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Abstract  

Language transfer is a phenomenon that the learners of any foreign language often 

experience. The main objective of this study was to explain how Spanish as a mother 

tongue (MT) can be used in a positive way to enhance the learning process of English as a 

foreign language (FL). In order to do this, we worked with two groups of students. The first 

group was composed by students from a course of English with General and Academic 

Purposes I and the other by students of different courses of English with General and 

Academic Purposes II from Universidad del Valle. Participants from both groups took a 

survey that gave us demographic information about their background studying English and 

about their perceptions of their level of English proficiency and of their learning process. 

Then, both groups participated in a writing exercise following the same prompts. Before 

doing the writing exercise, one of the groups participated in a pedagogical intervention 

designed to create awareness about the positive role of the MT in the FL learning process. 

We analyzed the texts and identified the errors that were caused by the mother tongue 

influence. We found that the group who participated in this session made fewer errors than 

the group who did not. Based on the results, we concluded that if students are exposed to a 

methodology in which the MT is not seen as a negative factor but as a positive one, they 

can improve their use of the foreign language structures.   

Key words: Mother tongue, Foreign language, Error, Mistake, Hypotheses Language 

transfer 
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Resumen 

La transferencia lingüística es un fenómeno que los aprendices de cualquier lengua 

extranjera experimentan con frecuencia. El objetivo principal de este estudio fue explicar 

cómo el Español, como lengua materna (LM) puede ser usado de manera positiva para 

potenciar el proceso de aprendizaje del inglés como lengua extranjera (LE). Para hacer 

esto, trabajamos con dos grupos de estudiantes. El primero estuvo compuesto por 

estudiantes de un curso de Inglés con Fines Generales y Académicos I y el otro por 

estudiantes de diferentes cursos de Inglés con Fines Generales Académicos II de la 

Universidad del Valle. Los participantes de ambos grupos tomaron una encuesta que nos 

proporcionó información demográfica acerca de sus antecedentes estudiando inglés y sus 

percepciones sobre su nivel de inglés y sobre su proceso de aprendizaje. Después, ambos 

grupos participaron en un ejercicio de escritura siguiendo las mismas consignas. Antes del 

ejercicio de escritura, uno de los grupos participó en una intervención pedagógica 

designada para crear consciencia acerca del rol positivo de la LM en el proceso de 

aprendizaje de la LE. Analizamos los textos e identificamos los errores que fueron causados 

por la influencia de la lengua materna. Encontramos que el grupo que participó en la 

intervención pedagógica cometió menos errores que el grupo que no participó. Con base en 

los resultados, concluimos que si se expone a los estudiantes a una metodología en la cual 

la LM no es vista como un factor negativo sino como uno positivo, ellos pueden mejorar en 

su uso de las estructuras de la lengua extranjera.  

Palabras clave: Lengua materna, Lengua extranjera, Error, Equivocación, Hipótesis, 

Transferencia lingüística  
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Mother Tongue as an Enhancer of Foreign Language Learning 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Learners of a second or foreign language often experience how their mother tongue 

influences their use of the language they are learning. Sometimes they feel this influence is 

negative because it leads them to make errors. In other occasions, they feel that said 

influence is positive for it helps them to improve in their learning process. The influence 

that the mother tongue exerts on the second or foreign language learning is often related to 

the differences and similarities that exist between both languages. It is believed that if the 

languages are very similar then the learning process is easier. On the contrary, if the 

languages differ greatly the learning process is more difficult.  

The role that the mother tongue plays in the learning process of a second or foreign 

language is one of the most controversial topics in second language learning (SLA) and 

foreign language learning (FLL). There are two main positions in relation to this topic. One 

states that the mother tongue should have no place in the language learning process. For 

instance, “learner L1 has a bearing on L2 learning, and that this influence is always 

negative are two salient beliefs about its role in L2 classrooms” (Ellis, 1985, p.19, as cited 

in Hitotuzi, 2006, p. 163). The other one states that the mother tongue should be part of the 

language learning process. Hitotuzi (2006) cites Krashen and Terrel (1983) who consider 

that “learners should resort to their L1 to bridge the gaps in communication due to their 

interlanguage insufficiency to initiate utterances” (p. 163-164).  

