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Teachers and Students’ Evaluations of
Foreign Language Errors: A Meeting

of Minds?

DAVID BIRDSONG and MARGARET ANN KASSEN

University of Florida University of Texas

RESEARCH IN THE AREA OF FOREIGN-LANGUAGE
error evaluations has typically focused on three
groups of evaluators: 1) teachers who are native
speakers of the target language; 2) nonnative
teachers of the target language; and 3) native
speakers not involved in language teaching.
The objectives of such studies have been quite
diverse. Ervin and Galloway, for example,
investigate the issue of uniformity of error judg-
ments among the three groups of evaluators,
while Chastain, Ensz, Gynan (17, 18), and
Piazza inter alia are concerned with these raters’
reactions to various types of errors. Other re-
search has examined the array of experiential
and attitudinal variables that influence judg-
ments of foreign language.’

While error judgments among instructors
and native speakers have received ample atten-
tion, a significant group of error evaluators has
been systematically overlooked: students. For-
eign language learners regularly commit errors;
they often hear and read other learners’ mis-
takes; they dutifully submit to correction by
their instructors. Given this error-intensive
environment, we should not be surprised if
learners themselves developed a sense of which
errors are most serious.

Students’ error evaluations take on particular
significance when compared to those of teachers.
For example, if students and instructors agreed
in principle on the seriousness of a given error
pattern, remediation might become a more co-
operative enterprise. Moreover, initial remedial
efforts could be constructively directed at what
both parties identified as the biggest blunders.
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This type of accord could also help students
understand their teachers’ criteria for assigning
grades and their teachers’ rationales for correc-
tion of errors in oral classroom performance
(see Hendrickson; Cathcart & Olsen). Quite
possibly, this understanding could contribute
to a lowering of individual and group anxiety
levels in the foreign-language classroom (Hor-
witz et al.). Finally, it has been suggested
(Bewell & Straw; Gass) that development of
metalinguistic skills—among them assessments
of interlanguage and target language utterances
—may coincide with or even promote advances
in overall language ability.

Though agreement among teachers and stu-
dents in error evaluations may be desirable in
the foreign-language classroom, whether such
a “meeting of minds” is attainable remains to
be seen. Indeed, this idealized consensus would
appear somewhat unrealistic, given the idiosyn-
crasies of individual teachers and students,
along with the well-documented response vari-
ability inherent in metalinguistic tasks in gen-
eral, and in error judgments in particular (Bird-
song, 6; Chaudron; Galloway). Add to this the
disagreements in error evaluation among native
and nonnative teachers found by Ervin, and it
would appear unreasonable to expect uniform-
ity of judgment, whether within groups or be-
tween groups of students and teachers.

Nevertheless, to suppose that certain factors
may influence the degree of congruence in error
judgments is not unreasonable. Let us take the
common situation of English natives who teach
French. These teachers have themselves studied
(or, in some cases, are presently studying) the
target language. One might conjecture that, if
teachers and students shared linguistic back-
ground and learning experiences, they might
also share rationales for error judgment. For
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example, both groups could relate target-lan-
guage errors to comparable errors in their com-
mon mother tongue; or they might, by having
all committed much the same errors as learners,
somehow “empathize” in error evaluations.

Another factor which could influence com-
parability of students’ and teachers’ judgments
is the length of students’ exposure to the target
language. As teachers, we serve in many ways
as models for our students. By our reactions
to errors we may be cultivating in students
standards for error evaluation similar to our
own. Over time, our students’ reactions to
errors may begin to coincide with ours.

From the preceding speculations emerge two
principal hypotheses tested in the present study.
Hypothesis I predicts that student and teacher
error judgments will better conform if teachers
have the same native language as their stu-
dents. Hypothesis IT predicts that, relative to
those of beginners, advanced students’ error
judgments will better conform to teachers’ judg-
ments,

A third hypothesis is a logical derivative of
the first two. Hypothesis III predicts that, of
all comparisons of student and teacher error
evaluations, the greatest conformity will be ob-
served among advanced students and teachers
with the same native language as the students.
These hypotheses are tested with materials and
procedures designed to reduce the number of
confounding and/or latent variables that com-
plicate interpretation of results.

In addition to exploring these hypotheses,
our investigation offers new perspectives on the
congruence of error judgments among native
and nonnative teachers of the target language.
We also examine the extent to which learners
at different levels of instruction agree with one
another in error evaluations.

