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Abstract: The primary objective of this study is to identify the types of errors made by Korean college
students in an oral proficiency interview in relation to specific task topics, and to examine how
these errors affect their lexico-grammatical proficiency scores. Ninety-six two-minute-long audio
clips of 32 Korean college students on three different topics were transcribed. Lexico-grammatical
errors were then coded for statistical analysis and lexico-grammatical scores were estimated using
many-facet Rasch measurement analysis with two raters. Friedman tests and Wilcoxon signed-rank
tests showed that noun phrase, verb phrase, and prepositional phrase errors were more frequently
found with the descriptive tasks than compare-and-contrast or hypothetical prompts. A hierarchical
multiple regression analysis showed that noun phrase and verb phrase errors accounted for 22% of
the variance in lexico-grammatical scores. Adding utterance length variables to the initial regression
model explained an additional 43% of the variance in the lexico-grammatical scores. These findings
suggest that noun phrase errors and verb phrase errors should be a priority in English classes, and that
it is beneficial to teach English speaking skills in a way that takes into account the task characteristics
and contextual factors.

Keywords: error analysis; EFL oral proficiency; college student; lexico-grammar; topic selection

1. Introduction

Errors that occur during the process of learning a foreign language serve as a measure
of the learner’s acquisition and development of the target language. Corder [1] claimed
that the errors made by learners can be a learning strategy for acquiring a new language,
rather than simply a negative signal. Through error analysis, learners can identify the areas
where acquisition is not going well and find the direction for learning [2]. In addition, error
analysis, which explains the accuracy levels, is used to predict test takers’ proficiency levels.
Accuracy, along with fluency and complexity, has been used as the primary predictor
of language proficiency [3,4]. With the increasing importance of automated language
assessment, these linguistic features are likely to be included in automated speaking
assessments, and they can be used to provide adaptive feedback to test takers or language
learners [5].

Numerous studies have emphasized the use of error analysis as a means of improving
students’ foreign language learning, with a particular focus on identifying the challenging
aspects that students may encounter [6–8]. While most of these studies have concentrated
on errors made in writing, only a small amount of research has been conducted on error
analysis of the speaking of English language learners [9]. Furthermore, these studies rarely
considered the topics of the input used.

In performance-based oral communication tests, prompts or inputs affect examinees’
performances, leading to variation in proficiency scores [10,11]. While these studies focused
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on the effect of tasks on test takers’ performance in general, they did not examine specific
language variations. For example, Won [12] investigated the effects of task complexity on
test takers’ linguistic outputs, such as the subordination index [13], Guiraud index [14],
number of errors per AS-unit [15], speech rate, repairs, filled pauses, and their related
proficiency scores. However, little attention has been paid to the effect of test inputs on the
types of errors that test takers make in their responses in speaking tests.

The present study aims to identify the types of errors made by Korean college students
in spoken English, depending on the task topics. Specifically, the study investigates the
types of lexico-grammatical errors produced by college students, how these errors relate
to the interview questions’ topics, and how they affect students’ proficiency levels. The
research questions for this study are

(1) What are the frequencies and types of lexico-grammatical errors made by Korean
college students in an English oral proficiency interview, depending on the task topics?

(2) How do lexico-grammatical errors affect the lexico-grammatical scores of Korean
college students in an English oral proficiency interview, depending on the task topics?

2. Literature Review

This section begins with an introduction to the concept of error analysis (EA) and the
categorization of error types for in-depth analysis. It then delves into the previous studies
that employed EA to investigate the distribution of error types made by Korean students in
spoken English. This section concludes by outlining the statistical methods employed in
the analysis of the associated data.

2.1. Error Analysis

EA is a process that involves carefully analyzing the errors made by language learners
to understand the process of second-language learning and to suggest suitable teaching
and learning strategies and remedial measures necessary for the target language. The
reason is that errors made by language learners have been viewed as a natural part of
the language acquisition process, rather than a sign of a language filled with grammatical
mistakes. Errors are inadequacies that originate from a lack of linguistic knowledge and
are systematic, while mistakes are seen as performance-related errors [1]. Errors cannot
be self-corrected until the learner receives more pertinent input, and errors, not mistakes,
are important elements that have contributed to language acquisition research [16,17].
EA differs from contrastive analysis (CA) in that EA focuses on examining the mistakes
made by students and identifying areas where improvement is needed while CA involves
analyzing the differences between two languages to identify areas where learners might
encounter difficulties [18].

Observing learner errors can thus help identify the language system being used and
this is crucial for several reasons. First, error analysis allows teachers to evaluate how far a
learner has progressed and what needs to be taught as they move forward. Second, learner
errors provide researchers with evidence of how a language is learned and the strategies
used by learners. Third, errors are a valuable tool for learners themselves in achieving
target language proficiency [18]. However, error analysis also has several weaknesses. One
significant problem is the difficulty of reliably classifying errors based purely on linguistic
information. Moreover, error analysis is limited to analyzing the output of the learner,
and cannot adequately consider receptive skills. The avoidance strategy, when a student
decides not to use a form they are not confident in, is also not taken into account in error
analysis [19,20].

