Types of Errors Representing Stages of Second Language Development

Brown (2000, pp. 227-28) proposes four stages of interlanguage
development as follows:
The first is a stage of random errors, a stage which Corder calls presystematic in which the learner is only vaguely aware that there is some systematic order to a particular class of items. The erroneous sentence, The different city is another one in the another two, surely comes out of a random error stage in which the learner is making rather wild guesses at what to write. Inconsistencies like John canssing, John can to sing, and John can singing said by the same learner within a short period of time, might indicate a stage of
experimentation and inaccurate guessing.

Ie. In this "presystematic" phase, learners make guesses about grammar and usage, often producing inconsistent or incorrect forms
The second, or emergent, stage of interlanguage is characterized by increased consistency in language use as the learner starts internalizing rules, though these rules may still be incorrect; the learner may struggle to correct errors or avoid certain structures, as shown in the conversation where the learner repeatedly says I go 1972 instead of using the correct tense.
The third stage is truly systematic in the sense that the Ieamer is able to manifest more consistency in producing the second Language.
While those rules inside the head of the learner are still not all well formed, they are more closely approximating the target language system. The most salient difference between the second and third stage is the ability of learners to correct their errors when they are pointed out, even very subtly, to them. Consider the English learner
who described a popular fishing-resort area:
L: Many fish are in the lake. These fish are serving in the restaurants near the lake.
NS: (laughing) The fish are serving?
L: (laughing) Oh, no, the fish are served in the restaurant.
A final stage, which Brown (2000) cal1s the stabilization stage in
the development of interlanguage systems, is similar to what Corder
(1973) calls a postsystematic stage. In this stage, the learner has
relatively few errors and has mastered the system to the point that
fluency and intended meaning are not problematic. This fourth stage is characterized by the learner's ability to self-correct. The system is
complete enough that attention can be paid to those few errors that
occur and corrections be made without waiting for feedback from
someone else.
As Brown (2000) rightly points out, these stages of systematicity
do not describe a learner's total second language system. We would
fmd it hard to assert, for example, that a learner is in an emergent
stage, globally, for all linguistic subsystems of language. One may be in a second stage with respect to, say, the perfect-tense system, and in the third or fourth stage when it comes to simple present and past tense. Nor do these stages, whish are based on error analysis, adequately account for sociolinguistic, functional, or nonverbal
strategies, all of which are important in assessing the total competence of the second language Ieamer.

Hypotheses about Second-Language Learner's
Language

Introduction
Following the discovery of the weaknesses of Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and the emergence of Error Analysis, attempts were made
to develop an understanding of the processes of second language learning. Emphasis was shifted from studying and analyzing the systems of the native and target languages to the analysis of the learner's language which began to be seen as a phenomenon to be studied in its own right. In order to describe the learner's language, three hypotheses have been proposed by specialists in the field. These
will be briefly described below.
1/ The Interlanguage Hypothesis
As stated earlier, with growing interest in EA in the late 60s and early
70s, the second-language Ieamer's errors gained unprecedented prominence and became the subject of rigorous investigation in their own right. Alongside this extended domain of EA, a revolutionary concept developed in the study of second-language learner's language
which is commonly referred to as interlanguage, a language which is
between two languages (the source and the target language). The term
interlanguage was coined by Selinker in 1969 and elaborated on in
1972 in an influential paper bearing the title interlanguage to refer to
the language-learner's language as a separate linguistic system based
on the observable output which results from a learner's attempted
production of TL norms.
The interlanguage hypothesis claims that learner languages are different from both the native and TL systems in one way or another while at the same time having features in common with both. The following diagram, borrowed from Krzeszowski ( 1985, p. 77), illustrates the mutual relations between the source language, the target
language, the interlanguage, and the processes which are involved in
the formation of interlanguage.
Characteristics of interlanguages are as follows:

An important feature of interlanguages is that they are assumed to be systematic, i.e., they incorporate a system of linguistic rules which can generate novel utterances different, in structure, from both the form of utterances in the native language of the learner and from those in the target language.