Our discussion of the data centers on differ-
ences in results obtained by various statistical
procedures. These differences suggest the need
to identify two types of agreement in error
evaluation: agreement in terms of rating sever-
ity and agreement about the seriousness of one
item relative to another. We conclude by situat-
ing the present study within current research
in metalinguistic performance and by discuss-
ing the implications of our study for foreign lan-
guage instruction and curriculum planning.
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METHOD

Subjects. Participants in this study included
ten French native-speaking (FNS) and ten Eng-
lish native-speaking (ENS) instructors of
French at the University of Texas. The FNS
instructors, aged 24-49, had from fourteen to
twenty-five years’ total schooling and three to
twenty-four years of teaching experience. The
ENS instructors ranged in age from twenty-
nine to forty-two years, had had twenty to
twenty-six years of schooling, and from one to
fourteen years of teaching experience.? All ENS
instructors had studied French as a foreign lan-
guage and had attained near-native or native
fluency. (Note: the ENS and FNS instructors
were recruited as participants in the Birdsong
& Thoren study; a subset of their judgment
data is reported in the present study and is com-
pared to that of students described below.)

The twenty-one second-language learners
(L2L’s) in this study were enrolled at the Uni-
versity of Texas in French language courses;
twelve of these subjects (hereafter L2L-A) were
near the end of their second semester of French
instruction; nine of these subjects (hereafter
L2L-B) were near the end of their fifth semes-
ter of French instruction. Subjects ranged in
age from eighteen to thirty; roughly half of the
subjects in each group were male, half were
females. All students in the sample had received
a grade of “B” or higher in previous French
courses.

Instrument. The French-language portion of
the Birdsong & Thoren questionnaire was used
in the present study. The instrument consisted
of a set of thirty-two deviant French sentences,
each containing one error. All errors had been
validated by three experienced French teachers
(not subjects in the instructor sample) as being
representative of those typically made by be-
ginning students. Errors were equally dis-
tributed across four broad categories or types:
morphology, syntax, lexicon, and phonology.
A complete list of test items is found in the Ap-
pendix. Before presentation to subjects, the
deviant sentences had been recorded in com-
puter-randomized order by a female American
undergraduate student who spoke French with
a slight but detectable accent.

Criterion. A precondition for any error judg-
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Error Evaluation

ment task is the establishment of a criterion for
evaluation. Some traditional criteria such as
comprehensibility (the degree to which an error
is an impediment to understanding) and urrita-
tion (the degree to which an error provokes a
negative reaction) are geared to reflect the lin-
guistic experiences and attitudes of teachers and
natives. Learners, however, and especially be-
ginners, are not likely to understand or apply
these criteria in the manner of instructors and
native speakers.

The Birdsong & Thoren study assigned a
neutral label, seriousness of error (cf. Hendrick-
son) to its criterion, which was also employed
in the present study. The term may be func-
tionally interpreted as the likelihood that a
given error will provoke interruption and cor-
rection by a listener in a specified speech situa-
tion. The criterion of seriousness was defined
for subjects in terms of a realistic conversational
context in which they were called on to stop and
correct the speaker when errors were made.
Significantly, the speech situation chosen was
one that was plausible and understandable for
stiidents and teachers alike. L2L subjects were
instructed as follows:

Imagine that the speaker on the tape is your room-
mate or close friend. She is planning a trip to France
and has asked you, knowing that you study French,
to help prepare her for this experience by correcting
her errors when the two of you casually converse in
French. Assuming that the more serious an error is,
the more important it is to correct it, and that it is
not possible to correct all her errors in such an in-
formal situation, how important is it that each of the
following errors be corrected?

An essentially identical situation had been
presented to instructors by Birdsong and
Thoren:

Imagine that you are having an informal conversa-
tion in French with a student of that language who
has asked you to correct her errors, as the student
is planning a trip to a country in which that language
is spoken. Assuming that the more serious the error
is, the more important it is to correct it, and that it
is not possible to correct all errors, how important
is it that each of the following errors be corrected?

These instructions were not devised in the
(vain) hope of eliminating comprehensibility
and irritation as factors in subjects’ judgments:
there can be little doubt that one or both fac-
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tors entered into the evaluation routines of at
least some subjects. (For discussion of overlap-
ping criteria, see Gynan, 17; Ludwig.) How-
ever, unlike comprehensibility and irritation,
a neutral criterion such as “seriousness” can be
embraced by all respondent groups. In addi-
tion, contextualization of the criterion injects
a desirable element of realism into the experi-
mental setting. We also felt that, by giving ex-
plicit instructions and contextualization of the
criterion, we might reduce the likelihood of sub-
jects’ idiosyncratically interpreting (“reading
into”) the experimental task.

Procedure. Once given the specification of the
criterion, raters were told that they would be
evaluating errors of a five-point scale, 1 being
“‘not at all’ important to correct,” 5 being “‘ex-
tremely’ important to correct,” and 2, 3, and 4
having intermediate values.

Before hearing each taped deviant sentence,
L.2L subjects consulted a written transcript of
that item, along with a gloss (in French) of the
corresponding non-deviant utterance. To en-
sure that L2L raters would recognize and focus
on the deviant portion of each item, errors of
morphology, syntax, and lexicon were italicized
on the transeript, while pronunciation errors
were underlined. This procedure was intended
to attenuate a possible confounding factor of
salience or detectability (see discussion, below,
and Gynan, 18).

