
Applied Linguistics

Language of Learners 
(Part 1)

Lecture 8

What’s  
wrong 
here?

Ray finds inspiration in cooking 
her family and her dog. 

Ray finds inspiration in cooking, 
her family, and her dog. 

Main 🔑 Point 
We laugh at mistakes, and we learn from them. Mistakes may 
show aspects of “interlanguage” the learner’s language 
system that is separate from both the L1 and L2. If mistakes 
become permanent, they may“fossilize.” With “error analysis,” 
we (a) try to discover and describe errors and (b) find out 
how learners process L2 data. With “trial and error learning,” 
we can learn a lot, especially with corrective feedback. 

“Interlanguage is the learner's 
current version of the 

language they are learning.”
BBC Teaching English

What is  
interlanguage 

like?

L2 L1Interlanguage (1) interlanguage

• Interlanguage is Selinker’s term. 

• A learner develops a system of knowledge. It’s. . .  

• (a) independent from the L2 

• and (b) independent from the L1

(1) interlanguage

• Interlanguage has 

• some characteristics of the L1 

• some characteristics of the L2 

• and some characteristics of its own 

• “*Mary go work every day at bank.” 

• “*She come home night fix dinner.”

(1) interlanguage

• What affects interlanguage? 

• L1 patterns: “I like very much Tokyo.” (from Spanish) 

• Developmental errors: “*She go to bank.”  

• Over generalizations: “*She rided the bus.” 

• Simplification: “I go, he go, she go, it go, she go.” 

“Fossilization refers to the process in 
which incorrect language becomes a 

habit and cannot easily be corrected.”

BBC Teaching English
What if 

your language 
ability fossilized?

(2) fossilization

• The language learner stops changing.  

• Errors may not cause trouble in communicating. 

• This happens to people living abroad and language classrooms. 

• They need more feedback. More noticing with input. 



(2) fossilization

• Alberto 

• “*I no understand good.” 

• “*What are doing these people?” 

• These errors may be hard to correct. 

(2) fossilization

• If he notices that the error breaks communication, then he may see 
the need to change it.  

• Teachers can help students notice errors. 

• And be sensitive to language input. 

What are errors?

“Errors are evidence of the learners’ efforts 
to discover the structure of the target 

language rather than attempts to transfer 
patterns from the first language.”

Lightbown and Spada, 2006

(3) error analysis

• We all make errors 

• In SLA, error analysis doesn’t predict where errors come from. 

• It tries to discover and describe errors. 

• Find out how learners process L2 data.

(3) error analysis

• Remember the idea of contrastive analysis. 

• It says that errors come from the first language. 

• It tries to predict where errors come from.  

• It isn’t complete. Not all errors come from the L1.

(3) error analysis

• Error analysis describes what learners actually do. 

• It doesn’t always help us understand why they do it. 

• It is hard to find the source of grammatical errors. 

• Learners also often avoid using difficult grammar. 

• This is called “avoidance.”  

• Because error analysis is hard, it may not be practical.

(3) error analysis

• Grammar teaching that helps. 

• Pop up grammar.  

• Noticing activities. 

• Teach grammar with songs. 

• Increase input with noticing. 

(4) Trial and Error

• Mistakes can lead to learning.  

• Mistakes, followed by corrective feedback, can aid learning.  

• Why? Mistakes give us helpful information. 

(4) Trial and Error

• Contrast “trial and error” with Skinner’s idea of “errorless learning.” 

• Psychologists may promote errorless learning for people with 
aphasia or memory disabilities.  

• Most language learners can benefit and learn from mistakes. 

(4) Trial and Error

• The authors of “Make it Stick” 
call mistakes “a badge of effort.”  

• Mistakes show us what not to 
do in the future. 

(4) Trial and Error

• In a conversation, we get feedback from a failure to communicate.  

•  What does this feedback teach us? 

• It teaches us that our pronunciation, word choice, or grammar 
need to be adjusted or changed in some way. 

(4) Trial and Error

• Learning is a creative process. Creativity may require mistakes.  

• Learners can benefit from testing linguistic hypotheses, making 
mistakes, and learning from them.  

• Contrast this with the audio-lingual method. We practice dialogs 
from short term memory.  

• The dialogs generally do not require creativity. 

(4) Trial and Error

• With ALM, we use short term memory and repetition with drills.  

• Repetition alone does not lead to long term memory.  

• We need to do retrieval, spacing, and interleaving.  

• We need to make mistakes as we master new material.  



Pop-up 
Grammar

Summary - So What?

• Interlanguage shows how learners are trying to discover the 
patterns of the L2.  

• Interlanguage changes and grows.  

• Errors come from many sources. 

• Errors fossilize if they don’t cause communication problems. 

Summary - So What?

• Fossilization is real. 

• Watch yourself. Be sensitive to your errors.  

• Listen to the input. Adjust to it.  

• Give students chances to “notice” both. . .  

• errors and correct language.

Summary - So What?

• Error analysis describes errors. 

• It may be hard to make it practical. 

• Give balanced grammar instruction.  

• Teach grammar in meaningful contexts. 

• Stories are natural and compelling. 

Summary - So What?

• Trial and error learning works.  

• Learn from corrective feedback.  

• Instead of retrieval from short 
term memory, do retrieval 
with spacing and interleaving 
(by self-quizzing). 


