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An Action Research 

This semester, I worked as a graduate assistance for publishing the ESL student 

newsletter. As I was revising the students’ writings submitted for it, I got to deal with errors and 

mistakes in them. Many of them seemed involved in missing necessary words or adding 

unnecessary ones. I got curious of why that was so and if there were ways that could help the 

students. The curiosity became developed into my action research, asking these questions:  

What words do the students miss or add in their writings? Do the errors and mistakes 

indicate any salient reason that works as a hub of most of them or any foundational grammar 

acquiring whose knowledge may help the students get over them? That is, is there any grammar, 

which may help them improve their Englishes effectively by overcoming them and the cause that 

generates them? 

Collection of The Data 

I gathered the data from the ESL students’ writings they submitted for the newsletter 

project in the Spring 2015. The students were in intermediate and high intermediate ESL classes. 

All of the writings were submitted in February and March 2015. The 17 writings, when put into 

the Microsoft Word, were about 4,400 words. The writings were the students’ drafts before they 
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got any feedback from their teachers or tutors. 

The sentences had two elements to be included in the data of this research: One, they 

were grammatically incorrect and, the other, the grammatical error or mistake was due to missing 

or adding of a word or words. I judged the sentences grammatically to gather the data from the 

writings. The grammatical judgment I made to the sentences is shown in Appendix A. The 

grammatically incorrect sentences that had the elements of the data for this research were 22 

sentences in all. Their missing or adding was analyzed to identify with which grammatical error 

or mistake was associated. Other grammatical points were ignored. 

Let’s look at the apparent features of the data. The most frequent errors and mistakes 

occurred regarding prepositions. Four sentences missed necessary preposition and four added 

unnecessary one(s).  The second most frequent errors or mistakes occurred regarding linking 1

verbs. Out of all seven of them, six are missing a necessary word and one is adding an 

unnecessary word. Three of them are missing in the relative clauses and the rest are in the main 

clauses. In a case, a linking verb is added to a general verb. Other cases than this one are 

involved mostly with the supplement of the verbs which are adjectives in five cases and a 

prepositional phrase in one case. 

The third most frequent errors and mistakes are regarding to-infinitive. Three of them 

missed ‘to’ and three of them added it incorrectly.  Interestingly, two of the missing cases are 2

associated with ‘try’—they missed ‘to’ between ‘try’ and the root verbs. The one, missing ‘to’ 

between ‘get’ and the root verb, also can be understood as similar kind of error with this since 

One adding case is located in the ‘object’ errors in the table.  1

One of this case is located among the ‘object’ errors in the table.2
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Raw Data
Error/Mistake Indetification

Corrected Data
missing Adding

- He … lived together his parents.

Preposition

- He … lived together with his parents.

- He … lived his girlfriend. - He … lived with his girlfriend.

- When I arrived the concert hall. - When I arrived at the concert hall. 

- We didn’t need to worried our lives. - We didn’t need to worried worry 
about our lives.

- Next we went Famers Market. - Next we went to Famers Market.

- The leader instruct to entire of team. 

Preposition
- The leader instructs to entire of team. 

- Although my English is not so good to 
understand about explain …. 

- Although my English is not so good 
to understand about explain 
explanation …. 

- We went to Graceland that Elvis Aron 
Presley’s house.

Linking verb

- We went to Graceland that was Elvis 
Aron Presley’s house.

- They have also Mother’s tombstones 
in garden and very pretty.

- They have also Mother’s tombstones 
in garden and which are very pretty.

- I curious about his songs. - I am/became curious about his songs.

- It sweet and beautiful. - It is sweet and beautiful.

- To make the people who around you 
happy.

- To make the people who are around 
you happy.

- Make everyone who sad happy.  - Make everyone who are sad happy.  

- It is resemble …. Linking verb - It is resembles ….

- When we get understand it.

To-infinitive

- When we get to understand it.