ENS and FNS instructors in the Birdsong &
Thoren study were also provided with copies
of the correct French utterance corresponding
to each deviant test item. When deviant pro-
nunciation was involved, the mispronounced
portions were underlined in the non-deviant
gloss.

Instructor raters were given approximately
ten seconds between items. L2L subjects were
given fifteen to twenty seconds between items,
as they were obliged to consult two written ver-
sions of each stimulus item.

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

The data analyzed in this study include raw
data from the study by Birdsong & Thoren on
ENS and FNS instructors’ error evaluations,
along with our own judgment data elicited from
the two groups of learners (L2L-A and L2L-
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B). For each of the thirty-two deviant items,
mean ratings were calculated; these figures are
included in the Appendix. Grand means calcu-
lated across all items were as follows: FNS
4,17, std dev = .60; ENS = 3.69, std dev
.70; L2L-B = 3.44, std dev = .87; L2L-A
2199, std devi=".87.%

Recalling that a rating of five indicates the
judgment “‘extremely’ important to correct,”
these grand mean figures point to a tendency
among teachers, and especially FNS, to rate
items more harshly than students.* The severity
of native-speaking French teachers’ responses
is consistent with Ervin’s finding that native-
speaking teachers of Russian are more critical
of errors than nonnative teachers and than
natives who are not teachers. Also, among
FNS, response means across all items were less
dispersed than among other groups; for FNS,
most of the means for individual items clustered
near the upper end of the 1 to 5 scale. The fre-
quency distribution of item means for FNS and
all other groups is detailed in Table I, below.
For the four respondent groups, tabular and
bar chart representations of the frequency dis-
tribution of means for individual test items (test
item n = 32). NOTE: Bar charts recapitulate
graphically the numerical data in correspond-
ing tables. Each bar corresponds to a range:
Bar #1 depicts numbers of items with response
means greater than 1.0 and less than or equal
to 1.5; Bar #2 has a range of >1.5<2.0; Bar
#3: >2.0=<2.5, ete. The vertical axis (labelled
“Count”) in each bar graph indicates how many
response means (out of a total of 32) fall within
the range of each bar. The vertical axes are
sealed; thus the heights of the bars are properly
proportioned within each chart but should not
be used for comparison across charts.

The depiction of response frequency in Table
I reveals divergent patterns of evaluations
among the four groups of raters. As noted
above, one of the more striking features of the
tables and bar charts is the high frequency of
FNS responses clustering toward numerically
high (“‘extremely’ important to correct”) rat-
ings. Among FNS respondents, only one item
received a mean rating at or below neutrality
(3.0). ENS subjects are not quite so biased
toward assigning severe (high numeric) ratings;
five items (fewer than sixteen percent) were
evaluated at or below neutrality. The L2L-A
responses are much less harsh, as fewer than
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TABLE I
From To
Bar (=) (=) Count  Percent
FNS

1 1.0 1.5 0 0
2 1.5 2.0 0 0
3 2.0 2.5 0 0
4 2.5 3.0 1 8.125
5 3.0 3.5 6 18.75
6 3.5 4.0 7 21.875
7 4.0 4.5 6 18.75
8 4.0 5.0 12 475 Mode

Bar Chart of FNS

Mode
PRSP Median
124 - Mean

41
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Bar #

ten percent of item means were above four. In
contrast, more than thirty-one percent of L2L-
B means fell above four, a clue to the differ-
ence in severity of evaluation between the two
groups of students.

Mean data were then subjected to analyses
of variance (ANOVA). A one-way ANOVA
performed on all four groups revealed signifi-
cant differences among the groups: F (3, 124)
= 13.625, p<.0001. To isolate these differ-
ences, pairwise F-tests were performed on indi-
vidual groups. These results are displayed in
Table II. F-ratios in pairwise F-tests ( p<.05
for all comparisons except ENS vs L2L-B).®