An example of a systematic feature of interlanguage is a learner who, when trying to form the past tense in English, might apply a rule like adding "-ed" to verbs inappropriately, such as saying "I goed to the store" instead of "I went to the store." While the structure is incorrect according to the target language (English), it follows a consistent pattern in the learner's interlanguage system, where they apply a general rule of adding "-ed" to verbs for past tense. This structure is different from both their native language and the correct form in English, illustrating the systematic nature of interlanguage.
Another characteristic of interlanguage systems is that they are typically reduced systems, compared to native language systems, both
with regard to the number and complexity of rules and the number of
words they contain.
ie A "reduced system" in the context of interlanguage refers to a simplified version of a language that learners use while acquiring a second language. This system is "reduced" in two main ways:
1. Fewer rules: Learners may not yet have fully mastered all the complex grammatical rules of the target language (TL). For example, a learner might simplify verb conjugation by using only the base form (e.g., "I go" instead of "I went" for past tense), or they might use simple sentence structures like "I eat food" instead of more complex forms like "I have eaten the food".
2. Limited vocabulary: Learners may rely on a smaller set of words or phrases compared to native speakers. For example, they might use a basic word like "good" to express a wide range of meanings (e.g., "I am good" for feeling well or "The food is good"), instead of using more precise adjectives like "healthy", "delicious", or "well".
This reduction happens because learners are still in the process of acquiring the full range of rules and vocabulary, so their language production is simpler and less varied compared to native speakers. Over time, as learners gain more proficiency, their interlanguage system becomes more complex and closer to that of native speakers.
A third feature of interlanguages, which they share with native
languages is that they are assumed to be systematically variable. That
is, learners vary their performance systematically, though not in the
sense of using stylistic variants like native speakers, but regressing at
times to previous stages of learning in more informal situations.

Systematic variability means that learners do not speak with the same level of accuracy all the time; instead, their performance changes in predictable ways, often slipping back to earlier stages of learning—especially in informal, stressful, or fast-paced situations.
Example:
A learner who normally says “He doesn’t like cheese” in a classroom exercise might, in a relaxed conversation with friends, suddenly produce an earlier form such as “He no like cheese.”
The variation is not random—it's a temporary return to a previous stage of their interlanguage.
Yet another interesting mechanism in interlanguage systems is
fossilization. Fossilizations refer to the linguistic forms in the
performance of a second-language learner that do not conform to TL
norms even after years of instruction in and exposure to the standard
form of the TL. In other words, fossilizations or fossilizable items are
the permanent characteristics of interlanguages.
Ie. Fossilization in interlanguage refers to the process where certain language errors become ingrained in a learner's speech or writing, remaining even after years of exposure to the correct forms of the target language (TL). These errors, called fossilizable items, do not change despite continued instruction, and they become a permanent feature of the learner's language.
Example:
A learner might consistently say "I have seen him yesterday" instead of "I saw him yesterday" despite years of practice and exposure to the correct past tense forms. This error becomes fossilized because the learner repeatedly uses it, even though they have been exposed to the correct form over time.
Selinker maintains that fossilizable materials can be traced to one
or a combination of the following sources: (a) the learner's MT, (b)
training procedures, (c) the learner's approach to the instructional
materials, (d) The learner's approach to communicating with native
speakers, and (e) overgeneralization of TL rules.
Fossilization also includes those aspects of the interlanguage which
do not appear in the learner's linguistic productions under normal
conditions, but are produced when the learner is forced to deal with
very difficult materials (e.g., oral or written examinations), when he is
in a state of anxiety, or when he is extremely relaxed. This phenomenon is referred to as backsliding, i.e., the reappearance of
fossilized features of a learner language under certain conditions.

2/ The Approximative Systems Hypothesis
Closely related to the lnterlanguage Hypothesis is the Approximative
Systems Hypothesis introduced by Nemser ( 1971 ). This hypothesis emphasizes the developmental nature of the learner's language since with the addition of new elements the Ieamer's linguistic system is continually being modified and developed. According to Nemser, the acquisition of a second language involves systematic stages with an approximative system at each stage. These approximative systems are internally structured and are distinct from both the source and the target languages. They are by definition transient and are gradually restructured in successive stages.
According to this hypothesis, there are a series of systems, unknown in number, which range from minimal knowledge of the second language to the knowledge approximating that of a native speaker of the second language.
The proponents of the Approximative System Hypothesis maintain that the learner's language is directional, evolving in successive
stages. In other words, a second language learner goes through
different stages (i.e., develops different interlanguages) with each
stage gradually approximating the target language. 
This is  The main difference between the approximative system hypothesis and the interlanguage hypothesis is that the latter emphasizes the structurally intermediate status of the learner's language system between mother tongue and target language, while the former emphasizes the transitional and dynamic nature of the system in successive stages of development.