2.2. Surface Strategy Taxonomy

Dulay, Burt, and Krashen [17] proposed a surface strategy taxonomy that categorizes
errors into four categories: omission, addition, misformation, and misordering. These
categories are based on the possibility of changing the surface structure of a morpheme
or verb. Omission errors occur when a morpheme or word is missing from a well-formed
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utterance [17]. This omission can occur with both content morphemes (e.g., nouns, verbs,
adjectives, adverbs) and grammatical morphemes (e.g., function words), which happens
more frequently [17,21]. For example, the sentence “I (am) wondering if it is really possible
things” lacks the BE-verb after I, and the sentence “there is no idea to say (about) it” lacks
the function word about. Addition errors occur when there is the presence of any morpheme
or word that should not appear in a well-formed utterance. For example, the preposition
for is wrongly inserted in the sentence “I read essay about for my future”. Misformation
errors occur when an incorrect form of the morpheme or structure is used. For example, the
expression “taking a house” is incorrectly used instead of “buying a house” in the sentence
“we can save some money for taking a house.” These errors are more common in the later
phases of L2 acquisition [17]. Misordering errors occur when there is a wrong placement of
a morpheme or collection of morphemes in a well-formed utterance [17]. For example, in
the sentence “we cannot anymore live on this planet”, the expression “anymore live on this
planet” should be reordered to “live on this planet anymore”.

2.3. Previous Studies on Error Analysis in Spoken English

Most of the studies on error analysis of learners of English are based on written mate-
rials [9,22]. Compared to written data, error analysis of spoken data is more challenging
because it requires transcription. Error analysis of speaking data can be broadly classified
into two types: (a) classification of errors according to grammatical elements and/or (b)
classification of errors according to the surface strategy taxonomy (e.g., omission, addition,
misformation, and misordering; Dulay, Burt and Krashen [17]).

There have been several studies that used the classification of errors made by Korean
learners of English based on grammatical categories. Chin [23] investigated the types of
spoken errors produced by low-level Korean learners of English. Her study revealed that
errors related to the use of noun phrases and verb phrases were most frequently made in
picture description tasks. Among noun phrase-related errors, article use errors were most
common, followed by noun form errors. Kim [24] analyzed the types of spoken errors
made by Korean college students majoring in secretarial studies in English-speaking tests
using simulated telephone conversations. The study identified six major error categories,
with the most frequent errors being noun phrase errors, followed by verb phrase errors,
clause/sentence structure errors, adjective phrase errors, and prepositional phrase errors.
Among the subcategories of errors, errors in the use of articles were most frequently found,
followed by errors in word order, how to address others, verb tense choice, subject or verb
omission, and BE-verb misuse. Kim, et al. [25] investigated spoken errors made by Korean
high school students, examining how errors vary by English speaking proficiency level.
The study found a high frequency of errors related to verb omission, verb addition, verb
choice, subject–verb agreement, and the use of -ing across all levels of learners. However,
the use of the -ing form differed between high-proficiency-level students (e.g., use of the
-ing form where unnecessary) and low-proficiency-level students (e.g., omitting -ing where
necessary). Ahn [26] studied the types and frequency of grammar errors made by Korean
college students while communicating with their peers in English and the impact these
errors had on communication breakdown. She adopted the grammatical error categories
used in Chin [23] and Kim [24], and found that errors related to noun phrases and verb
phrases were the most prevalent. The frequency hierarchy of error subcategory was
relevant to articles, verbs, prepositions omitted, word misuse, and pronouns, in this order.
Conversation analysis showed that grammar errors rarely caused communication problems.

Noh [27] and Yoon [21] analyzed the spoken errors produced by Korean college
students in speaking tests using a surface strategy classification: addition, omission, misfor-
mation, and misordering errors [17]. Noh [27] reviewed errors in the speech of L2 English
learners to identify error types and causes, including unnatural expression errors and
communication disorder errors, using the surface strategy classification. This study found
that semantic errors were the most prominent, followed by grammatical errors such as in
the choice of prepositions and parts of speech. Yoon [21] investigated and classified the
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grammatical errors made by Korean EFL students in the TOEIC speaking test according to
the surface strategy classification. She found that omission errors were the most prevalent
(74.9%), followed by misformation (19.9%) and misordering (1.7%).

Several studies have used both grammatical elements and the surface strategy tax-
onomy as the main criteria for error classification. Back [28] analyzed preposition errors
made by Korean EFL learners in speaking and writing, as well as the factors that caused
these errors. The results showed that omission (about 40%) was the most prevalent error in
the speaking corpus, followed by misformation (34%) and addition errors. In the case of
preposition errors, on the other hand, addition (28.3%) was the most salient error, followed
by omission (19.7%) and misformation (10.1%). Son and Chang [29] conducted a compre-
hensive analysis of the grammatical errors exhibited by Korean university students during
their English speaking activities. Moreover, they examined the variations in error patterns
based on the students’ levels of proficiency. In the study, participants were asked to describe
a picture and respond to a speaking prompt. The study categorized the grammatical errors
into six groups with 45 subgroups. Overall, the results found that noun and verb phrases
had the highest error rates. Grammatical errors in noun phrases were the most frequent,
followed by verb phrases, preposition phrases, sentence structure, and adjectives. The error
analysis by proficiency level showed that beginner-level learners made more grammati-
cal errors overall than intermediate learners. More specifically, beginners had the most
subject–verb agreement errors, while intermediate learners had more awkward expressions.
Choi [9] analyzed the English speaking errors and error perceptions of Korean learners. The
study used college students’ TOEIC speaking test responses and transcribed their audio
clips. The transcripts were then coded with the six grammatical errors (e.g., noun phrase,
verb phrase, number/price unit, clause/sentence structure, prepositional phrase, adjective
phrase, others) introduced in Chin [23] and Kim [24]. These six categories were subdivided
into omission, addition, misformation, and lexical errors as proposed by Dulay, Burt and
Krashen [17], Noh [27], and Yoon [21].