Data from the paired comparisons above
confirm the intergroup disparities suggested in
the raw mean and distributional data. Signifi-
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TABLE I (continued) TABLE I (continued)
—— S
From To From To
’_'E‘_lﬂf_____ | Bar (>) (=) Count  Percent Bar (=) (=) Count  Percent
B ] ENS L2L-B
1 1 1.0 1.5 0 0 1 1.0 1.5 0 0
' 2 1.5 2.0 0 0 2 1.5 2.0 1 3.125
3 2.0 2.5 3 9.375 3 2.0 2.5 ¢ 12.5
125 4 2.5 3.0 2 6.25 4 2.5 3.0 8 25 Mode
75 5 3.0 3.5 7 21.875 5 3.0 35 4 12.5
875 6 325 4.0 9 28.125 Mode 6 350 4.0 5 15.625
75 i 4.0 4.5 8 25 7 4.0 4.5 5 15.625
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our. In cant differences are found for all between-group ~ interested in knowing whether respondents
fL2L- comparisons except one, ENS vs L2L-B. The tend to judge a given error as more serious or
differ- greatest magnitude of difference is seen in the  less serious than another error. Let us imagine,
he two comparison of FNS to L2L-A: French native-  for example, that FNS respondents assign a
speaking teachers stand out as being far more ~ mean rating of 4.7 to error x, while the L2L-A
alyses severe in their error judgments than beginning ~ mean rating for x is 3.4; for error y the ratings
NOVA Jearners are. Recalling the raw mean data for  are 4.3 and 3.1, respectively; for error 2, 3.9
ignifi- all four groups, it would appear that harshness ~ and 2.5, and so on. Such a pattern would indi-
, 124) in error judgments correlates well with expo-  cate that beginning students (despite their low
liffer- sure to the target language, as natives are most ~ numeric mean ratings) agree with French
L indi- severe, followed by nonnative teachers, inter-  native teachers (despite their high numeric rat-
ed in mediate students, and beginning students (see  ings) on the seriousness of some errors relative
<.05 Ludwig 279ff; Ervin; discussion below). to others.
-B).5 While the data displayed in Tables I and II To determine if such an agreement exists,
thove suggest considerable differences among the four  two correlations of group means for individual
ed in groups of respondents, an important compari-  items were performed. The first was a simple

nifi- son remains to be made. Specifically, we are

correlation, yielding Pearson product-moment
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TABLE 1 (continued) TABLE II
FromE FNS  ENS L2L-B  L2L-A
Bar (>) (=) Count  Percent
FNS 8.51 15.35 39.89
L2L-A ENS 1.69 [NS]  12.88
1 1.0 1.5 0 0 L2L-B 4.33
2 155 2.0 ] 15.625
3 2.0 2.5 8 25 Mode
4 2.5 3.0 £ 9.375
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6 3.5 4.0 g vgshe ixgode  AABLE
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coefficients of linear correlation (r). The sec-
ond comparison was a rank-order correlation,
using a conservative measure sensitive to ties
(Kendall’s tau). In the latter procedure, inter-
val scale data (item means ranging from one
to five) are converted to rankings (items
ordered from most to least serious along a range
of one to thirty-two); correlations are then made
by comparing the respondent groups’ rank-
orderings of the thirty-two errors. Table III dis-
plays correlation coefficients and Kendall's tau
rank-order coefficients, both based on mean
ratings for individual items. Correlation coef-
ficients (left figure in each cell) and Kendall’s
tau corrected for ties (right figure, bold type)
for item means. All correlations are significant
at p<.01.

The results of both the simple correlation and
the rank-order correlation indicate that, though

In reviewing the results of this survey, it is
important to distinguish between severity of judg-
ment and relative seriousness of error. With the
exception of the ENS/L2L-B comparison, the
respondent groups differ significantly in terms
of severity. Consistent with the findings of
Ervin, FNS are harsher than ENS teachers;
teachers, with the exception just noted, are
harsher than students. A progression of severity
of ratings is observed: as subjects approach
native speaker status, their responses become
more severe.

While all indices of severity (mean ratings,
frequency distribution of item means, and
analyses of variance) point to differences among
error evaluators, rank-order and simple corre-
lational data suggest a great deal of similarity
in the groups’ assignments of relative serious-
ness. The latter procedures suggest that the
numerical ratings across groups are merely
logarithmie variants of a single underlying
effect; a focus on the former type of error evalu-
ation data, therefore, may obscure between-
group agreements about the relative seriousness
of errors.
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Eror Evaluation

A glance at the ratings compiled in the Ap-
pendix is revealing. All groups agree, for ex-
ample, that Je suis bois un café (Item 19) is a more
serious error than Jai aimé ce livre beaucoup (Item
30), and that the latter is more serious than
diphthongizing the final vowel in Entrez (Item
1). The strength of the concordance among
groups in this respect is suggested by the very
robust Pearson and Kendall coefficients dis-
played in Table III.

Having distinguished between severity of
judgment and relative seriousness of error, we
now see that the original statements of the three
hypotheses were too general. Each referred to
students’ and teachers’ evaluations “conform-
ing,” without specifying the nature of the con-
formity. As a consequence, assessments of the
accuracy of our hypotheses’ predictions will
vary according to which kind of data—judg-
ment severity or relative seriousness —are sum-
moned as evidence.