Interlanguage Hypothesis (Selinker)
· What it means: The learner's language is an intermediate stage between their native language (L1) and the target language (L2). It’s like a "mix" of both languages, where the learner’s language still has elements from their first language but also some features of the target language.
· Focus: It emphasizes that the learner’s language is a hybrid of their native and target language.
Example:
Imagine a Spanish speaker learning English. In Spanish, they might say "Tengo 25 años" (literally "I have 25 years") when talking about their age. If they say "I have 25 years" in English, this is a hybrid of Spanish and English — it’s an error in English but influenced by the Spanish structure. This shows their intermediate stage between the two languages.
Approximative Systems Hypothesis (Nemser)
· What it means: The learner’s language is not a mix of both languages, but rather a system that gradually evolves toward the target language. They go through different stages of learning, and each stage approximates the target language a little more, but each stage is distinct and incomplete.
· Focus: The learner moves through different stages, each one getting closer to the correct form of the target language.
Example:
Let’s take the same Spanish speaker learning English. They might start by saying "I go to the store yesterday" (using present tense instead of past tense). Then, as they learn, they might say "I goed to the store yesterday" (incorrect past tense), and later correct it to "I went to the store yesterday." Each of these sentences represents a stage in their development, where they are approximating the correct form (but never using a hybrid of the two languages).
Key Difference:
· Interlanguage Hypothesis: The learner’s language is a "mix" of their native language and target language, and their language may have features from both.
· Approximative Systems Hypothesis: The learner’s language evolves over time through distinct stages, each stage being different from the previous one, and each getting closer to the target language.
Another Example to Compare:
· Interlanguage: A learner says "I can to go" instead of "I can go" because they are translating directly from their native language. This is a mix of their first language’s rules and the target language.
· Approximative Systems: The learner first says "I go to the store yesterday", then "I goed to the store yesterday", and finally says "I went to the store yesterday". Here, the learner goes through distinct stages that are gradually getting closer to the correct English structure, without mixing rules from both languages.
3/ The Idiosyncratic Dialect
· The Ieamer's language is referred to by Pit Corder (1971) as
idiosyncratic dialect to emphasize the idea that the learner's language is unique to a particular individual and the grammar of this language is peculiar to that individual alone. Corder maintains that idiosyncratic dialects are regular, systematic, meaningful, and unstable. 
Corder further explains that the language of the second-language learner is not the only kind of idiosyncratic dialect. One class of idiosyncratic dialects is the language of poems, where parts can be deliberately deviant; another is the speech of an aphasic, which categorizes as pathologically deviant. A third class of idiosyncratic dialects is that of an infant learning his mother tongue. However, the idiosyncratic dialect of the second-language learner differs from the rest in that it shares features of not one but two languages, the native language and the target language while maintaining some of its own. That is, some of the rules and characteristics are idiosyncratic (are unique to a particular individual).
Corder further claims that every sentence produced by the second
1 anguage learner is to be regarded as idiosyncratic until shown
otherwise. A learner's sentence, therefore, may be superficially wellformed and yet idiosyncratic. Corder suggests that the interpretation of the learner's utterances is to be done by reconstructing the correct utterance of the TL (what a native speaker of the TL would have said to express the Ieamer's intended meaning in a given context) and then matching the erroneous utterance with its equivalent in the learner's native language. 

Of course, Corder is aware of the fact that the idiosyncratic nature of the Ieamer's dialect cannot be explained solely in terms of his mother tongue; it may as well be related to how and what he has been taught as well as many other sources.
Thus, Corder's notion of idiosyncratic dialects, Nemser's concept
of approximative systems, and Selinker's theory of interlanguage
hypothesis have brought new dimensions to the study of second language learners' errors. According to these new notions, the study of
learner's language system involves an analysis of:
(i) the learner's NL utterances,
(ii) the learner's IL or idiosyncratic utterances, and
 (iii) utterances produced by native speakers of the TL, i.e., the
target language norms.
Such an approach to the study of errors seems essential in order to
explain the learner's language system at a given stage of development.
And learners ' errors are significant in this regard as they are evidence
of this system.
Interlanguage vs. Idiosyncratic Dialect:
1. Interlanguage:
· Definition: Interlanguage refers to a transitional stage in second language acquisition where a learner mixes their native language (L1) rules with target language (L2) rules. It reflects the learner's evolving language system.
· Characteristics:
· Systematic errors: Learners typically follow a predictable pattern of mistakes influenced by both L1 and L2.
· Gradual development: As learners progress, these errors are corrected over time.
Example of Interlanguage:
· A learner who speaks Spanish might say "I have 25 years" instead of "I am 25 years old" because in Spanish, age is expressed using "tener" (to have). This error is systematic (the learner is following the Spanish rule) and transitional, meaning it will eventually be corrected.
2. Idiosyncratic Dialect:
· Definition: An idiosyncratic dialect refers to a personal, unique language system created by the learner. This system is specific to that individual at a particular point in their learning. It doesn't necessarily follow a pattern based on either their native language or the target language, and it's unstable—meaning it changes as the learner's proficiency develops.
· Characteristics:
· Unique to the learner.
· Not fully based on L1 or L2 rules but is a mix of both, and may not follow systematic patterns.
· The learner creates personal rules and is not just making a mistake based on their L1.
Example of Idiosyncratic Dialect:
· A learner might say "I am going to the park every day" instead of "I go to the park every day."
· Why this is idiosyncratic: This sentence is not a direct transfer from the learner’s native language (French), because in French, the present tense would also be used for habitual actions (Je vais au parc chaque jour). Instead, the learner is using the present continuous ("am going") incorrectly, not because of a mistake directly influenced by their L1, but because they have developed a personal rule or understanding about how English expresses ongoing actions. The learner might be overusing the present continuous or using it to describe habitual actions, which is not a systematic error but rather a personal stage of their learning process.
Key Differences:
· Interlanguage: The learner’s language is influenced by both L1 and L2. The errors made follow a systematic pattern and are part of a transitional process. For example, using "I have 25 years" is a predictable error that comes from transferring a rule from Spanish (where tener = "to have" is used for age).
· Idiosyncratic Dialect: The learner’s language is personal and unique. It may not follow predictable patterns and can involve non-systematic errors or rules. For example, saying "I am going to the park every day" is not a direct mistake from the native language, but rather a personal, evolving rule that the learner has created. It’s unstable and will likely change as they learn more about the correct use of the present tense in English.
Conclusion:
· Interlanguage reflects a transitional system with predictable errors influenced by both the native language and the target language.
· Idiosyncratic dialect is more individualized and unique to the learner, where the learner creates their own set of rules that are not fully systematic or necessarily based on their native language.
So, in the case of "I am going to the park every day," it’s idiosyncratic because it’s a personal error in how the learner understands and applies grammar, rather than a systematic transitional mistake based on the native language (which would be more likely in interlanguage).
When we talk about systematic patterns in language learning, we mean that the learner’s errors or language use follow a predictable, consistent pattern that can be traced to certain rules or habits that the learner has internalized, even if they are incorrect.
Systematic Patterns in Interlanguage:
· Learners may make repeated errors that follow a specific pattern. These errors are not random but happen for a reason. For example, a learner might repeatedly use the same incorrect form because they’ve internalized a rule that isn’t quite right yet but is consistent across their sentences.
Example of Systematic Pattern in Interlanguage:
· A Spanish-speaking learner might say "I have 25 years" instead of "I am 25 years old."
· This is a systematic pattern because the learner is consistently applying the rule from their native language (Spanish) where age is expressed with the verb "tener" (to have). This error keeps occurring because it follows the same rule they have learned in their first language, and it is predictable.
Systematic Patterns in General:
· Predictable errors: If a learner consistently makes the same type of error, like always misusing a certain tense or word order, we say the errors are systematic because the learner is following a specific internal rule.
· For example:
· A learner might always say "I can to swim" instead of "I can swim" because they think that after "can", a verb should be followed by "to", like in their native language ("Yo puedo nadar" in Spanish). This is a systematic error because the learner always uses "to" after "can" and is following a predictable pattern.
Non-Systematic (Idiosyncratic) Patterns:
In contrast, idiosyncratic patterns are more random and individual. The learner might create their own rules that don't follow typical patterns from the native language or target language. These patterns are unstable and might change over time.
Example of Non-Systematic Error (Idiosyncratic):
· A learner might say "I am going to the park every day" instead of "I go to the park every day."
· This is non-systematic because the error doesn't follow a clear, predictable pattern. It may just be a personal mistake the learner is making at that moment in their learning process. They might be overusing the present continuous ("am going") inappropriately, but it doesn't follow a pattern from their native language or a specific rule they’ve learned in English.
Summary:
· Systematic patterns: Errors or language use that follow a predictable rule (whether right or wrong) based on what the learner has internalized. These errors are consistent.
· Non-systematic (idiosyncratic): More random, individualized mistakes that don’t follow a clear rule and may be unique to the learner at a certain stage of learning.
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