In this research project, we are advocates of the second position in relation to the 

role of the mother tongue. We believe that the mother tongue is an important factor of the 

foreign language learning process that, instead of obstructing it, can actually contribute to 
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it. In this sense, there are two concepts that we took into account to develop the project: 

awareness and explicitness.  

Grammar can be taught implicitly or explicitly. Explicit knowledge is conscious and 

it can be learned and verbalized (Ellis, 2006). Implicit knowledge, on the other hand, is 

unconscious and it is only possible to verbalize it if it is turned into explicit knowledge 

(Ellis, 2006). We consider that by establishing explicit comparisons between the FL and the 

MT, as a way to teach grammar, it is possible to raise students’ awareness about the way 

the FL works. If students are more conscious about the differences and similarities between 

the MT and the FL, they could use that knowledge to better use the language they are 

learning. 

In this project, we analyzed a set of written samples produced by two groups of 

learners of English as a foreign language in order to identify errors that can be associated to 

the influence of their mother tongue. We used Corder’s Error Analysis Model (1981) in 

order to identify and classify the errors of the texts written by the participants. Besides 

completing the two writing exercises proposed by the researcher (refer to the methods 

section), one of the groups participated in a pedagogical intervention prior to the writing 

session where we combined two methods: an interview and a concept based mediation 

activity. After the corpus was collected, the written productions of both groups were 

compared to see if there were any differences among them. This analysis allowed us to find 

that there were errors related to syntactical and grammatical structures, lexicon, third 

person conjugation, pronouns, articles, prepositions and infinitives.  

We decided on this methodological approach because one of the objectives sought 

to explain how the mother tongue can be used to enhance the learner’s competence in the 
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foreign language in terms of grammar, lexicon and different parts of speech in the written 

form.  

The texts written by the students who participated in the interview and concept 

based mediation session showed important differences in comparison to those written by 

the students who did not. For instance, they showed more consistency in their use of certain 

structures. The analysis of the differences observed between the two sets of texts leads us to 

believe that if students are more exposed to methodologies that approach the mother tongue 

as a positive factor in the learning process, it is very likely that there will be improvement 

in their use of the foreign language and in how they construct their linguistic repertoire.  

2. Problem Statement  

 

Language transfer is present in most, if not all, contexts of second language 

acquisition (SLA) and foreign language learning (FLL). This phenomenon is defined as 

“the influence resulting from similarities and differences between the target language and 

any other language that has been previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired” (Odlin, 

1989, p. 27). Bearing this definition in mind, it is important to understand the role that the 

mother tongue (MT) plays in the process of acquiring/learning the foreign language (FL). 

There is a relation between these languages that cannot be easily denied, for the first one 

will most likely have an impact on the learning of the second one. This transfer relation 

between the mother tongue and the foreign language can be positive as well as negative. 

According to Bardovi-Harlig and Sprouse (2017), the positive relationship, known also as 

facilitation, happens “when the influence of the native language leads to immediate or rapid 

acquisition or use of the target language” (p. 1). They explain also that the negative 

relation, known as interference, occurs “when the influence of the native language leads to 
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errors in the acquisition or use of a target language” (Bardovi-Harlig and Sprouse, 2017 p. 

1). In a FLL context, which is the one addressed in this project, this distinction between the 

two types of transfer leads to an understanding that foreign language teachers should be 

able to identify when the errors made by the learners are caused by the so-called negative 

influence of the mother tongue. This, in turn, can facilitate the process of finding ways to 

cope with them. We believe that once the teacher has identified that the errors made by the 

students are related to the hypotheses they make about the foreign language based on their 

MT, they can use that knowledge to raise students’ awareness of the differences and 

similarities between these languages. In doing so, students can use the foreign language 

more consciously, using their mother tongue as a basis to remember how the structure of 

the foreign language works. Moreover, this consciousness should go beyond understanding 

these differences and similarities. For instance, when students make an error related to the 

mother tongue, apart from identifying it, they should also be able to understand the reasons 

behind that error.  