Overall, the studies investigated various grammatical error types and their relative
frequencies in the spoken English data of Korean learners of English. However, many of the
studies focused primarily on error frequencies without considering the learners’ proficiency
levels. While Kim, Pae, Hwang and Rhee [25] and Son and Chang [29] took proficiency lev-
els into account when analyzing error types and their frequencies, they did not investigate
whether each error solely affected the proficiency level or if all errors collectively affected
students’ proficiency levels. Furthermore, these studies rarely considered how prompts (or
inputs) affected the types and frequency of errors produced by learners.

2.4. Methods of Analysis

The quantitative data in the current study were analyzed using four statistical methods:
Friedman’s test for comparing the frequency of lexico-grammatical errors across prompt
topics within groups, Wilcoxon signed-rank test for pairwise comparison of the topic
groups, hierarchical regression analysis for analyzing the impact of error types on lexico-
grammatical scores, and many-facet Rasch measurement analysis for calculating examinees’
lexico-grammatical scores.

The Friedman test [30], a non-parametric equivalent to the analysis of variance
(ANOVA), is a statistical test used to analyze the differences between multiple related
groups or treatments based on ordinal data. It is often used when the data are not normally
distributed or when the assumptions for parametric tests are not met. The Wilcoxon signed-
rank test [31], a non-parametric equivalent to the paired samples t-test, is commonly used
when analyzing matched samples based on ordinal data. Hierarchical regression analysis
is a statistical method used to examine the association between one dependent variable
and multiple independent variables [32]. It is a type of multiple regression analysis in
which independent variables are sequentially entered into the regression model based on a
theoretical rationale, thus allowing statistical model comparison.
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Many-facet Rasch measurement (MFRM) is an expanded form of the Rasch model
designed to calibrate multiple variables, known as facets, that can influence assessment
outcomes [33]. While the original Rasch model, introduced by Rasch [34], focuses on the
relationship between two facets (examinee ability and item difficulty) to determine the
probability of a correct answer, MFRM incorporates more than two facets simultaneously,
such as examinee ability, item difficulty, rater severity, and test form [35]. MFRM provides
valuable insights into the interplay among these facets, allowing for the estimation of
their relative positions on a linear scale. In MFRM models, latent variables like examinee
ability and item difficulty are expressed on the logit scale, which represents the natural
logarithm of the odds ratio and spans from negative infinity to positive infinity [35]. These
variables are assumed to exist on the same continuum, known as the item–person logit
scale. Examinees positioned at the same point on this scale have approximately a 50%
chance of correctly answering dichotomous items or achieving a specific item score on
items with continuous rating scales [35,36].

3. Method

This section describes the methods employed in the present study. It commences by
explaining the data source and the instruments used. The procedures for data collection
and coding are then described in detail. The section concludes with a description of the
data analysis techniques employed to address the research questions.

3.1. Data

The data were collected from an oral proficiency interview administered to 32 Korean
college students in Korea. The examinees selected for the interview were required to
have a score between 600 and 900 on the Test of English for International Communication
(TOEIC) or an equivalent proficiency approved by the researchers. The speech of the
examinees was transcribed for further analysis and the lengths of their utterances varied
from 8 to 305 tokens across different prompt topics (Mean = 152, SD = 65), as presented in
Table 1.

Table 1. Description of examinees’ utterance lengths (tokens).

Topics Min Max Mean SD

Q1. School bag 45 303 147 59
Q2. Online class 50 305 170 68
Q3. Free housing 8 268 140 65

Total 8 305 152 65
Note: SD stands for standard deviation.

3.2. Oral Proficiency Interview

The oral proficiency interview (OPI) used in the current study assesses the effectiveness
of college students’ communication in English in university life or classroom situations.
The OPI consists of three questions: one descriptive and explanatory speaking question,
one compare-and-contrast question, and one hypothetical question as illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2. Interview prompts for the study.

No Prompt Characteristics Prompts

1 Descriptive
Present tense

What items do you usually have in your school bag? Please
describe them.

2 Compare-and-contrast
Present tense

What are some benefits and drawbacks of taking online
classes from home?

3 Hypothetical
Conditionals How would the world change if everyone had free housing?
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The interview typically takes approximately ten minutes to complete. Prior to the
three main questions, the interview begins with a one-minute warm-up conversation
between the interviewer and the examinee. The oral production of the examinee during the
warm-up is not graded. Each question of the interview requires the examinee to respond
for two minutes without any preparation time. If examinees’ responses are shorter than
two minutes, the interviewer asks follow-up questions to help the examinees continue
producing enough speaking samples.

