilidad de escritura para las areas de
evaluacion e instruccion del idioma inglés en el aula.

Introduction

“I never knew anybody...who found life simple. I think a life or a time looks simple when you leave out the details.”
— Ursula K. Le Guin, The Birthday of the World and Other Stories.

Whether the teaching and learning of writing focuses on errors, audience, purpose, genre or something else,
the process remains complex and emergent for both the native speaker and the English language learner.
“An emergentist perspective [is] one that sees linguistic signs not as autonomous objects..., either social or
psychological, but as contextualized products of the integration of various activities by... individuals in
particular communicative situations” (Larsen-Freeman, 2006, p. 594). The author recognizes four
assumptions underlying complex, dynamic systems: 1) that language is not fixed; 2) that interlanguage and
target language (L2) never completely converge; 3) that language performance is not divided into discrete
stages; 4) that no single performance in any one subsystem can totally account for linguistic progress; 5)
that language is both cognitive and social; 6) that language development does not progress in a consistent
manner, and 7) that although variations in individual developmental paths exist, certain patterns will
emerge.

The fourth assumption is of particular interest when it comes to learning and receiving teacher feedback
that supports the writing skill. Not only should English language learners receive timely feedback when
learners need it most but they should also receive feedback based on different aspects of writing: accuracy,
complexity, and fluency (Larsen-Freeman, 2006). Thus, assessing the writing skill of English language
learners can extend a focus on syntactical, morphological, and lexical errors and may include assessing
writing complexity and fluency as well.

Accuracy

Developing the writing skill emerges from the development of other communicative skill sets. What makes
the writing skill so important is its role in connecting the writer with the reader and the impact listening,
speaking, reading, vocabulary, grammar, and discourse strategies have on effective communication
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(Mugableh & Khreisat, 2019). When it comes to assessing written texts, most language instructors tend to
focus on unfocused or comprehensive grammatical corrective feedback (CF) (Guénette, 2012; Lee, 2008).
A focus on grammatical errors tends to concentrate on syntax and morphology. To be more specific, several
studies conducted on written errors (Ababneh, 2017; Hamed, 2018; Hussen, 2015; Navas Brenes, 2017)
have indicated that learners of English of different mother tongues have difficulty using spelling,
punctuation, prepositions, articles, tenses, word order, and word choice, among others.

If CF is to be comprehensive and grammatical - yet useful — then awareness and prioritization of the types
of written errors, which English language learners commit, will help language instructors employ more
efficient assessments in the language-learning classroom. Sermsook et al. (2017) drew a relationship
between the types of written errors produced by English language learners from Thailand by also looking at
the source of the errors. They ranked the frequency of different error types into two categories: 1) errors
at the sentential level and 2) errors at the word level. The most common errors at the sentential level
included verb tense, subject-verb agreement, and sentence fragments while the most common at the word
level included articles, nouns, and pronouns. The authors found that most of the errors, regardless of type,
came from one source: interlingual interference. In contrast, Jamil et al. (2016) researched postgraduate
Pakistani ELLs and divided the types of written errors into six categories: 1) the use of incorrect forms of
verbs, 2) the use of present tense instead of past tense, 3) the use of past tense instead of present tense,
4) spelling errors, 5) inappropriate usage of vocabulary, and 6) subject-verb agreement. The authors
recognized that unfocused grammatical CF is still a common teaching practice. Their error analysis further
revealed that, although there is some overlap in the types of errors being committed, some error types are
linked to prior learning experiences English language learners have had with the target language.

In addition to categorizing written errors at the sentence and word levels, they may also be characterized
metalinguistically. When comparing phonological, morphological, and syntactic awareness, for instance, the
latter two were found to offer more variance in the writing competence of Chinese English language learners
(Sun et al., 2018). Mekala and Ponmani (2017) ranked morphological and syntactic errors together based
on frequency, which provided context when employing appropriate forms of written corrective feedback:
prepositions (22% of total errors), verb tense (15% of total errors), articles (13% of total errors), concord
(12% of total errors) and spelling (9% of total errors). Conversely, Saavedra Jeldres and Campos Espinoza
(2018) admitted that although an unfocused and comprehensive approach to written corrective feedback
can include up to 15 different types of errors, they instead targeted five linguistic errors based on grammar
(i.e., use of the indefinite article, subject-verb agreement and subject omission) and writing mechanics (i.e.,
capitalization and spelling). Whether at the sentence, word, morphological, or syntactic level, accuracy
employing an error analysis becomes a useful precursor when making pedagogical decisions about
instruction and assessment. To provide a richer educational context around the accuracy of an English
language learner’s text, fluency and complexity should also be taken into consideration.

Another way to frame metalinguistic awareness, that is, “awareness of the forms, structure, and other
aspects of a language” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002, p. 329) when analyzing written errors, is by pairing
lexicon with grammar. To see whether computer-mediated communication improves the writing skill by
learners of Spanish, grammatical and lexical accuracy and quantity of language were analyzed, concluding
that electronic mail in foreign language writing had no real advantage over the paper-and-pencil version of
dialogue journals and compositions (Gonzalez-Bueno & Pérez, 2000). Gorozhankina and Bourne (2014)
grouped grammar and lexical accuracy to analyze the quality of translational studies (i.e., brochures) in the
tourism industry and found that lexical accuracy had a larger impact on the quality of the text than
grammatical accuracy. Within a classroom context, the effectiveness of written corrective feedback had a
significant positive effect on the writing skill based on both grammatical and lexical accuracy (Al-Hazzani &
Altalhab, 2018). Thus, a more holistic approach to grammatical and lexical accuracy issues in both the
classroom setting and in real-world contexts can better inform one’s practice on how written texts are being
interpreted.

A final way to measure accuracy is by chunking text into T-units. Accuracy can be expressed as a total
number of errors to total T-unit ratio (E/T) (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). Hunt (1966) classified T-units as
“minimal terminable units” that would include “exactly one main clause plus whatever subordinate clauses
are attached to that main clause” (p. 737). So, in addition to analyzing accuracy metalinguistically, accuracy
can also be expressed as a ratio, representing one’s development at a particular time or can show growth
by comparing different accuracy ratios over time.

Fluency & Grammatical Complexity
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As T-units are useful in measuring accuracy, they are also helpful when measuring fluency and grammatical
complexity. Fluency reflects how comfortable an English language learner is when producing written text,
which is best measured by “... counting the number, length, or rate of production unit... or [more specifically]
T-units” (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998, p. 14). Hence, a higher words-per- T-Unit ratio would suggest a more
competent English writer (Larsen-Freeman, 1978).

T-units are not only used to determine fluency of the written skill, but also to analyze grammatical
complexity. Complexity refers to the “organization... [and] syntactic patterning” the writer uses to convey
an idea (Foster & Skehan, 1996, p. 303). Thus, measuring clauses, sentences, and T-units as production
units becomes the best way to determine grammatical complexity based on how varied and sophisticated
the text happens to be (e.g., clause-to-T-units ratio (CT) (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998).

Of the few studies that have evaluated accuracy with grammatical complexity, Lahuerta (2017) sought to
determine whether corrective feedback has an effect on the two. The participants were two groups of
Spanish EFL learners. They were undergraduate students enrolled in the Degree in Modern Languages and
their Literatures at a University in the north of Spain. They were divided into two groups: group A was
formed by 34 advanced students, and group B was made up of 66 upper-intermediate students. Participants
were asked to choose a topic and write a composition between 300 and 350 words. The written texts were
scored along the following parameters: grammatical complexity, accuracy and surface errors. The
researcher found significant differences between advanced and upper intermediate students both in
complexity and in accuracy.

In another related study, Mubarak (2013) included two experimental groups and a control group and
evaluated their development by applying pre-, post-, and delayed post-tests, aimed at investigating the
effectiveness of direct corrective feedback and indirect corrective feedback. The researcher found that “even
though the students had improved during the course of the experiment, neither type of corrective feedback
had a significant effect on the accuracy, grammatical complexity, or lexical complexity of their writing, and
that there was no difference in the effectiveness between the first type of feedback compared to the second”
(p.ii).

Research Questions

To determine accuracy, fluency, and grammatical complexity, this descriptive-analysis study sought to
collect and analyze quantitative data to answer the following research questions:

e How accurate are English language learner writers at an intermediate level?

e How fluent are English language learner writers at an intermediate level?

e How grammatically complex are the texts of English language learners at an intermediate level?
Method
Participants

The participants of this study included 31 Spanish-speaking Mexican English language learners who were
enrolled in an English skills development course that was divided equally between the writing and speaking.
The English skills development course is designed for English language learners at an intermediate level
(i.e., B1-B2 according to the Common European Framework), which is taken during the first year of a
bachelor’s degree program in English language teaching (Council of Europe, 2020). Nineteen participants
identified as female while 12 identified as males with an average age of 20.75, ranging from 19-25.

The four-year bachelor’s degree program in English language teaching includes a propaedeutic year
(henceforth Prope) for those learners who enter the university with a TOEFL score of less than 480, which
is designed to assist the English language learner to achieve a B1 by offering 30 hours per week of courses
delivered in English. The Prope year consists of two semesters of dedicated courses in grammar (five hours
per week), reading (five hours per week), writing (five hours per week), listening and speaking (10 hours
per week), and English culture (five hours per week). Vocabulary development is integrated throughout all
propaedeutic courses. Of the 31 participants, five out of 12 males (42%) did not take Prope while two out
of 19 females (11%) did not take Prope.

Instruments and Data Collection

The participants were shown an image of two women sitting down next to each other, seen from behind.
The woman on the left had her arm around the one on the right, who was leaning up against another woman.
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The participants were instructed that they would have 50 minutes to write an essay on the topic of friendship.
Participants were free to choose the audience, purpose, first, second or third person, and overall organization
of ideas. The researchers monitored the writing of the essays and collected all 31 essays at the end of the
time allotment. All participants signed an informed consent form from the beginning, agreeing to take part
in the study and accepting that their participation or non-participation would in no way affect their grade
and their names would not be revealed.

Data Analysis

Each essay was copied and then analyzed separately by two researchers according to the error correction
code list (See Table 1). The inter-rater reliability was 92%, and cases of disagreement were discussed until
a resolution was reached to determine each type of error (i.e., morphological, syntactic, or lexical errors).
The web-based, cross-platform software package Dedoose (https://www.dedoose.com) was used to upload
text for recording and analyzing the different types of errors.

Error Code Description
Syntactic WO Word order in sentence is incorrect
MW Missing word(s) in sentence
RO Run-on sentence
Cs Comma splice
FRAG Sentence fragment

Morphological AGREE Subject-verb agreement (2)

VT Verb tense (time) is incorrect (1)
VF Verb phrase formation is incorrect
WFsup Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—superlatives (9)

WFcom Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—comparatives (10)

WFnoun  Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—sing./plural, genitive, etc.

WFadv Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—adverb
WFpro Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—pronoun
WFig Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—infinitive/gerund
WFadj Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—adjective
WFcon Word form (part of speech) is incorrect—connector
ART Article is missing, unnecessary, or incorrect
PREP Wrong/misused preposition within a prepositional phrase
PRO Antecedent unclear
PRO Resumptive pronoun
PRO Double subject
Lexical WWwW Wrong word(s) (meaning is incorrect for sentence) or unnecessary
word(s)
wWC Word choice is awkward but meaning is retained

Table 1: Error correction code list

Once error types were verified, the two researchers checked word counts and T-Units of each of the 31
essays, first separately, then coming together to verify frequency counts afterwards. For the purposes of
this study, that is, the main objective was to concentrate on errors of accuracy, complexity, and fluency,
errors in punctuation (except comma splices and run-on sentences) and spelling were not considered. We
categorized comma splice and run-on errors as syntactic errors.

Results and Discussion



This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of a Creative Commons
Attibution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) license.

MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 45, No. 3, 2021 5
Accuracy

The average number of errors of all participants was 29.07, which included an average among males of
32.17 and females of 27.11. In the 31 essays analyzed, 901 total errors were found, of which 222 (24.6%)
were classified as syntactic errors (See Table 2). One of the differences between these findings and those
of Sermsook et al. (2017) was the errors made in word order and fragments. In Sermsook et al. (2017),
the word order and fragment error percentages were 1.69% and 7.7% respectively, whereas these errors
in this study reached 2.77% and 2.44% respectively.

Error Type Count Percen_tage of Percentage of

Syntactic Errors Total Errors
Comma splice 95 42.8% 10.5%
Missing word 70 31.5% 7.8%
Word order 25 11.3% 2.8%
fsrzgtn‘izi 22 9.9% 2.4%
Run-on sentence 10 4.5% 1.1%
Total (% of total) 222 (24.6%)

Table 2: Students’ syntactic errors

The morphological errors committed by the participants totaled 428, or 47.5% of total errors, and included
the following: word form, verb tense, article, preposition, and agreement (See Table 3). Verb tense errors
at the sentential level in Sermsook et al. (2017) made up only 3.38% of the total errors ,whereas in this
study, verb tense errors were 10.1% of total errors. Interestingly, in Mekala and Ponmani (2017),
prepositions were the most common type of error (22.07%) compared to only 7.5% in this study and only
5.07% in Sermsook et al. (2017).

Percentage of Percentage of

Error Type Frequency Morphological Total Errors
Errors
Word form 130 30.4% 14.4%
Verb tense 91 21.3% 10.1%
Article 75 17.5% 8.3%
Preposition 68 15.9% 7.5%
i;fgzﬁ;"n‘irb 35 8.2% 3.9%
Pronoun 29 6.8% 3.2%

Total (% of total) 428 (47.5%)

Table 3: Students’ morphological errors

The lexical errors totaled 251, or 27.9% of the total errors, and included only word choice and wrong word
(see Table 4). Word choice as an error at the word level was considerably higher in this study (15.7%),
when compared to 3.72% in Sermsook et al. (2017), and only .69% in Mekala and Ponmani (2017). As an
average of percentage of total errors within each error category type (syntax, morphology and lexicon), the
lexical errors had an average of 13.95% (i.e., averaging word choice at 15.7% and wrong word at 12.2%)
compared to morphological errors (8.84%) and syntactic errors (4.92%).

Percentage of Percentage of

AT ST EEET Lexical Errors Total Errors

Word choice 141 56.2% 15.7%
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Wrong word 110 43.8% 12.2%

Total (% of total) 251 (27.9%)

Table 4: Students’ lexical errors

When comparing the central tendency of syntactic, morphological, and lexical errors, the average total of
morphological errors is greater than the corresponding average of syntactic and lexical errors with the
following respective means: 7.16, 13.81, and 8.09. On the other hand, there is a greater dispersion in the
number of syntactic errors that students commit, which includes three outliers (see Figure 1.). In the case
of morphological and lexical errors there are no outliers observed. Standard deviations were 7.33, 6.37, and
5.52 respectively.

Central Tendency of Error Types

M syn. [l Morph. [ Lex

35
30
25

10
X

=5

w

1
Figure 1: Central tendency of error types

When comparing written errors based on gender, males had a higher average for both syntactical and lexical
errors. Males had an average number of syntactical errors of 9.5 and lexical errors of 9.03 to females, who
only had 5.68 and 7.47 respectively (see Figure 2). Those participants who took a year of Prope had a lower
average of syntactical errors compared to those who did not, but had a higher average related to
morphological and lexical errors. Although the difference of averages in lexical errors between the two
groups was slight, when it came to morphological errors, those who took Prope had an average of 14.56
errors when compared to those who did not take Prope, averaging only 10.67 errors.

Figure 2:Average errors based on gender and Prope
Accuracy, Grammatical Complexity, and Fluency Ratios

While expressing accuracy in terms of syntax, morphology, and lexicon, a separate accuracy ratio can be

16
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compared with fluency and grammatical complexity ratios to provide further context. In this study, the total
number of T-units taken from all of the written essays were 1,039, the total number of clauses were 1,572,
and the total word count was 11,501. Based on these totals, the following ratios were found, namely: 1) an
accuracy ratio of .87 (total errors divided by total T-units), 2) a grammatical complexity ratio of 1.51 (total
clauses divided by total T-units), and 3) a frequency ratio of 11 (total words divided by total T-units).

Conclusions
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Knowing what to focus on when providing written feedback to English language learners is simple yet
complex. An emergent approach that includes accuracy, fluency and complexity provides a more
comprehensive lens when designing instruction and assessment around the writing skill - one of the most
demanding skills English language learners face. More than simply expressing accuracy just using a ratio,
an English language learner’s awareness of syntax, morphology, and lexicon informs the teacher practitioner
how instruction and assessment might also have the biggest impact on higher learning outcomes. Thus, the
following key implications emerge from this study.

Pedagogy that limits feedback to accuracy alone ignores key activities that can also promote fluency and
complexity. Timed writing activities that bring about awareness of words per minute and words per sentence
or clause can add perspective to student writing and development. Regarding complexity, an awareness of
independent and dependent clauses, and how they are situated throughout a text, can employ a written
discourse approach to one’s teaching practice.

From a metalinguistic perspective, the accuracy of written texts can be categorized as syntax, morphology,
and lexicon and can differ based on the culture and academic levels of the English language learners when
compared to the literature. When providing unfocused or comprehensive written corrective feedback to the
learner, knowing which error types and categories of errors can help inform the instructor on which errors
have the biggest impact on the group overall. This study shows that activities designed only to improve
word choice would have a different impact on written development than activities solely structured to
improve errors in run-on sentences, for instance. At the same time, this study also shows a pedagogical
need to design lessons that integrate written syntax, morphology, and lexicon, so that various entrance
points into the development of the writing skill can be explored.

One of the limitations of this study was that since participants were not instructed to focus on any particular
type of writing (e.g., narrative, expository, etc.), the types of written texts varied, which could have had an
impact on the accuracy, fluency and complexity of the texts. Also, this study excludes other key aspects of
developing a text: genre, audience, and purpose. Further research is needed to see how the details of
accuracy (i.e., syntactic, morphological, and lexical errors), fluency, and complexity change over time, and
how specific profiles of English language learners and their prior exposure to the target language (e.g.,
English) influence accuracy, fluency, and complexity.
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