One common situation in the learning process of a foreign language is that the 

learners tend to fill the gaps they have in their knowledge of the foreign language with the 

structures of their mother tongue. Since, in most cases, Spanish is the mother tongue for 

students of English with General and Academic Purposes courses at Universidad del Valle, 

it is possible to hypothesize that they use Spanish structures to fill those gaps. This 

probably happens because that is the closest reference of a language that they have. Lu 

(2010) states that “there are evidences of L1 influences at every aspect of L2 learners’ 

interlanguage: discourse, lexicon, semantics, syntax, morphology (including bound 

morphemes), phonetics, and phonology” (p. 4). The interlanguage theory, proposed by 
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Selinker in 1972, states that “the language of foreign language learners is itself a linguistic 

system independent of either L1 or L2, although influenced by both” (Lennon in: Gramley, 

& Gramley, 2008, p. 55). Some of the characteristics of the concept of interlanguage, as 

proposed by Selinker, is that it is dynamic and that it will stop developing for most learners 

once they master native speaker norms (Lennon in: Gramley & Gramley, 2008). Nowadays, 

however, researchers have started to use the term “language learner language” to refer to a 

language that “has empirically been found to be systematic, dynamic, variable and 

simplified, both formally and functionally, relative to the target language and the learner’s 

native language” (Saville-Troike, 2006, p. 40 as cited in Lennon in: Gramley & Gramley, 

2008, p. 56).  

This project studied different aspects of the foreign language in which the mother 

tongue can have an influence. When we started the research, we wanted to focus on the use 

of pronouns and adjectives because in our experience, these word classes are two of the 

most problematic for English learners whose mother tongue is Spanish. However, after 

piloting the writing prompts (refer to methods section for further development), we decided 

not to have hypotheses as to what instances of the foreign language could be influenced by 

the mother tongue. Instead, we decided on the categories as we analyzed the texts. We 

found errors in relation to lexicon and grammatical structures. We also found errors in the 

use of specific parts of speech such as articles, pronouns and prepositions, among others. It 

is important to highlight that when we carried out this research, we were aware of the 

methodological limitations that come with trying to determine what utterances should be 

considered errors and which should be considered mistakes under the light of the Error 

Analysis Model, but we tried to address them as best as possible.  
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One of the objectives of this research was to explore and describe what errors 

caused by the influence of Spanish are present in the written productions of two groups of 

students. The first group consisted of students attending the course “English with General 

and Academic Purposes I” at Universidad del Valle. The second, comprised students 

pertaining to different courses of “English with General and Academic Purposes II”. The 

other objective was to describe how the influence of the mother tongue, which initially 

contributed to errors in writing, can be used to help them improve their use of the foreign 

language. As stated before, if students can be more aware of the differences and similarities 

between both languages, it could be easier for them to understand foreign language 

structures. However, it is important to highlight that the teacher should take the first step to 

guide the students down this path since they may not do this completely on their own due to 

different reasons. One possible reason is that perhaps students simply do not know this is 

an option. This, in turn, could be linked to the fact that maybe they have been told many 

times that in order to learn the foreign language they need to stop thinking in Spanish and 

start thinking in English. Hence, they might consider that their mother tongue cannot make 

positive contributions to their learning of the foreign language.   

3. Research questions  

a. General question 

● How does Spanish influence the English learning process of students of 

EGAP I and EGAP II at Universidad del Valle? 

b. Specific questions 
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 How can the influence caused by the similarities and differences between 

Spanish (MT) and English (FL) be positively used to enhance the foreign 

language learning process? 

 What errors, possibly related to an influence of the mother tongue, can be 

found in the written productions of the participants?  