Two raters assign scores on a 13-point scale with four proficiency levels as shown in
Table 3. The current rating scale for lexico-grammar was adapted from Cotos’ [37] rubric,
which was originally designed to measure organization, fluency, lexico-grammar, and
pronunciation.

Table 3. Lexico-grammatical scoring rubric.

Level Score Description

Excellent 13 Native-like with sophisticated, appropriate, precise vocabulary
and grammar

Very Strong 11–12 Rich vocabulary and accurate grammar; a few unusual
expressions or minor problems possible

Strong 9–10 Adequate, but not stellar vocabulary; occasional or slight
problems with expression or lexical and grammatical forms

Adequate 7–8
Good vocabulary; good but inconsistent use of all time frames;
noticeable but not serious problems with expression or lexical
and grammatical forms

Limited 5–6 Fair vocabulary; fair use of time frames and expression; sentence
structure problems

Very Limited 3–4 Limited vocabulary; lack of grammar control; frequent and/or
serious errors

Poor 1–2 Poor to almost lacking control of vocabulary and grammar

Not competent 0 Lack of vocabulary and grammar

3.3. Raters and Coders

Two raters were recruited to score 96 audio recordings using a lexico-grammatical
rating scale as outlined in Table 3. Both raters were doctoral students in applied linguistics
at a U.S. university and had received training as OPI interviewers and raters. Additionally,
they had extensive experience as English as a second language (ESL) instructors having
taught ESL courses at a tertiary education institution in the U.S. for over three years. For
lexico-grammatical error coding, a rater first reviewed the examinees’ transcripts and
identified the errors. Then, two other coders, who were non-native speakers of English and
held linguistics-related college degrees, were invited to review the initial coding and count
the frequency of each error. One of the researchers reviewed the error frequency coding
and finalized it.

3.4. Coding Criteria

The error coding criteria were designed following the surface strategy classification
(i.e., addition, omission, misformation, and misordering errors) proposed by Dulay, Burt
and Krashen [17], as well as the error groups (i.e., noun phrase errors, verb phrase errors,
adjective phrase errors, prepositional phrase errors, sentence structure errors, and miscella-
neous errors) employed by Chin [23], as presented in Table 4. For example, the utterance “*I
didn’t go school” is missing the preposition to. This utterance is coded as a sentence with an
“adjective phrase with omission error.” Omission, addition, and misformation errors can be
found across all lexico-grammatical units, but misordering is specific to sentence structure.
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Table 4. Lexico-grammatical error coding criteria and examples.

Grammatical Errors
Surface Strategy Taxonomy

Omission Addition Misformation Misordering

Noun Phrase Errors (my) economics book very common things in
(the) learning my laptop (notebook) n/a

Verb Phrase Errors I stopped (working) make my nephew (is) sick many trees will be (are) gone n/a

Adjective Phrase Errors a (higher) percentage of
getting As

we don’t have to donate a
(more the) house it is very efficient (effort). n/a

Prepositional Phrase
Errors I didn’t go (to) school socializing(in) online would not agree with

(about) it. n/a

Sentence Structure First, (it) is safe houses is getting more (cost
is) expensive

their cover(s) are (is) pretty
beautiful.

nothing is bad
(bad is nothing)

Miscellaneous the skill for science, (and) art. because (if) they have home
to live in. So not (no) tired. n/a

Note: ( ) indicates errors. n/a indicates that there is no corresponding example utterance.

3.5. Procedures

This study was conducted using the following procedures. First, the interviewer, who
was also one of the raters, interviewed the examinees using the three given prompts in
Table 2. Each examinee was asked to respond to each question for approximately two
minutes. The interview was conducted and recorded via the online platform Zoom. Second,
the examinee’s performance was evaluated based solely on the audio recordings. Two
raters used the lexico-grammatical evaluation rubric in Table 3 to score the examinees’
responses. In order to minimize measurement errors in the rating, a rating session was
prepared and the rating order was randomized. Rater training involved using ten sample
audio clips to calibrate the rating scales among the raters before the rating session. The
rating order of audio clips was randomized for each rater to mitigate the effects of the
rating order. Third, all audio recordings were transcribed and one of the raters reviewed
the transcription for lexico-grammatical errors. Fourth, all lexico-grammatical errors were
coded for statistical analysis by the coders based on the rater’s lexico-grammatical review.
Finally, the lexico-grammatical errors and the rating scores were statistically analyzed
using the Friedman test, which is a non-parametric alternative to ANOVA; the Wilcoxon
signed-rank test, which is a non-parametric alternative to the paired samples t-test; the
many-facet Rasch measurement (MFRM) model; and hierarchical regression analysis.