If both kinds of data are allowed, all three
hypotheses receive support. In terms of sever-
ity of judgment, a concordance between groups
is found in the non-significant differences in
mean ratings for the ENS and L2L-B groups
(3.69 and 3.44, respectively). ENS and L2L-B
are also alike in terms of evaluations of relative
seriousness, as their product-moment coeffi-
cient (.846) and rank-order correlation coef-
ficient (.723) are marginally larger than for
other pairings. These two pieces of evidence are
consistent with Hypothesis III, which predicted
that the strongest agreement in error evalua-
tion would be found among advanced learners
and teachers with the same native language as
the students.® Hypothesis IT (which predicted
that advanced students’ ratings would better
conform to teachers’ than would those of be-
ginners) receives support from judgment sever-
ity data. The L2L-B mean (3.44) is signifi-
cantly higher than the L2L-A mean (2.99);
and, as we have already observed, it is not sig-
nificantly different from the ENS mean. How-
ever, the L2L-B mean is significantly lower
than the FNS mean (4.17). Finally, evidence
favoring the first hypothesis —that better con-
cordance of judgment will obtain between stu-
dents and teachers who share a native lan-
guage—is found in the relative SEriousness
data. Correlations are more robust between
ENS instructors and learners (r's > .84; taus >
.70) than between FNS instructors and learn-
ers (f's<.74; taus<.57).
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An altogether different assessment of the hy-
potheses results if only relative seriousness data
are considered. In terms of these data, all
groups are essentially the same, with minor dif-
ferences in robustness of the correlations lend-
ing modest support to the spirit of Hypotheses
I and III. Given the overall strength of be-
tween-group agreements, the three hypotheses
— at least as far as evaluations of relative seri-
ousness are concerned —are vacuous.

Discrimination among respondent groups is
achieved, on the other hand, with judgment
severity data. As we have noted, the key datum
is the non-significant difference between ENS
and L2L-B. This piece of evidence is in keep-
ing with the predictions of Hypotheses IT and
I11.

LIMITATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS

The present investigation has several limi-
tations. First, our responses were collected
under an artificial set of conditions. Respond-
ents were asked to imagine a realistic situation,
but were forced to act somewhat unrealistically,
as they were not to pay attention primarily to
the intended message of the speaker, but to the
deviance of the utterance.

Other limitations derive from the fact that
the deviant sentences in our study did not ap-
pear within a context of connected discourse.
Clearly, the lack of a realistic discourse con-
text places respondents in an unnatural linguis-
tic situation and puts constraints on the inter-
pretation of our results. The “discourse context”
for a given error in our investigation consisted
of the items that preceded it: when rendering
error judgments for that item, subjects doubt-
less reflected on their judgments of earlier
items. The implication for interpretation of
results is that the severity ratings for a given
item in our study should not be viewed as abso-
lute measures or as hard-and-fast evaluations
of an isolated linguistic deviance. Instead they
should be understood in a relative sense, to
some degree a function of ratings of other
errors.

Another drawback resulting from lack of dis-
course context involves the notion of “compre-
hensibility.” Though subjects had at their dis-
posal target-language glosses of the intended
message for each item, it is still possible that
judgment routines took into account whether
an error affected the understanding of its sen-
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tence. If all items were couched in a rich dis-
course context rather than in isolated sentences,
some errors might emerge as more compre-
hensible, other errors less so. The question of
ecological validity —whether results similar to
those of our study would obtain in real-life
situations —is still open.”

Despite its limitations, the study invites re-
flection on the notion of a meeting of minds:
that is, the extent to which instructors and stu-
dents agree — or should agree —in their evalua-
tions of foreign language errors. Our results
suggest that in terms of judging the relative
seriousness of errors, students and teachers are
in agreement. In fact, for our four respondent
groups, such a meeting of minds is found to
obtain in all six intergroup comparisons, as
each group agrees with all the others, This find-
ing might surprise—and encourage— those
teachers who perceive students as generally
oblivious to errors. It may be argued, however,
that our results are not representative of the
entire population of foreign-language learners,
since the learners in our study had received
grades of “B” or better. Does congruence of
teachers’ and students’ assessments of relative
seriousness correlate with student achieve-
ment?® This question merits further research.
If such a correlation were found, then the issue
of causality would have to be explored: is the
agreement of students and teachers on error
evaluations attributable to achievement, or is
achievement in some way enhanced by sensi-
tivity to errors?

In terms of the harshness or severity of rat-
ings, our four groups largely disagree. Ap-
parently this is a principled, not random, dis-
agreement, as the severity of rating correlates
positively with language proficiency. In this
finding our study is consonant with those of
Odlin (23) and Birdsong (5), who report that
with increased language exposure comes a ten-
dency toward rendering metalinguistic judg-
ments that depart significantly from neutrality.
As was the case with assessments of relative
seriousness, causality questions emerge from
the attested correlation of severity and profi-
ciency. Future researchers may consider the
possibility that severity reflects confidence in
judgments, and that confidence accrues with
proficiency (see Yule et al.; cf. Ross). Relative
lack of confidence in judgments could be the
source of Ervin’s finding that, compared to
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native-speaking teachers, even nonnative teach must be able to
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native language. The concordance of L2L-B | development of error-recogniti

and ENS ratings of severity might be traceable
to inherently similar evaluative dispositions
deriving from shared native-language back-
ground and foreign language learning experi-
ence. Alternatively, this phenomenon could
result from ENS teachers’ success —deliberate
or unintentional —in communicating their atti-
tudes toward errors in their students.

On the basis of discussions in curriculum
planning meetings and informal surveys of FNS
and ENS colleagues, we are persuaded that an
accord among students and teachers on error
gravity is a goal of language instruction, espe-
cially at advanced levels. A common lament
goes, “If only we could get students to see how
bad some of their errors are!” Our upper-divi-
sion French students and majors seem to be
aware that their instructors frown on certain
errors more than others, and that often their
grades suffer if such errors are not quickly
eradicated. Students express their eagerness to
achieve a meeting of minds with instruc-
tors —and especially with FNS instructors—in
terms of being “on the same wavelength as the
teacher,” and in terms of knowing “what is ex-
pected” of them, “what the pitfalls of the French
language are,” and “where the teacher is com-
ing from” in error correction and classroom
exercises. Unclear, however, is whether stu-
dents and teachers wish to achieve agreement
in rating severity or agreement about the rela-
tive seriousness of errors. Before a meeting of
minds can be achieved, we must know what
kind of agreement we want.

Whatever form the agreement takes, an
important precondition must be met: students
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Error Evaluation

must be able to detect errors before they can
judge them.? Error detection, like other meta-
linguistic abilities (recognition of ambiguity and
synonymy, appreciation of puns, metaphors,
and rhymes, etc.), is not possessed by all native
speakers or even by all bilinguals (Bertelson;
Scholes & Willis; Scribner & Cole). It requires
explicit, analyzed knowledge of language, along
with a well-developed mental apparatus for re-
trieving and manipulating such knowledge
(Bialystok & Ryan; Odlin, 24). The degree to
which these requirements are present in an
individual can be enhanced by certain forms
of linguistic training and experience (Bialystok
& Ryan; Olsen et al.; Van Kleeck). However,
not all language-teaching methodologies foster
development of error-recognition skills. In prin-
ciple, deductive and intentional approaches
should be more successful in this respect than
inductive, incidental approaches.!?

In this paper we have attempted to tease
apart and describe several components of the
concordance in error evaluation among teach-
ers and students. In so doing we have had to

NOTES

1Since to chronicle the findings of these investigations
would take us beyond the scope of the present paper, readers
are referred to the review article of Ludwig and discussion
in Omaggio 284{f. We wish to express our gratitude to the
students and teachers at the University of Texas at Austin
who participated in this study. We also thank Terry Odlin
(OSU) and Dan Moors (Univ. of Florida) for their com-
ments on a draft of this paper.

2Magnan, Politzer, and Delisle investigated age-related
effects in error judgments. Their findings suggest differ-
ences between children, adolescents, and adults, but not
among adults. The variable of sex was examined by Magnan,
Delisle, and Ensz, and was found not to be responsible for
significant differences in ratings. In the present study,
neither years of schooling nor years of teaching experience
correlated systematically with the severity of respondents’
error judgments.

These standard deviation figures are not to be confused
with standard deviations in ratings of individual items. For
FNS, standard deviations for each of the 32 test items

ranged from 0 to 1.4 with a mean standard deviation of

.82; for ENS, .52 to 1.65, mean = 1.08; for L2L-B, 0 to
1,32, mean = .52; for L2L-A, .13 to 1.42, mean = 86. In
responding to a given item, then, as a group L2L-B appeared
to behave most homogeneously, while ENS behaved least
homogeneously. As Table IT reveals, however, the least dis-
persion of means across all items is observed in FNS re-
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distinguish between severity and relative
seriousness, and among broad respondent cate-
gories such as native/nonnative teachers and
advanced/beginning students. Fundamental
issues, such as the role of error detection in
error judgments and the role of metalinguistic
abilities in language development, have also
been raised. The depth and breadth of the topic
of error evaluations should be remembered
when instructors and curriculum directors wish
aloud that students could “see how bad their
errors are.” What in fact are we wishing for?
Do we want students to be able to detect errors?
Do we want them to be as severe as we are in
their evaluations of errors, or do we just want
them to agree with us about which errors are
most serious? Do we really care about students
as error detectors and evaluators, so long as
they aren’t error makers? These multiple goals
should be kept conceptually distinct as we con-
sider the appropriateness and feasibility of pro-
grammatic attention to learners’ foreign-lan-
guage errors.'!

+As we see below, the difference between ENS and L2L-B
severity ratings is not statistically significant.

5Since multiple pairwise comparisons were performed,
the significance levels given in Table IT may be misleading.
More accurate figures are achieved by applying the Bon-
ferroni procedure which (details aside) would meaningfully
alter only one p value, that of the L2L-A/L2L-B compari-
son, changing it from p<.05 to p<.26.

sDifferences in robustness, when all correlations are sig-
nificant, are admittedly not persuasive evidence. This point
is discussed further below.