- Try find companionship. - Try to find companionship.

- Try smiling to the world and the world 
will smiling to you.

- Try to smiling smile to the world and 
the world will smiling smile to you.

- If you are not afraid, you can to try.
To-infinitive

- If you are not afraid, you can to try.

- You can to find some restaurants. - You can to find some restaurants.

- They need to play very cleverly. 

Object

- They need to play the game very 
cleverly. 

- He scored the most points in Ole Miss 
and lead to victory  

- He scored the most points in Ole 
Miss and lead the team to victory  

- When I went to first time, before to go 
inside, ….

Preposition/ 
To-infinitive

- When I went to there first time, 
before to going inside, ….

- Because Universal Studios is the 
movie theme amusement park, not 
only can visit some scenes often 
appears in the movie, ….

Subject
- Because Universal Studios is the 

movie theme amusement park, it not 
only can visit some scenes often 
appears appeared in the movie, ….

- Los Angeles is located on the west 
coast of California, is the second 
largest city. 

Conjunction
- Los Angeles is located on the west 

coast of California, and (it) is the 
second largest city. 



!   4

‘try to’ and ‘get to’ are very popular verbal phrases. Two cases of this type of error are somewhat 

surprising. They added ‘to’ after the modal verb ‘can’. One other kind of this type of error 

occurred in association with the preposition ‘before’. The student used to-infinitive as the object 

for the preposition. This one is included in the data even though it seems not a case of missing or 

adding a word incorrectly. However, this can be understood as a mission a right word or an 

adding a wrong word. The last type of error or mistake that occurred more than one time is 

regarding the object. In the two of the three cases of this type of error, students missed the 

objects for the verbs. In the other one, the student used to-infinitive as an object for a preposition, 

for which gerund is to be used.  One of the rest two is missing the subject and the other one is 3

missing the conjunction.          

Analysis of the Data 

As I first reviewed the students’ writings to revise, very soon I noticed that most of the 

errors, which were associated with missing or adding of words in the sentence, were associated 

with the verb in the sentence.  It is obvious with the case of missing or adding the object of the 4

verb in the sentence. For example, for the sentence, “They need play very cleverly,” the verb, 

‘play’ can be used without object but it would have meant something different.  So, it is obvious 5

that it is related with the student’s knowledge of use of verbs.  

It is also pretty apparent that all of the errors regarding preposition are associated in one 

This one is included in the data because it can be also understood as missing a right word and adding a 3

wrong word.  

The last two errors, one, missing the subject, and the other, missing a conjunction, will not be discussed in 4

this research because they are not related with verb.   

The sentence may make sense, but it is incorrect or undesirable grammatically in the context, in which she 5

was talking about a basketball game.
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way or another with use of verbs. For example, in the first sentence of this error type, the missed 

“with” is associated with ‘lived.’ If the student had understood correctly that the verb ‘live’ 

should take ‘with’ to express cohabitation, she would not have messed the sentence. The case of 

adding unnecessary preposition is also associated with use of verbs: ‘instruct to’ and ‘explain 

about’. Both cases indicate that the student did not understand how to make sentences with those 

verbs and this can be further indication of the students poor understanding of the verb system in 

English.  

When it comes to the errors of to-infinitive, it is also pretty sure that the error is closely 

related with use of verbs in the sentence. All the points, where the students missed ‘to’, were 

between two verbs. Two of the three cases were between ‘get’ or ‘try’ and a root verb, and one 

was between ‘try’ and ~ing. The former case tells us that it is obvious that the students were 

confused or ignorant of how to use the verb, try or get, correctly in the sentences—they need to-

infinitive in the sentences. So, this error is obviously a matter of use of verbs. For the latter in 

which the student missed ‘to’ between ‘try’ and ‘smiling’, it may not be so obvious which use of 

~ing the student had in mind. However, it does not seem that the ~ing made her miss ‘to’; rather, 

it seems more probable that she missed it or substituted it with ~ing because of misunderstanding 

or mistake regarding the verb, ‘try’. The two other cases of the to-infinitive error are different 

form the ones discussed above. They are ones in which the students added unnecessary ‘to’ 

between a modal, ‘can,’ and a root verb. So it is pretty obvious that these errors indicate that the 

students do not have good grasp of the knowledge of the verb use in English. The only case of 

adding unnecessary linking verb to a general one, ‘resemble’, tells us more clearly about it. She 

made twofold errors: misuse of the linking verb and of the general verb. 
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What is interesting regarding the linking verb error is that most of them are the case of 

missing whereas only one is the case of adding. It may be due to the interference from their L1 

whose language systems do not have linking verb. They might be transferring their first language 

system into their Englishes negatively.  

For example, Korean does not have linking verb but instead it uses suffixes. The suffix, inflected according 
to tense, register,  and mood,  is attached to the predicate, which corresponds to the linking verb in 6 7

English.  Because of the difference in language systems, Korean ESL students miss the linking verb a lot 8

until they acquire pretty much English.  

If it is the case, missing the linking verb error may not be a matter of the verb use but a bigger 

problem, such as the sentence structure. Then, this type of error may not be so relevant with the 

commonality of other error types. However, if it is seen from English system’s standpoint, it is 

obviously a matter of verb use. So, missing the linking verb is also related with the acquisition of 

the use of verbs.  

Now we’ve got to the most uncertain case of whether the error is related with the use of 

the verb in the sentence. It is the error of missing or adding prepositions. This preposition error 

in the data does not apparently sound that it is an error type that is related with use of the verb in 

the sentence. However, as we look at the data more closely, the story changes. Strikingly, the 

seven of the eight cases are those in which the preposition is used with the verb in the sentence. 

All of the five missing cases are those that the verb requires a preposition in the sentence but the 

students did not put it. The two adding cases are those in which student added unnecessary 

By ‘register,’ I mean the discursive situation that requires normal or honorific language. 6

By ‘mood’ element on the inflection, the sentence can be indicative, interrogative, imperative, subjunctive, 7

and so on.  

For instance, if I back translate into English from Korean, “you are beautiful,” it sounds like this: “(You) 8

beautiful-are.” Here, ‘are’ means the inflected suffix attached, with no space, to the root of the word which means 
beautiful.
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prepositions following the verbs in the sentences—‘instruct to’ and ‘understand about’. All the 

cases of this error type are associated with the use of verbs. This type of error, therefore, can be 

categorized as those which are associated with use of verbs. 

There are two preposition related errors that are not associated with the use of verbs. One 

is ‘before to go,’ which is listed in the category of the object error in the table. It seems rather an 

error of the object of the preposition than that of preposition itself, and so, not one related with 

the use of verbs. This error, however, seems to have occurred not rather because of 

misunderstanding of the preposition than because of the misunderstanding of use of the verb. In 

other words, even if this error is not a case of misuse of the verb in the sentence directly, it is 

one, indirectly though, that is, in association with the preposition. The error is a misuse of the 

form of the verb as it is used as the object of the preposition. It had to be in the nominal form, 

that is, gerund. However, the student instead put to-infinitive. Therefore, actually this error 

shows the student’s poor grasp of the use of verbs. Therefore, this one also can be categorized in 

the errors regarding the use of verbs.  

The other one of the preposition related errors, which do not seem related with the use of 

verbs, is missing an object of a preposition. It is the last one of the object errors in the table, 

“When I went to first time ….” It is missing an object of the preposition, ‘to’. It seems irrelevant 

to the use of verbs. That is true; however, ‘go to’ or ‘go with an adverb that refers to a place’ is a 

so common use of the verb, ’go’ in English. In this force, even if it is not directly related with the 

use of verbs, we can say that it is indirectly. Therefore, all the preposition related errors are 

associated with the students’ poor understanding of the use of verbs, directly for most or 

indirectly for a few.  
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Other Researches 

All the data we discussed so far show that the errors or mistakes are associated one way 

or another with the students’ understanding of the use of verbs. In other words, all the errors of 

the data have a commonality that they are related with use of verbs. It is affirmed by researches 

on errors that the ESL/EFL learners made in their English writings—the largest portion of the 

errors are involved with understanding of verb. For example, Tan’s research, done with Chinese 

EFL college students, asking them to write about 50 words response to online blog posts, 

analyzed 315 complete sentences and 72 fragments.  The researcher categorized the errors into 9

13 types and calculated the percentage of each type of error.  I observed the data of the research 10

and found that about 46% of the errors are related directly or indirectly with the verb use. One 

other example is Zahn’s research. It was about Chinese college students’ writings that also 

showed that the significant portion of the errors was related with verb use.  The research 11

analyzed 177 English major students’ English writings. 1,423 errors were identified and 

categorized into some types of error and then were arranged in order of frequency of the type. 

According to the list, the most frequent type of error is tense and verb form, that is, an error in 

the using verbs. Furthermore, in my calculation, all the verb-related types of error in the research 

occupy 40% of all the errors.      12

Hui-mien Tan, “A Study of EFL Learners’ Writing Errors And Instructional Strategies,” Journal of Kun 9

Shan University 4 (July 2007): 113-22, http://ir.lib.ksu.edu.tw (accessed 4. 25. 2015).

The error types in the research (ibid., 116): word choice, verb form, missing subject, verb tense, 10

preposition, word order, article, parts of speech, spelling, missing object, s-v agreement, missing verb, and passive 
voice.  

Huifang Zahn, “Frequent Errors In Chinese EFL Learners’ Topic-Based Writings,” English Language 11

Teaching 8:5 (2015): 72-80, http://dx.doi.org/ (accessed 5. 1. 2015).

I regarded these of the research as verb-related types of errors: tense and verb forms, non-finite verbs, be12

+adj., modal verbs, collocation, voice, be+v, and prep.+ing (see ibid., 74).

http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/elt.v8n5p72
http://ir.lib.ksu.edu.tw/bitstream/987654321/12216/2/10.p113~p122_D12-10%E8%8B%B1%E8%AA%9E%E5%AD%B8%E7%BF%92%E8%80%85%E4%B9%8B%E5%AF%AB%E4%BD%9C%E9%8C%AF%E8%AA%A4%E5%88%86%E6%9E%90%E5%8F%8A%E6%95%99%E5%AD%B8%E7%AD%96%E7%95%A5%E4%B9%8B%E6%8E%A2%E8%A8%8E.pdf


!   9

The Implication of the Research 

The analyses of the errors of this research, and other researches as well, show that the 

errors associated with the use of verbs occupy the largest portion of the errors that the ESL/EFL 

students make in their English writings. What this implies is also significant for L2 learning in 

general: Understanding of the use of verbs may be the hub grammar point of most of L2 errors 

and so it may be the biggest cause that our of which the biggest portion of errors are made; 

therefore, if L2 learners acquire it, they could get freed from so many of such errors and improve 

their Englishes so effectively. 

The reason that L2 learners make so many errors is because they do not have what native 

speakers innately have for L1. To adult L2 learners, most of people believe, the natural 

transformational-generative (TG) grammar for the language is not available.  It is widely 13

agreed that, after certain period since birth, the plasticity of the brain gets less and so it is 

impossible for one to develop the innate capacity (the critical period hypothesis, CPH).  14

However, even though adult ESL learners may not be able to develop the innate TG grammar for 

English, it is still true that some people, who began to learn English after the period, reach very 

competent proficiency. Cook says rightly regarding this, “it has always been difficult to reconcile 

the CPH with successful L2 learning after the critical period.”  As I also observed some of those 15

The TG grammar is found Chomsky’s argument for UG (Muriel Saville-Troike, Introducing Second 13

language Acquisition (New York: Cambridge, 2006), 38). Nevertheless, there are arguments that the Universal 
Grammar (UG) is still available to the adult L2 learners (ibid., 51-62). Schwartz argued that “UG is still fully 
available for data analysis but that the first phase of L2-acquisition is L1 transfer” (Cornelia Hamann, “Parameters 
and (L2)Acquisition: Verb Raising,” Generative Grammar In Geneva 1 (2000), 275). Chomsky later has disowned 
his original idea of the UG, which he had thought of it as a language-specific rules (Saville-Troike, 49).

Saville-Troike, 68. 14

Vivian Cook, “Chomsky’s Universal Grammar and Second Language Learning,” (1985), http://15

homepage.ntlworld.com/vivian.c/Writings/Papers/AL85.htm (accessed 5. 1. 2015).

http://homepage.ntlworld.com/vivian.c/Writings/Papers/AL85.htm
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who are proficient in English, I have been wondering if they have a kind of TG grammar of 

English in their brain, and further, if it is possible to develop it in an L2 student who passed the 

period. If it exists and it can be developed in adult students, even if their proficiency may not 

reach anything like that of native speakers’, it could be a welcomed alternative to most of adult 

L2 learners.  16

The TG grammar that those have in their L2 cognitive system, who are so highly 

competent in English as their L2, could be coined as the L2 TG grammar. It may not be one that 

is formed innately but artificially through grammatical knowledge and interaction in their early 

stage of L2 learning.  For it to be a TG grammar, it has to have the essential functional features 17

that the innate TG grammar has: first, it is composed of not all the grammar rules but “relatively 

small number of essential rules;”  second, through it the learner can produce much more 18

sentences that she has been actually exposed to (the poverty of the stimulus).  Therefore, if there 19

is something like that and that can be taught, L2 learning would be more effective and the 

learners could reach a pretty good, nonnative though, proficiency in their L2.  

The L2 TG grammar is related with what this research implies. The grammar rules about 

Cook wrote about the availability of the UG to L2 learners. However, his idea of how it is possible is 16

different from what this writing is implying about it. First, I think it is not sure if all L2 learners have the basically 
same,—that is, universal—TG grammar even with the differences of their L1, of their age, and of their interactional 
environment (e.g., ESL or EFL; this is the reason I do not adopt the term UG for my idea differently from Cook who 
thinks ‘UG’ is available to L2 learners). Second, his idea of the availability of UG to L2 learners are only in 
association with their L1 UG. It is not very sure by this article only if he thinks that UG is not language-specific as 
Chomsky denied it and there is only one UG for a person. However, it seems that he writes that there are L1 and L2 
UG. and L2 UG is available in association with L1 UG. Third, as he himself noted as a dilemma of his idea, while 
the L1 UG leads L1 users to a certain completed, flawless, competence, the L2 TG grammar never does. However, 
the implication of my research is based on the limitation of L2 learners. This makes the major difference between 
beneficiaries of UG and those of L2 TG grammar.    

This artificiality is another thing of the L2 TG grammar distinctive from UG, which is innate. 17

Saville-Troike, 68.18

Ibid., 21. Cook also acknowledges that it may be the answer to the conundrum of the successful 19

acquisition of L2 of some people after the critical period, saying, “the answer to the conundrum is … that the L2 
learner’s knowledge derives from some property of the mind.”
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the use of verbs are relatively small number that it requires relatively less effort to acquire. 

Nevertheless, as this research shows, they are the hub of so many errors—even most of the errors 

of this research. So, the failure to acquire them could be the biggest cause that generates so many 

errors. Reversely inferring, acquiring it could help the students not to make such errors but to 

produce right expressions. This inference is also supported by the understanding of the error of 

the L2 learners. The errors of L2 learners are “windows to the language learner’s mind.”  So, we 20

can see the L2 learners’ current brain for the language through analysis of their errors in the 

language. Likewise, the errors of this research indicate that the acquisition of knowledge of the 

use of verbs is the origin of so many errors and the students have not acquired it yet. Therefore, 

the analysis of the errors of this research implies that the knowledge of the use of verbs is the L2 

TG grammar.  

The L2 TG grammar may not give the students’ English fluency and naturalness at all in 

their early stage of L2 learning. It is the same with L1—it takes several years. However, it will 

provide them stepping stones and a stairway through which they can expand their L2 territory 

and reach a higher plane of its use. Likewise, the understanding of the use of verbs will give ESL 

students basic ability to make sentences. As they practice English and interact with people who 

are better than them in terms of English, it will connect them to more needs for better fluency 

and naturalness, such as more vocabulary, more complicated grammar rules, pronunciations, and 

pragmatics. Not only that, as they attempt to use expressions and sentences generated in their 

mind, their L2 TG grammar will screen them and fix them. In sum, the basic knowledge of the 

use of verbs will work as the skeleton for their interlanguage, and the things they will add further 

Saville-Troike, 38-39.20
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to the skeleton are like the flesh on it. The students will absorb what they need and are helpful to 

grow their interlanguage just as young children do as they acquire their L1. In this process, the 

L2 TG grammar works like the digesting system to nourish the body of an organism for growth.   

This research, as an analysis of errors students made in their English writings showed the 

importance of the acquisition of the knowledge of the verb use. On the theoretical bases of the 

significance of L2 learner-errors and the general efficacy of the TG grammar in language 

acquisition, this research implied the concept of the L2 TG grammar. Its validity is yet so far 

from the conclusion since there are many limitations of this research. It utilized only a small set 

of very limited data. Even not all the errors were not analyzed in it to clarify how much portion 

the data of this research occupied among the all. Furthermore, in general, a research on the L2 

TG grammar to verify the validity may have to involve an observation of the learners process at 

least a couple of years. Despite the caveat, it seems worth doing researches based on this idea of 

this research further to verify if the use of verbs in English is the L2 TG grammar. It worths at 

least because the need of ESL learning and the proficiency in English are getting bigger and 

bigger as the globalization with English as a incomparably popular lingua franca is going further 

and further.  
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Appendix A: Grammatical Judgment On the Data 

- When we get to understand it. 
- They need to play the game very cleverly.  
- The leader instructs to entire of team.  
- He scored the most points in Ole Miss and lead the team to victory   
- There are good people who are very friendly and kind and always smileing. 
- Next we went to Famers Market. 
- We went to Graceland that was Elvis Aron Presley’s house. 
- He … lived together with his parents. 
- He … lived with his girlfriend. 
- Every room is has different image. 
- When I went to there first time, before to going inside, …. 
- That gardening has was very impressive for me.  
- They have also Mother’s tombstones in garden and which are very pretty. 
- I am/became curious about his songs. 
- Although my English is not so good to understand about explain explanation ….  
- When I arrived at the concert hall.  
- This was first time to listening to banjo music. 
- We didn’t need to worried worry about our lives. 
- It is sweet and beautiful. 
- You can eat donut to see seeing the Mississippi river. 
- Los Angeles is located on the west coast of California, and (it) is the second largest city.  
- Because Universal Studios is the movie theme amusement park, it not only can visit 

some scenes often appears appeared in the movie, …. 
- If you are not afraid, you can to try. 
- You can to find some restaurants. 
- Try to find companionship. 
- Maybe childs children will like this. 
- First of all, just be smile smiling. 
- To make the people who are around you happy. 
- Make everyone who are sad happy.   
- Try to smiling smile to the world and the world will smiling smile to you. 
- It is resembles …. 
- If you it is hard for you to understand my review. 
- Modern designs that made Fortune magazine said say …. 
- He seems to be very interesting interested in and passion in passionate for the national 

rank.         