4. Rationale 

Diverse factors can have an impact on the learning process of a foreign language. 

The learner’s mother tongue is one of the most important intrinsic factors that influence this 

process. The fact that in some cases the hypotheses students make based on their mother 

tongue lead them to make errors in the foreign language is one of the reasons why, in some 

FLL environments, the mother tongue tends to be avoided and sometimes even forbidden. 

For a long time, the most common belief has been that the “learners’ mother tongue should 

be abandoned, and its use discouraged” (Tamimi and Qademarzi, 2015, p. 162). In the 

specific case of English teaching and learning, which is the language that interest us, there 

has been an assumption that this language should be learned only through English and not 

through the mother tongue, which in fact had a tendency of being prohibited (Jadallah and 

Hassam, 2010, as cited in Cuartas, 2014). However, we hold the view that if approached 

from a more positive perspective, it is possible to use both the differences and similarities 

between the mother tongue and the foreign language to benefit the learning process of the 

latter. Following the theory of Error Analysis, we consider that errors are in fact necessary 

because making them and receiving corrections can help the learners to improve their use 

of the foreign language structures. It is true that some researchers claim that corrective 

feedback (CF) does not help the students to improve. For instance, John Truscott believed 

that “error correction is harmful and should be abolished” (Ferris, 2004, p. 49). 
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Nonetheless, it has been argued that the research on this matter was incomplete and 

inconclusive (Ferris, 2004). The usefulness of CF is still a controversial topic in SLA. 

There are researches that are inconclusive, others who do not support the use of CF and 

others who support it (Ferris, 2004). We are with the advocates of using CF and we hope 

that this research might contribute to the research on this topic. The hypotheses the learners 

make based on their mother tongue can result in the construction of a faulty utterance. 

According to Corder (1981), the teacher will tell the student when this happens. Then, the 

student will try to make a more adequate hypothesis and will try again. After that, two 

things may happen: the hypothesis will be correct this time or it might be erroneous once 

again. In the case of the latter, the student may try to make their hypothesis again and so on. 

Then, “each new hypothesis is, we hope, closer to the true facts of the target language” 

(Corder, 1981, p. 53). Although Corder did not refer specifically to hypotheses related to 

the mother tongue, his interpretation of how they work fits the stance we hold in this 

project. Considering that through trial and error these hypotheses can result in the learner 

having a better understanding of the functioning of the foreign language, this project 

inscribes itself within a perspective in which the learner’s mother tongue should not be left 

aside in the foreign language learning process. Furthermore, the errors that may be related 

to it should not be condemned. Instead of creating a classroom environment where students 

feel that speaking in their mother tongue will bring consequences such as having to pay a 

fine (a common practice in FLL contexts in Colombia), teachers should seek to encourage 

them to use their mother tongue as a basis for learning the foreign language. The 

sociocultural theory of language learning advocates for this stance. For instance, Vygotsky 

stated that “the learning of an L2 had its foundation in the knowledge of one’s L1” (Eun 

and Lim, 2009, p. 18). Taking this into consideration, teachers should help students to 
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become aware of the similarities and differences between the mother tongue and the foreign 

language since that comparison could help them to better understand how the foreign 

language structures work. 

To sum up, in this research we aim to describe the errors students make due to 

erroneous hypotheses about the foreign language based on their mother tongue. We also 

aim to explain how, by increasing the students’ awareness of those errors, we can help them 

to enhance their foreign language learning process.  

Different projects that have addressed the topic of language transfer put great effort 

in giving account of the different instances in which interference of the mother tongue over 

the foreign language can occur. Nevertheless, most of them do not explain how that 

influence can serve to help the learners acquire the foreign language structures. An example 

of this is the work by Hoyos and Piedrahita (2015). Their research had different objectives. 

The first one was to classify, based on the texts written by their research subjects, the most 

frequent errors in terms of word order, pronouns and prepositions. The second was to 

establish the criteria to determine if these errors were caused by interference. The last one 

was to determine what errors were in fact caused by linguistic interference of Spanish in the 

texts written in English. As can be deduced from these objectives, the focus was on 

analyzing the corpus to classify the errors found. The authors stated that they did not 

propose any corrective measures since their aim was to carry out an analysis that could 

open the possibility to create them. In other words, their research focused on description. It 

is important to clarify that the objective of pointing this out is not to diminish in any way 

the importance of this research. In fact, the work done by Hoyos and Piedrahita is an 

important antecedent of this project. 
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Now, although our research does not offer such corrective measures per se, it does 

stand out from other studies in that it goes beyond describing the errors caused by the 

influence of the mother tongue. This project attempts to explain how the mother tongue 

influence can be used in the classroom to help students improve their use of the foreign 

language structures by comparing it to those of the mother tongue. 

As a student of foreign languages, I have experienced how my mother tongue has 

influenced, both positively and negatively, my learning process of English and French. I 

have also experienced how in some FLL classes, both in the university and in private 

institutes, speaking in Spanish was discouraged. Reflecting on these experiences is one of 

the reasons that led me to develop this project. Another reason is that developing this 

awareness myself of how a comparison between the mother tongue and the foreign 

language can enhance the foreign language learning process is an essential factor for my 

professional training as a teacher and for having a better performance in my future jobs in 

this field.  

Despite the fact that in this study we cannot make generalizations (we focus only on 

two languages: Spanish as mother tongue and English as foreign language, and with a very 

limited scope), we hope that it can serve as the basis for further studies that might be able to 

contribute more to the generalization of this positive relationship between the mother 

tongue and the foreign language. 

5. Background  

The following works are important antecedents for the present research. We must 

point that we have not presented them in this order for any particular reason since they all 

contribute to our research.  
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5.1. National 

An important research was the one carried out by Hoyos and Piedrahita (2015) with 

students of the Foreign Languages program at Universidad del Valle. The study was 

conducted with four groups of the course Tipologías Discursivas Escritas en Inglés in the 

term August-December 2014. The data collection comprised two methods: a test and a 

survey. With the first one, the participants wrote an argumentative text in English based on 

the following statement: “Foreign Language Instruction should begin in kindergarten” Do 

you agree or disagree with this statement”. With the second one, the researchers 

administered a survey to the students to find out about the effectiveness of the learning 

process to write in English at the Foreign Languages program. The survey also asked 

students to self-rate their proficiency level in English at that moment. Moreover, they were 

asked to self-report on errors frequently made by themselves as well as classmates’ errors. 

Additionally, the researchers used the survey to learn about the difficulties students face 

when writing a text in English and a text in Spanish and to discover how students felt about 

the presence of Spanish in their English writing exercises. The researchers analyzed the 43 

texts written by the students of sixth semester using Corder’s method (1981) and following 

linguistic/grammatical, descriptive and, etiological criteria. With the first criterion, they 

found 23 errors related to word order, 24 related to pronouns and 54 related to prepositions. 

With the descriptive criterion, the researchers classified the errors into the 

categories omission, addition, false choice and false placement. The results of the texts 

showed 16 examples in which pronouns and prepositions were omitted. Pronouns presented 

6 instances in which they were related to addition errors while prepositions presented 12. 

Regarding false choice, there were only 2 examples related to pronouns and 26 related to 
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prepositions. Within the category of false placement, the researchers found 23 errors of this 

type related to word order.  

 The etiological analysis was divided in two categories: interlingual errors and 

intralingual errors. Within the first category, the researchers found 75 examples, out of 

which, 35 were related to prepositions, 19 to word order and 21 to pronouns. The second 

category showed 26 examples, out of which 18 were related to prepositions, 4 to word 

order and 4 to pronouns.  

Pulido (2010) conducted a research project on language transfer in relation to 

lexicon with a group of students of 9th grade in the Bilingual School Pio XII. The author 

chose this population because at that level students are neither advanced learners of English 

nor beginners. Some of the criteria taken into account to select the subjects were that their 

mother tongue had to be Spanish and they had to belong to a Spanish-English bilingual 

program. The general objective of this research was to analyze the most frequent instances 

of interference in terms of lexicon in three types of texts (narrative, expository and 

argumentative), written both in Spanish and in English. This study falls into the category of 

a qualitative descriptive research because there is not a generalization of the results and 

because there is a comparison of data through the analysis of written samples in both 

English and Spanish. 

First, the researcher tested her data collecting methods and made some changes 

according to the results of the pilot test. After the pilot test, the researcher applied a definite 

test as a means for gathering the data. The researcher used the same methods for both the 

texts in English and in Spanish. In each case, the instruction was given in the language the 
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students were expected to use to make their productions. In the case of the expository and 

narrative texts, Pulido used the same instruction she had used in the pilot test: 

a. Expository 

- Tell in detail how the Michigan exam is? (Take into account its purpose, 

structure and kind of questions).  

- ¿Me pueden contar detalladamente en qué consiste el examen Michigan? 

 

b. Narrative 

- Tell the story in the best way. 

- Cuente la historia de la mejor manera. 

  It is important to mention that the researcher thought of that question for the 

expository text because in those days the students had taken the MET. In relation to the 

narrative text, the researcher showed a comic strip by Quino to the participants and asked 

them to retell the story. Based on the pilot test, the researcher changed the instruction for 

the argumentative text. This is the instruction: 

c. Argumentative  

- Tell what would happen if the sun disappears?  

- ¿Qué pasaría si el sol desapareciera?  
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The researcher used the software ATLAS.Ti to analyze the texts written in English 

and found that 49% of the lexical interference cases appeared in the narrative text, 34% in 

the expository text and 17% in the argumentative text.  

5.2 International 

One of the first studies found within the review of the international literature is the 

one carried out by Alonso (1997) in a Spanish High School. Her first aim was to discover 

the types of errors related to an influence of Spanish in the English learning process made 

by 28 first year high school students. Secondly, the researcher paid attention to the word 

classes that were related to those errors. To collect the data, the researcher asked the 

participants to compose a written piece in which they had to describe the last movie they 

had seen. During her analysis of the written texts, Alonso divided the interlingual errors she 

found in four types: transfer of structure, overextension of analogy, substitution and 

interlingual/intralingual. It caught our attention that the researcher used this classification 

since it would seem impossible to find intralingual errors within an interlingual 

classification given that the former term refers to errors caused by intrinsic difficulties of 

the foreign language while the latter has to do with errors caused by the influence of one 

language to another. However, we decided to still include this study as part of our 

background because it still offers an interesting insight into what type of words can be 

influenced by the MT. The results showed that there were 96 errors related to transfer of 

structure, 28 to overextension of analogy, 8 to substitution and 6 to interlingual/intralingual 

causes. The word classes that showed the highest rate of errors were verbs (31 errors) and 

pronouns (26 errors). There were 21 errors of verbs related to transfer of structure, 8 to 
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overextension of analogy and 2 to substitution. The researcher found 24 errors of pronouns 

related to transfer of structure and 2 related to overextension of analogy.  

Quintana (2011) conducted a study that, even though it focused on the spoken 

language, still shows how Spanish can influence the use of English on the part of learners. 

Her objectives were to identify the level of interference of the mother tongue in the spoken 

performance of the participants, identify the most frequent syntactic and semantic errors 

found in the speech and compare structures of both languages to find possible causes. To 

collect the speech data, she interviewed her three subjects (three female high school 

teachers from Ecuador) and then asked each of them to develop two conferences related to 

topics they were teaching. The researcher found, in relation to adjectives, 4 instances in 

which the participants did not correctly place the adjective and 1 in which they pluralized it. 

Regarding subject pronouns, the author of this study noticed that the participants made 13 

errors of omission of the subject pronoun. She also found 1 error of omission of the definite 

article, 1 of incorrect use of prepositions, 2 of double negations and 5 of incorrect word 

order.  

The documents presented here as background show evidence that research on 

language transfer has focused mainly on how the mother tongue interferes with the learning 

process of English rather than on how it can facilitate it. They also shed light on some 

theories and methods that can be used to collect the data and analyze it to present coherent 

results. 
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6. Objectives 

a. General Objective 

 Explain how Spanish influences the English learning process of students of EGAP I 

and EGAP II at Universidad del Valle. 

b. Specific Objectives 

● Explain how the influence caused by the differences and similarities between 

Spanish (MT) and English (FL) can be positively used to enhance the foreign 

language learning process. 

● Identify the errors possibly related to an influence of the mother tongue in the 

written productions of the participants. 

7. Theoretical framework 

      7.1 Language Transfer 

Language transfer is a term that has been defined from different perspectives among 

which, we can find the behaviorist, the mentalist and the cognitive. The behaviorists 

consider that if the mother tongue and the foreign language are similar or identical, the 

transfer will be positive and it will promote the learning of the other language, but, if the 

two languages are different the transfer will be negative and it will represent an obstacle for 

the learning process (Lu, 2010).   

The mentalist view is related to the Universal Grammar (UG) theory, according to 

which “native-speaker grammars are constraint by built-in universal linguistic principles” 

(White, 2003, p. 1). The linguists Dulay, Burt and Krashen denied the existence of native 

language transfer and considered that learning a language depended only on UG (Dulay, 

Burt and Krashen, 1982 as cited in Lu, 2010, p. 6). As White (2003) points out, different 

hypotheses about the relation between UG and learning acquisition were based on whether 
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the learners of another language had no access, direct access or indirect access to UG. 

Advocates of the first position consider that the “L2 acquisition is not constrained by UG, 

or that it is only constrained by UG insofar as universal properties can be accessed via the 

L1 grammar” (White, 2003, p. 16). The advocates of the second position believe that “L2 

learners arrive at relevant properties of the L2 independently of the L1 grammar” (White, 

2003, p. 16). Finally, the last position “recognized the role of both the L1and UG” (White, 

2003, p. 16). In other words, advocates of this position consider that both factors play a role 

in the learning process and that learners do have access to UG parameters and principles 

(White, 2003).  

The cognitive view of language transfer explained this phenomenon through the 

concept of Markedness. According to Chomsky’s theory of markedness, core rules of the 

UG were unmarked (general tendency of the language) while periphery rules were marked 

(they were the exception to the general grammar) (Lu, 2010). To explain the relation of 

markedness and language transfer, there is a theory known as markedness differential 

hypothesis (MDH), which states that “those areas of difficulty that a second language 

learner would have can be predicted on the basis of comparison of the native language and 

the target language” (Eckman, 1977, p. 321, as cited in Lu, 2010).  

Based on the previous discussion about different views of language transfer, it is 

possible to observe that this is a controversial topic in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

because the opinions on the influence it has in the language learning process are divided. 

The significance of this term for the SLA field has been the subject of several reevaluations 

over the last decades (Karim and Nassaji, 2013). Despite the different arguments that 

oppose the idea of the importance of language transfer theory, the increasing amount of 

research on the topic shows that it is in fact a very important concept on SLA (Odlin, 
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1989). Language transfer is defined by Odlin as “the influence resulting from similarities 

and differences between the target language and any other language that has been 

previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired" (Odlin, 1989, p. 27). This definition 

suggests that the phenomenon of transfer is not only caused by the mother tongue, for it can 

also be due to other languages that have been acquired by the learner. However, for the 

purpose of this research, the term language transfer will be used to refer exclusively to the 

mother tongue`s influence on the foreign language. Thus, a more precise definition of the 

term for this research would be “the influence that the learner’s L1 exerts over the 

acquisition of an L2” (Ellis, 1997, p. 51, as cited in Bhela, 1999, p. 23). We have stated 

before that there are two types of language transfer: positive and negative. It is important to 

emphasize that this research will focus on the second type of language transfer, not with the 

intention of showing how the mother tongue can affect the learning process of a foreign 

language. Rather, it intends to show how that influence, even if it is the source of errors 

made by the learners, can be used in a positive way to trigger the learning of the foreign 

language.  

 

7.2 Mother tongue  

It is necessary to keep in mind the terms that are used to refer to the languages that 

the learner has contact with. A term that can be conflicting is that of mother tongue. One of 

the definitions that this research will use is the one taken from the Learners Dictionary of 

the Merriam-Webster dictionary: “the language that a person learns to speak first”. Another 

definition provided by Richards, Platt and Platt (1997) goes as follow: “(normally) the first 

language acquired at home”1 (p. 242).   
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As stated before, an important aspect of this research is that the participants’ mother 

tongue, as one of the elements of the language transfer process, is not seen as a negative 

influence. In fact, our aim is to explain how the relationship between the mother tongue and 

the foreign language can be beneficial. As Khan (2014) expresses it “the mother tongue is 

the language to which the emotional attachment is strongest, the language ensuring all the 

cultural riches whose destruction results in the destruction of innovativeness and creativity” 

(p. 148). This definition serves to support the view of mother tongue that this research 

holds. In a foreign language learning process, the mother tongue should not be seen as an 

impediment to becoming a competent user of the foreign language. To suggest that your 

mother tongue is detrimental to your learning of a foreign language can create a negative 

feeling towards it, which in time can create conflicts in terms of identity. When referring to 

the concept of native speaker, Byram (1997) explains that one of the reasons to criticize 

said concept is that if it were possible for the learner to acquire the level of an educated 

native speaker that would mean that they ‘‘should be linguistically schizophrenic, 

abandoning one language in order to blend into another linguistic environment…’’ (p. 11). 

He continues to argue that this linguistic schizophrenia could also imply that the learners 

must separate from their culture and acquire a new sociocultural identity (Byram, 1997). 

Expecting the learner not to use their mother tongue in the classroom contributes to this 

linguistic schizophrenia, which could also lead to a distortion of the learner’s identity. In 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s essay How to Tame a Wild Tongue (1987), we are able to read a first-

hand account of someone who has experienced the negative effects that neglecting 

someone’s mother tongue can have on that person. As she puts it, “repeated attacks on our 

native tongue diminish our sense of self” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 39). In this essay, she 

exemplifies how far this neglecting of the mother tongue can get: “I remember being caught 
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speaking Spanish at recess - that was good for three licks on the knuckles with a sharp 

ruler” (p. 34). Although in many FLL contexts this neglecting of the mother tongue does 

not include physical violence, it does include other subtle forms of violence. These subtle 

expressions of violence can be denoted through the term symbolic violence. Symbolic 

violence “is Bourdieu’s term for the denigration of a person’s bases for claiming social 

value” (Bartlett and Holland, 2002, p. 16). As Connolly and Healy (2004) point out, this 

type of violence happens in an indirect way and there are no explicit demonstrations of 

force or coercion. Because of their subtlety, these acts of violence may be overlooked, but 

that does not mean they are not there.   

For this reason, teachers should not seek to make students forget about their mother 

tongue once they step into the classroom. On the contrary, they should seek for ways to use 

both languages in a way that can help students feel more comfortable and able to 

communicate.  

7.3 Foreign language 

English can be learned in a foreign language or in a second language context. The 

main difference between these two contexts is that in the first one, the students are learning 

a language that is not spoken outside the classroom whereas in the second one, they learn a 

language that they can use in non-academic settings. That is to say that “when the second 

language of a learner is determined by the country which he resides in, he would often have 

the possibility to use that language in his own country” (Punchihetti, 2013, para. 11). In 

contrast, a foreign language “is a language which has generally no direct link with the 

person’s immediate social or personal environment” (Punchihetti, 2013, para. 15). The 

participants of this research are unlikely to be exposed to English outside academic settings 

for it is not an official language in Colombia. