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SPELLING ERRORS AND FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING STRATEGIES

To analyse spelling errors may not be as futile an coccupation as
one might at first think. The actual description and classification of
errors is perhaps not at all that interesting, but a thorough explana-
tion of the causes cf spelling errors may yield information about lan-
guage learning strategies. It 1s with this aim in mind that I_have ana~
lysed a number of different spelling errors in English made ﬁy Finnso
ard Swedish-speaking ®nns. The advantage here is that spelling, even
English spelling, is not a particularly complex task, and the errors
are probably easier to systematize than lexical or syntactic errors,
since semantic aspects do not complicate the picture very much.

The material used in this investigation comes from tests made
primarily at two different levels, an iniarmediate level, where the
pupils, who were not particularly academically inclined, had read Eng-
lish for 4~5 years and, frem the entrance examination to the Department
of English, where the relatively advanced candidates had read English
for 7-8 years and, almost without exception, had received a very high
mark in the nutional matriculation examination in English3

One common method of classifying spelling errors is on the basis
of omissions, additions, substitutions and transpositions of 1etters.2
However, such criteria are hardly the most significant, at ieaat when
dealing with errors made by foreigm learmers. To me the basic criterion
seems8 to be whether the erroneous form yields the same pronunciation as
the intended word or a differer % one. These two main categories would
demand that the basic unit of analys’s be the word with the letter/
phoneme considered a subsidiary unit of analysis. It seems more logical
to start from the larger unit apd only afterwards analyse the letter—

sound relationshir in the form of omissions and substitutions.
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i have deviged the fcllowing classification of spelling errors:

Categories of spelling errors

1 = Non-identical pronunciation, non—existent English word
(®jatting pro chatting)

2 = Non-identical pronunciation, confusion of different words or dit-
ferent forms of the same word (“the pro they, ~has pro had)

3 = Identical pronunciation, breaking of English spelling rules

("sais pro says)

4 = Identical promunciation, confusion of homophones
(®weather pro whether)
5 = Identical pronunciation, overgeneralization of existing English

x .
pattern ( receave nro receive

= Omission of letter not pronounced (!E.'EEaY;‘. pro stayed) (3A)

= Omission of soundad letter ( conrol pro control) (1B)

Addition of letter ("where pro were) (4C)

= Transposition of letters (*quiet pro quite) (2D)

= Substitution of a letter which in native English words does not
represent the phoneme of the intended word (*wery pro very) (1E)

F = Substitution of a letter which may stand for the phoreme of the

intended word (¥deside pio decide) (5F)
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A graphic illustration of this classification can be seen on the
next page, where also those error types occurring in the corpus are
explicitly mentioned. Note that the ccrpus comprises only testis of
writing skills (compositions, translatic..s and questions on vocabu-
lary), not dictations. Most spelling errors in compositions and trans-
lations origirate from a late stage in the communication chain: the

- student fails to find the right graphemic realization of the word.
When the lealmer has progressed beyond the initial stage of learning,
spelling errors due to faulty perception and discrimination are rela-
tively rare in written tests, although they still, of course, may
occur, particularly in areas known to cause difficulties to particular
groups of learmers. In dictation, on the other hand, errors are very

often due to faulty nerception and diccrimination, and the versions of
words produced often differ considsrably from the original. Although
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“pure® spelling errors do occur, dictation is not, contrgry to what

has sometimes been maintaived, primarily a test of spelling, but a test
of listening comprehension, and some investigators have even made it a
principle to disregard "pure" spelling errors when marking a dictationm.
The system of Finnish spelling differs from that of Swedish, and
particularly from the English system in that it is rear-phonemic, with
a very good correspondence between sounds and symbols. Whether this
constitutes an advantage to Finns or not, as compared with Swedes, is
not clear, and at ani rate an attempt to answer the question must take
into account the differences -yetween English, Finland-Swedish and Finn-

ish phonetics and phonology.

1y .
The corpus shows the following distribution of erros:

Table 1

Finnish

Int.
Adv.

Swedish
@
Int..

Adv.

Table 2

mish/Swedish number of spell

1A 1B

31 25
8 M

1A 1B

15 6
8 47

Finnish/Swedish number of spelling errors, categories 3,4 and 5

1C
26
27

1C

14
16

1D

1E

10 148

3

1D

16

Finnish
Int.
Adve

Swedish

Int.
Adv.

34 3C

5 10
4 13

34 3¢

5 26
10 14

3F

N
39

51

1E

54
45

1F

12
25

1F

8
28

44 4C g
13 1 12
- - 5
4i 4C 4F
19,3 9
2 =~ 2

Int. = Intermediate level

Adv. = Advanced level

L

1

errors, categories 1 and 2

20 2B 2C 2D

5A

26
49

54
16
55

5¢C
16
74

5C

13
60

% Fie= 58, N Swes= 42)
(N Fi.=231, N Sw.=214)

2E

35
18

2E

20
21

2F

14
10

2F
12
9

5D 5SF

2 63
- 178

5D SF

3 5
- 126

Total

153
262

Tota

154
319

3
-

Total

322
197

Total

154
197
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The total number ¢f errors is 934 for the Finns (475 intermediate +
459 advanoed) and 824 for the Swedes (308 intermediate + 516 advanced).
Let vs first see whether tle tg;pes.of errors made change with the prog-
ress of learning. Obviously spelling errors gradually decrease in fre-
quency (not only are the numbers of the intermediate group much smaller,
but the texts analysed at the advanced level are about twice the length
of those at the intermediate 1ete1), but there is also a difference in
kind, At the intermediate stage there 13‘. 1a.rge variety of spelling
errora, but those predominating are type 1, where the erronec ¢ form has
a pronunciation different from the intended form. Type 1E (substitution
of a lette: that .arhot stand for the intended phoneme) is especially
frequent: more than a quarter of all spelling errors at the intermediate
stage belong to this group, whercas the percentage for the advanced
group is less than 10. At the advanced stage, on the other band, type 5
(overgeneralization of existing pattems) has increased from 25 to 45%
of the total number of errors.

The two language groups differ -~lightly from each other in that the
dominance of 1E errors is much more pronounced with the Finns, especial-
ly at the early stage. Swedes, on the other hand, tend to make errors
of tyw 5F in particular, i.e., they substitute a letter which in other
contexts may stand for the intended phoneme, the resulting word still
having the same pronunciation as the inteénded word. Primarily because
of the frequency of errors of this type, Swedes at the advanced level
make more, not Zewer errors than Finns, although the intermediate
learners present a reverse picture. In fact, we here seem to have dif-
ferent rates of learning: the Finns have considerable initial diffi-
culties, but once they have read English for 7 or 8 years they have
learnt how to spell as well as and even better than the Swedes.

If the Finns progress more quickly in learning English spelling:
from a poor beginning, due largely to perceptual problems, to a state
vhere the total number of errors ig smaller than that of the Swedes, a
plausible hypothesis might be ihat they attach more importance than
Swedes to the written forms of words. This view might get some support
from the fact that the type of error that is mainly rmsponsible for the
difference is 5F, where Swades at the input stage store the word in a
phonologically correct form, but then produce errors at the output stage
by substituting another letter, which is usually a perfectly reasonable
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guess, for the correct oxie. Oreater dependence on written forms in
lci‘ming English would also contribute to explaining the conspicuously
bad results for Finns, as compared with Swedes, in both listening com-
prehension iests (compared wiih reading comprehension tests) in tre
na.tiongi matriculation examination and the partial dictation test in

the entrance tests (compared with all other part. of the tert) For,

if a word is stored in the brain in the form /nurse/, not /nae/, the
-triné of letters being memorized as a corresponding string of Finhish
phonemes, it takes longer to activate it in the recognition process o -
listening. If this is true, it wouléd contribute to making Finns rea.&h
the stage of a.\rtomation4 later than Swedes. Under the time pressure of
a listoning or speaking situation the result of lacking automation is
wrong comprehension or very stacocato speech witix disturbing pauses.
Thus, although it may not be possible to prove this, it seems probable
that Finns more than Swedes store vocabuliry items in their writtem
form, or rather, they store the writtepn form according to the principles
of L1, not L2. ‘

A main reason for the Finns' dependence on written forms would be
the near-phonemic spelling system: Finns are more used to relying on the
spelling when storing a word phonologically. With English words, the ga.d
correspondence between spelling and pronunciatior. makes such a procedure
highly uneconomical, to say the least.

" Individusl errors of types other than SF may also reveal differ—
ences between the two language groups. We can lcok at a number -of errors
vhere the problems of spelling from a contrastive point of view should
be vary much the same for Finns and Swedés. I rave cﬁorsen the pairs v-w,
w-wh, and the silent: -e as examples. There are fairly clear differences
in frequency, although the scarcity of the material prevents very far-
reaching conclusions: '

Table 3 Finnish/Swedish number of spelling errors

Type of error v-w (1E) w-wh (54 or 5C) Silent -e (54 or 5C)
Ex. !_u_lg_x_z *uhrist ’_l_z_g_gg

Intermediate 12/22 /1 16/20

Natric. exame. ’ ‘

(N Fi=1003Sw=100) 1/6 -/1 25/29

Advanced 1/6 1/1 18/45
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Althorgh a larger corpus would definitely be needed here, the’

trend is for the Sweder t0 make more errors of these types, Why this
.should be so is not ..mmediately obvious, but again a plausible explana-
tion, or part of it, is that Finns are more concerned with written
forms. Nore light on this question might be shed by a vocahulary test
which has been given to a fairly large number of Swedish and Finnish
learners at the gymmasitm stage of education (6-7 years of English).
The results from ihis tcst are, however, not yet available.

Spolling is an area where, at least at first sight, Li-interfer-
ence does not seem to be a majoxr consideration, Relatively few spelling
errors are clearly ascribable to direct interference from a correspond-
ing similar werd in the mother tongue, Errors cf this type are rare
even in language learners with an L1 closely related to L2 (as Swedish
md English), although they do gcous occasionally, as in “artifi ciell
for iﬁc;a.l, temporar for _m It seems that spelling is an
area where the studant early becomes fully aware that the L2 has a ‘
special system different from the spelling system he is used to, and
that in learning to master this system he does not meet many great or-
ganizational problems.5 To learners with a Roman alpkabet in their L1,
most of both the symbols and the correipondences between English sounds
and symbols are already familiar. The Roman alphabet is a closed system
with only a small number of symbols and a limited nmnber of possible
correspondences between these symbols and sounds.

Does the comparative absence of errors due to such direct associ-
ative interference from coméponding L1=items then mean that the
1e§mer's L1 plays almost no part at all in learning hoxrv to spell Eng-
1ish? If this is 80, then it would not Le possible to discem other
than randoii differences in frequency between the spelling errors made
by Finns and Swedes. But in fact there are different patterms of error
frequoncy, in that at one particular stage of learning Fimmns tend to
make a larger number of errors of one type, Swedes of another type (see
the tables above). The most striking instance, however, is the frequent
ooocurrence of errors by Finns in rendering English stop3. Such errors
are very rare among Swedish learners, who have little dilficulty in dis-
tinguishing between /p,t,k/ and /b,d,g/« From a corpus of more than 1700
errors, 70 of this type were made by Finns, but only 5 by Swedes, It is
quite evident that the reason for the many Finnish misspellings of this




kind must be sought in the L1 — in this case perceptual d.ifﬁculties
for #Minnish learners dus to the lack of a distinction corresponding to
Jthat made in the Germanio 1a.ng'uages.6 Or, in other words, these errors
are ‘due to L1-interference at the ir~it'%Htage. It seems reasonably safe
t0 conclude that at least spelling‘ errors that ﬁflect perceptual dif-
ficulties at the input stage frequently show clear _phonemic Li-inter-

ference .7

One error, which was made bty nine Swedes but no Finn out of 100
matrioulation examination candidates in each group was to render the
English word false, Sw. falsk, by if&g}g. The sirategy for these
learners, who apparently ‘had an exirémely vague idea about the English
word, was obviously to produce an English~looking form, starting out
from the Swedish word: Tlhey a.pplied their knowledge tha.t the mglish §
cluster sh usually comsgonds to the Swedish sk. This error thus ségins )
to be dus to a combination of L1- and L2~interference. (Another pbssi-
bility would be to ascribe this error to interference from German. How-
ever, the candidates' knowledge ot German at this stage is generally
very superficial, and other instances of possiblé German interference
are extremely rare, Alsc, the Finns at this stage have read as much, or
as little, German as the Swedes.)

More examples of this kind would mean that it would hardly be poss-—
ible to maintain a rigid dietinction between L1-interference (inter-
‘lingual i‘ntex;f_‘erence) and L2-interference (intralingual interference). -
The distinction may well be an artificialy though convenient, oversim—
plifica.tion.8 Some instances may be clear cases of ome or the other,
but even within individual words a constant interplay between the two »
is taking place during the creative process tha.t learning a new language
is. We need a clearer understanding of this interpla\y and, in gencral,
of the learmer's analogical processes through which he arrives at er-

. roneous, or, for that maiter, correct forms. To linguists, there is a
great temptation to exaggerate the importance of languasc and language
systems, and to make conveniant oversimplifi‘ca.tions at the expense of

-

the stm:teg*.es of the learmar, which, to be sure, ere not easily 8.!;18!1-‘
able to analysis.

' When a learner is confronted with a new spellir. system in another
language, he begins to note similarities and differences to his L1 and
to other languages he knows. He very soon learns that tkere are some

lu
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fixed patterms in English spelling, some bteing simiiar to, others
different from, those of his mother tongue, and & constant interplay
between peroeived similarities and differences within the L2 on the one
hand and between L1 and L2 on the other begins to take placee Mere pho-
nological contrastive studies of the twu systems do not lead to an ex-
planation of errors, but together with an.analysis of errors they can
help to sscertain how differences and similarities are perceived iy
‘leu'nom with the same mother tongus. These rerceived similarities and
differences vary greatly depending not ogly on the L1 a.nd' other poss-
ible languages the learner may know, but also on many factors such as
the stage of learning, the age and motivation of the learnmer, the
learning situation etc. ‘

However, the learmer does not push his L1 away entirely when
learning how to spell another language. At the early stages of learning,
Li-interference is clearly more evident in the learner's.interlanguage
thsn at later stages. But Li-interference in spelling errors probauly
appears in combinetion with L2-interference in more subtle and complex

* ways than has been realized. And I think there is good reason to be-

lieve that this is true not only of spelling, but of pronunciation,
lexis and syntax as we11.9

NOTES

1 An earlier work on the differences between Finns and Swedish Finns
learning English is Ringbom & Palmberg (eds.) (1976).

2 Some previous works dealing with spelling errors are Brown (1970),
Bg (1973), Kithlwein (1970), Oller & Ziahosseiny (1970) and Spache
(1940).

3 See Ringbom (1976), pe 4.

4 Skill theory, in which automation figures prominently, i1s an inter-
esting, relatively recent development in psycholinguistics which
may contribute much to our knowledge of foreign language learning.
See, for instance, Levelt (1975)s ~—

5 8o far nobody has fully explored the distinction between organiz-
ational problems, oacurring at the early stage of learning another
language, where the learnmer tries to organize his data into under—
standable categories, and the later stage of choice problems, where

o .
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the learner has been able to simplify his task imto making choicer
betseen a set of clearcut alternatives. The general distinction
between choice problems and organizational nioblems was made by
Calanter (1966).

6 Fimnish is a language with basically oaly onc series of stops,
/pyt,k/, possibly also /i/, which has z marginal statvs since it
occurs only in certain medial nositions. /b/ and /g/ 4o aot occur
in native Finnish words. See e.g. Suomi {1976).

7 For the difficulties Finns have with Germanic stops, see Suomi
(1976) and Nygird in this volume. : .

8 Cf. Legenhausen (1975), p. 29: “Es i3t ... unbectritten, dass L1-
und L2-Interferenz als die wichtigsten Fehlerursachen gelten

]

missen, die Riickschliisse auf Lerneratrategien zulassen. Man muss
. sicn Jedoch fragen, was mit dieser ?tikettlerung der Fehler gewon-
nen ist."s N
9 I am grateful to Jaakko Lehtonen and Geoff 3y Pbillips for comments
on this paper. ‘
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