3.6. Data Analyusis

The current study employed a quantitative approach to examine the variability in
examinees’ lexico-grammatical performance based on the interview prompt. To investigate
the effect of task topics on the frequency of lexico-grammatical errors (Research Question
1), multiple Friedman tests were conducted, followed by pairwise comparisons using the
Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. Non-parametric tests were chosen, as the linguistic measures
were frequency data obtained from the linguistic output and did not meet the assumptions
of a parametric analysis. Since the linguistic measures were not conceptually related,
multiple univariate analyses were conducted instead of a multivariate analysis [38]. To
address the issue of multiple comparisons in the follow-up pairwise comparisons with
the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests, the significance level was adjusted using a Bonferroni
correction (α = 0.05/3 = 0.017), considering that there were three topics [39].

To analyze the effect of interview topics and related errors on examinees’ lexico-
grammatical performance (Research Question 2), a rating scale model of MFRM was
employed to calculate examinees’ fair lexico-grammatical scores. A fully-crossed or complete
design was used where each rater assessed all examinees on all items. This design ensures
the highest precision for parameter estimation and avoids missing data in the MFRM
model [33]. The rating design used in the present study is depicted in Figure 1, where
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each tick mark, or “
√

”, represents the scores assigned by raters. The final fair score was
estimated using the computer program FACETS version 3.80 [40].
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The rating scale model for the lexico-grammatical scores can be expressed as shown in
Equation (1). Additionally, a hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to determine
the extent to which the frequency of grammatical errors in the utterance explains the
lexico-grammatical scores.

ln[Pnfjk/Pnfjk−1 ] = θn − αj − τk, (1)

where

Pnfjk = probability of test taker n receiving a rating of k from rater j;
Pnfjk−1 = probability of test taker n receiving a rating of k − 1 from rater j;
θn = speaking ability of examinee n;
αj= severity of rater j;
τk = difficulty of scale category k relative to scale category k − 1.

4. Results

This section presents the results of the data analysis conducted to answer the research
questions using the findings from the quantitative analysis described in the previous section.
It begins with the frequency of lexico-grammatical errors by topic in the OPI, employing
non-parametric statistical tests for group comparison. It then describes the results of the
regression analysis, aimed at explaining the effect of lexico-grammatical errors on the
examinees’ lexico-grammatical scores.

4.1. Lexico-Grammatical Errors by Topic

The total raw frequencies of lexico-grammatical errors by topic were 457, 621, and
475 for Q1: school bag, Q2: online class, and Q3: free housing, respectively. As shown in
Table 5, the number of noun phrase (NP) errors was 725 (46.7%), verb phrase (VP) errors
were 289 (18.6%), sentence structure errors were 174 (11.2%), prepositional phrase (PP)
errors were 136 (8.8%), adjective phrase (AP) errors were 54 (3.5%), and miscellaneous
errors were 175 (11.3%). Noun phrase errors were the most prevalent, followed by verb
phrase errors, sentence structure errors, prepositional phrase errors, and adjective phrase
errors, except for miscellaneous errors, in every topic.

As the length of utterance varied, these error frequencies were normalized using the
average length of utterance per topic in order to compare the frequency among topics. The
average lengths of utterances per topic were 147, 170, and 140 for Q1: school bag, Q2: online
class, and Q3: free housing, respectively, as shown in Table 1. Thus, the normalized frequency
was calculated by dividing the raw frequency of each category by the average length of
utterance (e.g., NP of Q1 can be calculated as 258/147 × 100 = 176), as shown in Table 6.

The normalized frequencies of total lexico-grammatical errors for Q1: school bag,
Q2: online class, and Q3: free housing were 311, 365, and 313, respectively. These normalized
frequencies were used for further analysis. As shown in Table 6, noun phrase (NP) errors
were 465 (47.0%), verb phrase (VP) errors were 184 (18.6%), sentence structure errors were
110 (11.2%), prepositional phrase (PP) errors were 86 (8.7%), adjective phrase (AP) errors
were 34 (3.4%), and miscellaneous errors were 110 (11.2%). Noun phrase errors were the
most prevalent, followed by verb phrase errors, in every topic.
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Table 5. Raw error frequency across topics.

Grammatical Errors

Topic

Q1. School Bag
(%)

Q2. Online
Class (%)

Q3. Free
Housing (%) Total (%)

NP 258 (56.5) 255 (41.1) 212 (44.6) 725 (46.7)
VP 61 (13.3) 114 (18.4) 114 (24.0) 289 (18.6)
AP 12 (2.6) 28 (4.5) 14 (2.9) 54 (3.5)
PP 30 (6.6) 65 (10.5) 41 (8.6) 136 (8.8)

Sentence Structure 55 (12.0) 76 (12.2) 43 (9.1) 174 (11.2)
Miscellaneous 41 (9.0) 83 (13.4) 51 (10.7) 175 (11.3)

Total 457 (100.0) 621 (100.0) 475 (100.0) 1553 (100.0)
Note: NP: noun phrase, VP: verb phrase, AP: adjective phrase, PP: prepositional phrase.

Table 6. Error frequency normalized by average length of utterances across topics.

