
Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN2249-9598, Volume-III, Issue-III, May-June 2013 

 

 w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N 2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 157 

An Analysis of Lexical Errors in the English Compositions of 
Engineering Students 

 
Marku Monis                                                                                                                                       
Assistant Professor in English, Dept. of Humanities and Sciences Tatyasaheb Kore 
Institute of Engineering & Technology, Warananagar, Kolhapur, Maharashtra 

 
                                                                                                                                                      
This paper deals exclusively with analysis of lexical errors. All the lexical errors 
occurring in the 110 compositions are marked, and then, classified according to different 
categories. The classification of errors is followed by analyzing the sources of errors. The 
importance of vocabulary in second language (L2) writing is widely accepted by linguists 
and language teachers. The analysis revealed that ‘lexico-grammatical’ errors were the 
most numerous errors, followed by the students’ difficulty with stylistic errors. The major 
identified sources of errors were mainly from L2 intrinsic difficulty rather than the first 
language (L1) transfer. The findings from the engineering students’ written lexical errors 
have implications for L2 vocabulary teaching and learning, which should be of interest to 
wider English as a Second Language (ESL) contexts. 
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Introduction 
The language produced by English as Second Language (ESL) learners, almost inevitably 
contains errors of various types. This is the process of learning a language. Empirical 
evidence suggests that lexical errors are one of the most frequently occurring category of 
errors in written English (for example, Grauberg 1971; Meara 1984; Lennon 1991). They 
significantly affect the quality of academic and non-academic writing (Astika 1993; Ellis, 
R 1994; Engber 1995). This is probably because lexical selection consists mainly of 
content words, which convey the intended message; when inappropriate lexical choices 
are made (lexical errors), this can lead directly to misunderstanding of the message, or at 
least to an increase in the burden of interpreting the text. Since lexical errors are 
potentially so disruptive, they deserve attention. Hence, the findings of this study have 
implications for vocabulary learning and teaching in a wide range of language contexts. 
 
Research Questions 

In an attempt to gain more insight into the various types of lexical errors and their 
frequency, this study attempted to explore specifically the lexico-grammatical and lexico-
stylistic error types of the Shivaji University engineering students. Thus, the following 
research questions are addressed: 

1. What lexical errors do the First Year engineering students of Shivaji University, 
Kolhapur make in their English compositions? 

2. What are the major sources of their errors? 

Abstract 
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In the process of answering these questions, lexical category of errors are identified and 
are discussed, which we feel will be useful for both teachers and researchers. 

Participants 
The participants are 110 First Year engineering students of Shivaji University, Kolhapur 
from 11 institutes of three districts (Sangli, Satara and Kolhapur).  However, there is a 
point that needs to be mentioned here, and it is the fact that the informants speak L1 at 
home with their parents and at college with their friends (Marathi) with the exception of 
the English classes. Overall, the participants are similar in age, ranging from 18 to 20 
years old. 
 
Procedure 

To examine the type and extent of lexical errors in students’ written English, the 
participants were asked to write  a descriptive composition of about 250–300 words, 
without consulting their dictionaries, within 45 minutes on a topic related ‘My village / 
town  and the people’. In order to determine what types of lexical errors are made by the 
participants, their compositions were thoroughly examined by the researchers. The lexical 
errors were classified into various subcategories under two main categories: lexico-
grammatical and lexico-stylistic.  
 
Investigation into Lexical Errors in Students’ Compositions 
As shown in Table 1, the 110 compositions on the same topic by 110 students yielded 
483 lexical errors. That is, on an average, each paper contained 4.39 errors. Some error 
types were common like near synonyms and others were relatively infrequent. This 
indicates errors are not evenly distributed across the error-type spectrum; rather, certain 
error types appear to be particularly problematic. 

Components of Lexical Errors 

SN Error Type Total % 

1 Lexico-grammatical 352 72.88 

2 Lexico-stylistic 131 27.12 

Total 483 100 

Table 1: Components of lexical items 

Results and discussion Lexical Errors 
Lexical errors are one of the areas where engineering students fail to cope up with 

and have committed a large number of errors in various areas. These figures show the 
fact that knowledge related to the usage of above said areas is problematic to students.  
Errors in the use of individual lexical items have been found to be large in number. It is 
rather shocking that the students who have studied English for not less than eight years 
fail to use some of the common words and phrases appropriately must be recorded. There 
are 352 (72.88%) errors of the type ‘lexico-grammatical’ in which the choice of an 
inappropriate lexical item not only makes the sentence unacceptable but also affects the 
sentence pattern. The creation of a few non-existent words and phrases and the use of MT 
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expressions have been also included in this sub-category. ‘Lexico-stylistic’ errors include 
words and expressions unacceptable on stylistic grounds. Some of these expressions may 
be found in the English spoken by educated Indians. 131 (27.12%  errors have been 
recorded in this sub-category. 

Some of the errors in lexis are due to interference of the learners’ MT, for 
example the confusion of ‘tomorrow for yesterday’, ‘in front of for opposite’, ‘put on for 
wear’, ‘before for ago’ and so on. Interference from the MT works in the use of such 
lexical items as ‘ ‘jatra’, for fair ‘ticket’ for stamp, which were borrowed into Marathi 
from English but have different meanings in the two languages. A vast majority of 
deviations in the use of lexical items can be attributed to confusion of words related in 
meaning. Words with similar meaning are often grouped as synonyms but they are not 
interchangeable. They are used in different contexts, situations, styles, registers with 
different shades of meaning.  

Words like these are often confused by learners because they somehow know 
their approximate meaning but cannot use them appropriately. Some of the words found 
to be confused in this category are: ‘prefer-like’, ‘live-stay’, ‘sell-buy’, ‘burn-light’, ‘pity-
sympathy’, ‘medium-middle’, ‘sound-voice’, ‘teach-learn’, ‘say-tell-ask-talk’ and so on. 
The creation of non existent words such as ‘songer’, ‘artness’, ‘bottomside’, ‘marriaged’ 
are just distortions; an expression like ‘take a head-bath’ may be regarded as an 
Indianism, substandard though. Inelegant expressions such as, ‘service was completed’ 
(= retired), ‘backside of my house’ ( for the rear of my house) and the use of MT 
expressions like  ‘phatake’ (for crackers) are evidence of the learners’ brave attempt to 
communicate in a situation where vocabulary falls short of ideas. A few representative 
erroneous examples are stated hereunder: 

Representative Erroneous Examples of Lexical Items 

I. Lexico-grammatical errors  

 in front of for opposite 

In front of my town there is village temple. 

My village is in front of Panhala fort. 

 prefer for like 

I prefer my village very much. 

I prefer my villagers too much. 

 before for ago 

It was built 5 years before. 

Before 10 years I lived in my village, 

Our town was a small village 10 years before. 
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 get for make 

Farmers got some progress, 

My town has got much development 

wear for put on  

Villagers always put on a white ‘dhother’ 

 animals for cattle 

The villagers worship their animals. 

 crash for let off 

We crashed many bombs … 

We crashed crackers. 

burn  for light 

We burned many candles. 

In the evening we burned lamps. 

lighting  for illumination 

We went to see the lighting. 

There was beautiful lighting in the village ‘jatra’ 

colony for neighbourhood/locality 

The boys who live in my colony are my friends. 

There is a temple in our colony. 

 come for come back/return 

We came home after 10 days. 

We came home after attending NCC camp. 

finish for spend 

I finished my holidays like this. 

I finished my holidays at my uncle’s home in village. 

I finished all the money in two days for the villagers. 

generation for population 
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The generation of my town was 30 thousand … 

The generation of my town has increased. 

suspend for close 

Our college was suspended for Diwali… 

The village road was suspended….. 

travelling  for transport 

Now the travelling facilities are better… 

 happen for take place 

A lot of change has happened ……. 

Our family progress happened in our town 

My village development happened since last 10 years. 

 stay for live/reside 

Since many years we stay in my village. 

Many families stay in my town. 

We stay in a joint family. 

Most of my village people stay in joint families. 

live for stay 

He lived there for three years. 

We lived in the town for five years. 

 medium for middle 

I am from medium class family. 

 Majority of my village families belong to medium class 

some non-existent words and phrases 

There are many good songers in my village. 

All villagers are afraiding the local politicians. 

……my friends are marriaged. 

We all take head-bath on that day. 
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some mother tongue items 

We all celebrate the ‘jatra’ ….  (=village fair). 

We burn ‘patakes’ in the night…. (=crackers). 

…. We carry big ‘palki’.  

It is situated on ‘ghati’  region. (=hilly) 

…. Roads are changed from ‘kacch’ to ‘pakka’ roads. (= mudroads to tar roads) 

Examples of Lexico-stylistic errors 

deviations from set phrases/expressions 

My village peoples nature is good. 

The terms between villagers and me are good 

I enjoy in my village people. 

He keeps good nature. 

He has good nature. 

Their nature is polite 

I enjoy in my friend circle. 

My father is a master at railway station 

some inelegant expressions 

When I appeared in the town ………. 

…….they will come near and near. 

In the vocation younger group of my village….. 

Our village tour was going to kashmir. 

He passed with supplementary. 

His fathers service was completed 

Sources of Lexical Errors 
It must be stressed that identifying the underlying cause of errors is inexact and 

problematic. Nevertheless, in many cases a likely cause can be identified. The estimate 
strongly suggests that the Mother tongue was not the major factor in the lexical errors 
that the engineering learners made. Rather it was largely the intrinsic properties of the 
English words (abstractness, specificity and register restriction, multiplicity of meaning, 
similarity of lexical forms, sound-script incongruence, inflectional and derivational 
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complexity, long words, and low-frequency words occurring infrequently in textbooks 
that prevented the learners from deploying the words appropriately and resulted in the 
lexical errors. This lack of adequate vocabulary knowledge can become a major hurdle to 
acquiring and using language. This result mirrors many findings from L2 grammar 
studies, where L1 influence was not found to be the major source of error. However, it 
was still the cause of a considerable number of errors. Errors of L1 transfer mainly 
involve phrases or clauses (mostly not with a single word). Accordingly, the sentences 
tended to be longer and redundant.  
 
Implications 
Although this study focuses on engineering learners, the lexical errors discussed are 
likely to be problematic for a wide range of L2 learners. The findings suggest the 
following implications for L2 vocabulary teaching and learning in general.  The students 
have considerable difficulty in semantics and particularly near synonyms. Martin (1984) 
suggests that to avoid misunderstanding between new words and already learned 
synonyms, teachers should (a) identify stylistic level (formal/informal, colloquial/slang 
and so on), (b) provide examples in grammatical frames, (c) give their most common 
collocates and (d) supply additional information of semantic distinctions 
(hyponym/superordinate, animate/inanimate and so on). Sonaiya (1991) points out that 
learners normally know the likely target lexical items, even when they apply the 
erroneous ones. This is due to overgeneralization and the failure of distinctive awareness. 
She therefore suggests exercises to promote the knowledge of related lexical item 
differences by teaching them in context with meaning structure instead of as individual, 
isolated items. 

Vocabulary learning strategies can be effective and should be introduced into the 
classroom so that the students can find their own ways to cope with problems. They 
should also be encouraged to consult a good dictionary of contemporary English which 
illustrates usage in addition to giving definitions of words. For engineering students from 
First Year level onwards, can be trained to use dictionaries effectively. For example, 
using monolingual dictionaries of synonyms (Rutledge 1994) to distinguish near 
synonyms is one way; looking up parts of speech is another. The use of a word-part 
strategy (Nation 2001) or breaking words into parts (affixes and stems) will raise 
students’ awareness and consciousness about appropriate parts of speech, particularly 
derivational suffixes in productive use (Schmitt 1994). It might even be useful for 
students to memorise unanalyzed chunks, either writing each chunk on a small card or 
repeating it aloud, in order to become more accurate in productive use (Nation 2001). The 
students should be encouraged to read novels and prose pieces written by contemporary 
authors.  

Helping the learners use lexical items appropriately is as important as helping 
them produce grammatical utterances. One way of achieving this is to dispense with the 
teaching strategy of giving “meanings” of words in English or in the MT without 
illustrating their use in meaningful discourse. It is a long established practice in schools 
and colleges in India to give the MT or English equivalent of a new word and leave it to 
the students to use it the way they like. This practice adds to the learners’ confusion of 
lexical items. It is suggested that words should always be taught in contexts so as to help 
the learners see distinctions of usage. The teacher should convey, through usage, the 
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subtleties of distinction between words of related semantic range and make the students 
use them in appropriate contexts. 

Conclusion 
The results of this study can therefore usefully inform ESL teachers working with 
learners from many different backgrounds and can help in highlighting the range of 
lexical errors that need attention, particularly in the light of our finding that the majority 
of the lexical errors were not L1-specific. Most of the errors are caused by an over 
application of L2. We hope that the error categorization system can help teachers and 
researchers make more sense of the vast range of lexical errors, and with experience, 
teachers could discover the error types that their particular students are prone to, and 
present a student-specific taxonomy that could prove to be a useful tool for awareness-
raising of, and instruction in, lexical errors. The English teachers do need to incite their 
students to speak English at home and with their friends and create English environment. 
Similarly, the teachers also need to try to teach more effectively the rules and 
conventions of writing. 
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