"Other criticisms might focus on our small sample size
and on the fact that, in the correlational analyses, simple
means (without standard deviations) were used, thus
obscuring variance figures.

8f 50, this would parallel the observed tendency for judg-
ments to become more severe as higher levels of proficiency
are achieved.

91n the discussion of our experimental methodology, we
mentioned that we had attempted to eliminate error detec-
tion as a possible confounding variable. In fact, error detec-
tion presents at least two variables to control for: some errors
are more salient or “glaring” than others, and some sub-
jects are more adept than others at spotting errors. In per-
formance on an error detection task, we would intuitively
expect these two variables to interact, such that the most
salient errors would be detected by the majority of subjects
and that some less salient errors would go undetected by
the less adept subjects.

An anonymous reviewer raised the possibility that, in
spite of our having explicitly indicated errors by underlin-
ing, italics, and non-deviant glosses, some errors may not
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have been perceived by some subjects. According to the
reviewer, this perceptual asymmetry could account for dif-
ferences in error evaluation among groups, and specifically
for the divergence of L2L-B/L2L-A, the assumption being
that some or all L2L-A subjects were unable to detect cer-
tain errors, while L2L-B's linguistic experience made them
better error detectors. (This comment pertained, presum-
ably, to intergroup differences in terms of severity of ratings,
since strong correlations in judgments of relative serious-
ness were found for all intergroup comparisons. )

While some errors in our study may have gone unde-
tected despite our procedural safeguards (e.g., pas des [def
[fréres is phonetically similar to pas de [da [ fréres), the majority
of our items incorporated errors that were phonetically and
orthographically quite distinct from their non-deviant
counterparts. Nevertheless, to test whether detection vari-
ables for putatively less salient errors may have been a factor
in intergroup rating severity differences overall, we ana-
lyzed separately those items whose deviant and non-deviant
forms were phonetically and/or orthographically similar.
These items included all pronunciation errors, one lexical
error (la vacance/les vacances), one morphology error ( pas des
[fréres/pas de fréres), and one syntax error (Qulsi-ce que fait ce
bruit/Qu'est-ce qui fait ce bruit). 1I a variable of error detection
were at play, we would expect the intergroup differences in
rating severity for these eleven items to be larger than for
the thirty-two items overall. This was not the case, as F-
ratios for three of the six intergroup comparisons involv-
ing the isolated items (FNS/ENS, ENS/L2L-B, and L2L-
B/L2L-A) did not achieve statistical significance at p<.05
(cf. Table IT). Moreover, judgments of relative seriousness
for these items did not depart markedly from the overall
figures: all intergroup r's were above .7 ( p<.03) except
for the FNS/L2L-B comparison (r=.59, p<.1; cf. Table
11D).

While intergroup severity differences cannot be attributed
to detection factors, it is of interest to note that the mean
severity ratings within groups for the eleven putatively less-
detectable items (FNS=3.71; ENS =3.2; L2L-B = 2.88;
L2L-A = 2.33) were significantly lower than the means for
the other twenty-one items (FNS = 4.41; ENS = 3.96; L2L-
B=374; L2L-A=3.34): F’s (1, 30) all exceeded 8.9,
p<.01. This difference suggests a possible influence of
error salience. It is conceivable that subjects recognized that
such errors might be less noticeable within a conversational
situation, and lowered their severity ratings accordingly.
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Error detection is obviously a crucial element in error
evaluation in real-life settings. In some experimental studies
of error judgments, however, it may have been overlooked 7
as a factor. For further discussion, see Gynan (18).

Naturally, discussion of the mechanics of various meth--
odologies —whether errors are permitted, expected, encour-
aged, corrected, etc. —would be an unnecessary digression |
here. However, we will briefly touch on an even more
fundamental pedagogical consideration lurking beneath the
issues of error detection and error evaluation. We refer to
a question of causality raised earlier in our discussion of
the correlation between student-teacher congruence in error
judgments and levels of foreign language achievement: what
is the relationship between metalinguistic skills and profi-
cient linguistic performance? Though this question has been
studied from the perspectives of both first- and second-lan-
guage development, there is to date no consensus on the
answer to this question. Some researchers argue for a
reciprocal relationship (as linguistic performance becomes
more sophisticated, metalinguistic skills are enhanced, and
vice versa); some feel the two are orthogonal, that is, related
conceptually but not causally; others argue that metalin-
guistic skills are merely an artifact of linguistic and cogni-
tive development; still others feel that there are metalin-
guistic prerequisites to certain linguistic advances. Finally,
certain researchers feel that relationships described above
are overgeneralizations, and argue that the nature of the
relationship between metalinguistic performance and L1/1.2
competence is a matter of individual differences in educa-
tion, linguistic experience, and level of literacy. For
elaborations of these positions, see Bewell & Straw, Bialy-
stok & Ryan, Gass, Smith & Tager-Flusberg, Schachter,
Seribner & Cole, and Van Kleeck.

11Because of the functional overlap of morphology, syn-
tax, and lexicon in grammar, the categorization of some
of the errors may at times seem arbitrary. Thus, examples
of errors of verb inflection such as j¢ va appear properly
classified under MORPHOLOGY, while errors in morpho-
syntax (e.g., Quest-ce que fait ce bruit? ) may seem misplaced
under SYNTAX. In the present study, the four categories
merely serve the pragmatic purpose of assuring roughly
even distribution of items across broad types of errors, Issues
in error typology are discussed by Adiv and Delisle; their
findings suggest that patterns of error judgment are not
related to broad categories such as those used in this study.
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Tetacog- Test Sentences by Error Type, with Mean Ratings by Respondent Group!!
‘irst and
t‘ﬂ'ﬂﬂ, and
ressley, Mean Ratings
w York: Item No. FNS ENS L2L-B L2L-A
R PHONOLOGY ‘
larvard [ 1 3.2 2.2 2,22 1.58  Entrez [atre] ]
2 4.3 4.3 444 4.17  Clest jaune [dz on]
of Sec- 3 3.8 3.2 2:33 2.75  Elle prend [prand] 'autobus
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APPENDIX (continued)

Mean Ratings

Item No. FNS ENS L2L-B LZE-A
4 4.5 3.7 3.56 2.33  Clest la meilleure revue [ravju]
5 &9 3.1 3.67 2.17 Il va le vendre [vadra|] (retroflex /r/)
6 3.0 2.3 1.56 1.67  Nous étudions 2 la bibliothéque [bIblio tek]
7 3.4 2.5 2.89 2.00 La maison [mesd| est trés jolie
8 3.4 3.0 3.00 1.83  Jladore lc café filtre [fIltra]
LEXICON
9 4.3 3.9 3.67 3.08  Je suis étudiante a luniversitaire *. . . & luniversité’ ting assistant pr‘ofessbr in
10 4.4 3.9 3.33 2.58  J'attends pour l'autobus J'attends 'autobus’ : the Univers
11 4.9 4.7 4.56 3.92  Nous sommes faim °. . . avons faim’ 5 i
12 4.6 4.5 4.29 3.58  J'attends toutes les réunions ‘J'assiste a . . )
13 4.0 3.8 4.22 3.83 Il y a beaucoup de traffic *. . . circulation’
14 3.3 3.8 2.89 3.42  Je dois laver mes cheveux tous les jours Je dois me laver les ¢
cheveux . ., . g uarter appr
15 4.7 4.6 4.67 4.58  J'étudie a la librairie . . . & la bibliothéque’ S course had as its top:
16 3.9 ) 2.44 2.08  Pendant la vacance de Noél, clle a voyagé ‘Pendant les ] li d
vacances . . .’ t
MORPHOLOGY
17 45 4.3 4.33 3.58  Je va a l'église le dimanche ‘Je vais . .
18 3.6 35 2.67 2,33 Je suis un professeur ‘Je suis professeur’
19 5.0 4.8 5.00 4.58  Je suis bois un café Je bois un café
20 4.9 4.5 4.56 4.00  Nous avons prendu le soleil ‘Nous avons pris . , .
21 4.8 4.1 4.33 3.75  Vous avez sorti chaque soir “Vous étes sorti . . ]
22 3.8 4 2.22 1.92  Je n'ai pas des fréres . . . pas de fréres’
23 4.7 3.8 3.11 3.25  Ma mere exige que je fais mon lit *. . . que je fasse mon lit’
24 4.7 3.6 3.00 2,50  Nous avons une nouveau maison ‘. . . une nouvelle maison’
SYNTAX
25 3.8 3.3 2.89 3.00  Clest le plus intelligent étudiant de la classe ‘Clest I'étudiant
le plus intelligent de . . ]
26 4.9 4.0 3.67 3.75  Parle-Jean francais? ‘Jean parle-t-il . . .
27 45 4.4 3.33 3.08  Qu'est-ce que fait ce bruit? ‘Qu-est-ce qui fait ce bruit?’
28 4.7 4.2 4.56 2.42  Qu'est-ce qu'il travaille avec? ‘Avec quoi est-ce qu'il
travaille?”’
29 4.6 3.8 3.00 2.17 1l continue parler ‘Il continue & parler’
30 3.5 2.6 2.78 2,42  Jai aimé ce livre beaucoup ‘J'ai beaucoup aimé ce livre'
31 3.9 3.8 3522 3.50  Je ne sais pas qu'est-ce qu'il veut ‘Je ne sais pas ce
qu'il veut'
32 4.8 4.1 3.78 3.83  Je ne vois pas rien ‘Je ne vois rien’