Grammatical
Errors

Topic

Q1. School Bag
(%)

Q2. Online
Class (%)

Q3. Free
Housing (%) Total (%)

NP 176 (56.5) 150 (41.1) 139 (44.6) 465 (47.0)
VP 41 (13.3) 67 (18.4) 75 (24.0) 184 (18.6)
AP 8 (2.6) 16 (4.5) 9 (2.9) 34 (3.4)
PP 20 (6.6) 38 (10.5) 27 (8.6) 86 (8.7)

Sentence
Structure 37 (12.0) 45 (12.2) 28 (9.1) 110 (11.2)

Miscellaneous 28 (9.0) 49 (13.4) 34 (10.7) 110 (11.2)

Total 311 (100.0) 365 (100.0) 313 (100.0) 989 (100.0)
Note: the frequency is normalized by topic length. NP: noun phrase, VP: verb phrase, AP: adjective phrase,
PP: prepositional phrase.

The results of the Friedman tests examining each lexico-grammatical error by prompt
topic revealed significant differences in noun phrase, verb phrase, and prepositional phrase
errors: noun phrase errors, χ2(2) = 7.04, p = 0.030 *; verb phrase errors, χ2(2) = 11.24,
p = 0.004 **; adjective phrase errors, χ2(2) = 3.98, p = 0.137; prepositional phrase errors,
χ2(2) = 11.33, p = 0.003 **; sentence structure errors, χ2(2) = 0.807, p = 0.668; and miscella-
neous errors, χ2(2) = 1.590, p = 0.452. As the Friedman tests for noun phrase, verb phrase,
and prepositional phrase errors were statistically significant, post hoc analyses were con-
ducted using Wilcoxon signed-rank tests as shown in Table 7. The results of the Wilcoxon
signed-rank tests showed that only the verb phrase errors between Q1 (school bag) and Q2
(online class) (Z =−2.84, p = 0.005, r =−0.36), between Q1 and Q3 (free housing) (Z = −3.69,
p = 0.000, r = −0.46), and the prepositional phrase errors between Q1 and Q2 (Z = −2.96,
p = 0.003, r = −0.37) were statistically significantly different.

Table 7. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests of noun, verb, and prepositional phrase errors (df = 2).

Categories Z a p b r c

NP
Q1 vs. Q2 −2.22 0.027 −0.28
Q1 vs. Q3 −1.88 0.060 −0.24
Q2 vs. Q3 −0.25 0.805 −0.03

VP
Q1 vs. Q2 −2.84 0.005 * −0.36
Q1 vs. Q3 −3.69 0.000 * −0.46
Q2 vs. Q3 −1.79 0.073 −0.22

PP
Q1 vs. Q2 −2.96 0.003 * −0.37
Q1 vs. Q3 −1.28 0.201 −0.16
Q2 vs. Q3 −1.67 0.095 −0.21

Note: a Wilcoxon signed-rank test; b asympt. sig (2-tailed): * p < 0.017; c effect size. r = 0.10 is a small effect; r = 0.30
is a medium effect; and r = 0.50 is a large effect [41]. NP: noun phrase, VP: verb phrase, PP: prepositional phrase.
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4.2. Lexico-Grammatical Errors and Lexico-Grammatical Scores

A correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between the lexico-
grammatical scores (dependent variable; DV) and the error variables, in order to identify
potential independent variables (IVs) for a hierarchical regression analysis. Table 8 presents
the correlations among the IVs and the DV. The Pearson correlations indicated that the
lexico-grammatical scores were negatively correlated with noun phrase errors (r = −0.36,
p < 0.001 ***), verb phrase errors (r =−0.35, p < 0.001 ***), adjective phrase errors (r = −0.06,
p = 0.546), prepositional phrase errors (r = −0.08, p < 0.461), sentence structure errors
(r = −0.21, p < 0.05 *), and miscellaneous errors (r = −0.13, p = 0.193). Additionally, positive
correlations were found between the lexico-grammatical scores and the length of utterance
in tokens (r = 0.76, p < 0.001 ***) and tokens per AS-unit (r = 0.51, p < 0.001 ***).

Table 8. Correlations between lexico-grammatical score and error variables.

NP Error VP Error AP Error PP Error Sentence
Structure Error

Miscellaneous
Error

Utterance
Length (Tokens)

Tokens per
AS-Unit

Lexico-
Grammatical

Scores
−0.36 *** −0.35 *** −0.06 −0.08 −0.21 * −0.13 0.76 *** 0.51 ***

Note: * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001. NP: noun phrase, VP: verb phrase, AP: adjective phrase, PP: prepositional phrase.

A hierarchical regression analysis was conducted on the lexico-grammatical scores
using four independent variables, as presented in Table 9. Because adjective phrase errors,
prepositional phrase errors, and miscellaneous errors were not found to be statistically
significant predictors of the lexico-grammatical scores, these variables were not included in
the initial set of independent variables for the regression analysis. The hierarchical multiple
regression analysis showed that in Model 1, noun phrase errors and verb phrase errors
significantly contributed to the regression model, F(2, 93) = 13.18, p < 0.001 ***, explaining
22% of the variance in the lexico-grammatical scores, as depicted in Table 9. The addition
of sentence structure to the regression model did not result in a statistically significant
improvement, so it was not included in the final model. The potential impact of topic
variation was also examined in Model 1, but it was not found to be a significant contributor
to the regression model. Therefore, model comparison was performed without considering
topic variation.

Table 9. Multiple regression analysis.

Model R R2 B SE β t p

1
(constant)

0.47 0.22
7.96 0.46 17.42 <0.001 ***

NP Error −0.23 0.07 −0.31 −3.39 0.001 **
VP Error −0.38 0.12 −0.30 −3.26 0.002 **

2

(constant)

0.81 0.65

2.72 0.60 4.56 <0.001 ***
NP Error −0.10 0.05 −0.13 −2.02 0.047 *
VP Error −0.23 0.08 −0.19 −2.94 0.004 **

Utterance Length
(Tokens) 0.02 0.00 0.60 8.20 <0.001 ***

Tokens per AS-unit 0.10 0.04 0.16 2.26 0.026 *

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. B is unstandardized beta; SE is standard error; β is standardized beta.
NP: noun phrase, VP: verb phrase.

In the final model, or Model 2, the variables of total utterance length and tokens per AS-
unit, which represent the average length of each utterance, were added to the initial model,
or Model 1. This final model accounted for 65% of the variance in the lexico-grammatical
scores. The inclusion of the utterance length-related variables in the regression model
explained an additional 43% of the variance (∆R2 = 0.65 − 0.22) in the lexico-grammatical
scores, yielding a significant overall improvement, F(2, 91) = 11.05, p < 0.001 ***. The
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final model indicates that for each additional noun phrase error, the lexico-grammatical
scores decreased by 0.10, while holding the effects of other independent variables constant.
Similarly, for each additional verb phrase error, the lexico-grammatical scores decreased by
0.23, holding the effects of other variables constant. On the other hand, an increase of one
token in the utterance length lead to a 0.02 increase in the lexico-grammatical scores, while
controlling for the effects of other variables. Likewise, an increase of one token per AS-unit
resulted in a 0.10 increase in the lexico-grammatical scores, while holding the effects of the
other variables constant.

According to the regression analysis, the results suggest that reducing noun phrase
errors by approximately ten can result in an increase of one level in the lexico-grammatical
score. Similarly, reducing verb phrase errors by about five can lead to an increase of one-
level in the lexico-grammatical score. In terms of utterance length, producing ten additional
words in the response was associated with a 0.20 increase in the lexico-grammatical score.
However, considering that the average utterance time was two minutes, this increase may
not be considered significant in terms of score gain. Speaking one more word per AS-unit
statistically significantly contributed to the variability in lexico-grammatical scores, even
when the utterance length variable was already included in the model. This additional
explanation may be attributed to the complexity of utterances, which was not explicitly
included in the current model. It is worth noting that more complex utterances generally re-
quire more tokens per AS-unit, and complexity is often taken into account when evaluating
lexico-grammatical scores in language assessment.

5. Discussion

This section discusses the results of the data analysis and provides a summary of the
key findings in the current study. It further presents the implications of employing error
analysis in the measurement of lexico-grammatical scores in the oral proficiency interview.

5.1. Lexico-Grammatical Error Frequency by Topic

Based on the results of the error analysis, the frequency of lexico-grammatical errors
in the examinees’ English speaking tasks was compared across different error categories. It
was found that the most errors were made by the examinees in noun phrases, verb phrases,
but also in sentence structure, prepositional phrases, and adjective phrases (excluding
miscellaneous errors). These findings align with numerous previous studies on error
analysis of Korean learners of English, which have consistently shown that Korean learners
tend to make the most errors in noun and verb phrases [9,23,24,29]. As the first research
question aimed to investigate whether Korean learners of English would exhibit different
error rates based on the topic, a comparison of error rates was conducted while adjusting
for the same overall utterance length. This was necessary as the examinees’ utterance
length varied depending on the topics.

The results indicated that the descriptive task (Q1: school bag) exhibited a higher fre-
quency of noun phrase errors compared to the compare-and-contrast task (Q2: online class)
and the hypothetical task (Q3: free housing). Generally, errors are anticipated to be more
prevalent in more challenging tasks, such as the compare-and-contrast task and the hypo-
thetical task [12,42]. However, in the current study, noun phrase errors were unexpectedly
more frequent in the descriptive task. This unexpected result could be attributed to the
required language used to answer each question. The first prompt demands that examinees
use descriptive language related to the items they carry in their bags, which elicits more
noun phrase expressions, thus leading to the creation of more noun phrase errors.

On the other hand, prepositional errors were found to be statistically more prevalent
in the compare-and-contrast task than in the descriptive task. No statistical differences
were observed between the descriptive task and the hypothetical task. This result may
be attributed to the shorter utterance length typically observed in the hypothetical task.
Given that hypothetical conditional questions are cognitively more demanding compared
to descriptive or compare-and-contrast prompts, it is expected that learners would make
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more errors in the hypothetical conditional task. However, the more challenging nature
of the tasks could lead to shorter utterances and, consequently, lower chances of making
errors. Additionally, examinees could have used avoidance strategies to minimize the
occurrence of errors in response to the hypothetical questions [43]. Prompt topic, including
task types, can affect ESL learners’ behaviors [44] as well as language errors.

5.2. Effect of Lexico-Grammatical Errors on Lexico-Grammatical Scores by Topic

The findings of this study support the hypothesis that topic variation can influence
L2 performance, as evidenced by the statistically different error frequencies observed
across topics. However, the results also suggest that variations in error frequency do
not necessarily result in differences in lexico-grammatical scores. Contrary to prevailing
assumptions in L2 oral production tasks [45–47], this study’s findings indicate that the
task topic does not exhibit a statistically significant influence on lexico-grammatical scores.
Plausibly, this lack of statistical significance can be attributed to the minimal or negligible
effects of task topics on linguistic output and/or the subconscious adjustment made by
raters to account for variations in lexico-grammatical features prompted by different task
topics. Notably, in the present study, the latter explanation appears more reasonable, as
evidenced by the statistical significance of noun phrase errors and verb phrase errors
varying across task topics. Thus, it can be inferred that the impact of task topic on lexico-
grammatical scores may be indirectly mediated through the presence of lexico-grammatical
errors, as depicted in Figure 2.
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The findings of this study also indicate that lexico-grammatical scores were affected
by both lexico-grammatical errors and the length of utterances. To address the potential
impact of utterance length on error frequency, the frequency of errors in each utterance was
normalized by dividing it by the corresponding utterance length. Consequently, it is crucial
to include utterance length as an independent variable in the regression model. According
to the comparison of the regression models, Model 2, which includes the additional variable
of utterance length, explains approximately 43% more variance in lexico-grammatical
scores compared to Model 1, which only considers noun phrase errors and verb phrase
errors. This increase in the explained variance exceeds the combined impact of noun
phrase errors and verb phrase errors. These findings suggest that lexico-grammatical
scores are not solely determined by the presence of specific lexico-grammatical errors.
Instead, lexico-grammatical scores may encompass the use of a diverse range of vocabulary
or expressions, which may be indirectly reflected in the utterance length variable. This
interpretation implies that raters perceive longer utterances as indicative of a higher level
of lexico-grammatical proficiency. Therefore, when interpreting lexico-grammatical errors,
it is important to acknowledge that lexico-grammatical scores encompass both positively
related features, such as vocabulary use, utterance length, and utterance complexity, as
well as inversely related features, such as lexico-grammatical errors.

6. Conclusions and Implications

The purpose of this study was to identify the types of errors made by Korean college
students when speaking English in different task contexts, and to investigate the impact of
these errors on their scores for lexico-grammatical proficiency. This study found that noun
phrase errors were the most frequent type of error, followed by verb phrase errors, across
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all three tasks. These findings are partially consistent with previous research [23,24,29],
which has also shown that noun phrase and verb phrase errors are the most frequent
lexico-grammatical errors made by Korean college students. The frequency of verb phrase
and prepositional phrase errors was lower in the descriptive task than in the compare-
and-contrast and hypothetical conditioning tasks. This may be because descriptive tasks
are less cognitively demanding than compare-and-contrast or hypothetical tasks. The
task complexity has been found to affect task performance, as noted by Prabhu [48],
Robinson [49], and Skehan [50].

This study has also demonstrated that lexico-grammatical scores were influenced
by utterance length and tokens per AS-unit, while being negatively affected by noun
phrase errors and verb phrase errors. Other studies have investigated the frequency of
errors by examinees’ proficiency levels [25,29], but did not explore how these errors affect
proficiency scores. Chin [23] investigated the significance level of errors judged by native
English speakers, but the significance level was not quantitatively verified. Her study has
limitations, as it is challenging to apply the significance of errors to judging examinees’
proficiency. Although all potential predictor variables of lexico-grammatical scores in the
hierarchical regression model were not fully reviewed, the current study provides a general
understanding of how errors impact lexico-grammatical scores while controlling for the
length of utterances.

Pedagogical implications can be drawn from this study regarding the importance
of error types in oral communication. Noun phrase errors and verb phrase errors are
known to be the most common errors made by Korean ESL learners [23,24,29]. This
study confirms that these error types, along with the length of the utterance, significantly
affect lexico-grammatical scores in speaking tests. The study results suggest that teachers
should prioritize addressing noun phrase and verb phrase errors, as these errors convey
more semantic information than other error types, such as prepositional phrase errors.
Additionally, as the frequency of error types varies depending on the question type, it
is essential to teach oral communication in a way that considers task characteristics and
contextual factors such as field, tenor, and mode.

This study has demonstrated some important findings regarding the lexico-grammatical
errors made by English language learners, but there were some limitations. First, the study’s
classification of lexico-grammatical errors based on the surface strategy classification of
Dulay, Burt and Krashen [17], and the comprehensive error groups of Chin [23], is not
necessarily exhaustive. Second, the multiple regression model used in the study was based
on a relatively small sample size. Therefore, some predictor variables might have been
excluded from the model due to a lack of statistical power. Lastly, the 13-point scoring scale
used in the study was adapted from the pre-existing OPI test. Given the size of the rating
scale, some scores on the rubric may not have been used.

Further studies are needed to investigate how the frequency of lexico-grammatical
features can be used to predict oral communication quality. This could be achieved by
analyzing larger and more diverse samples of oral communication, taking into account
variations in topic, field, and mode. Additionally, studies using more diverse statistical
analyses of frequency data and a wide range of lexico-grammatical error features are
required to provide more precise information about the frequency of different error types
and their impact on scores in oral communication tests.
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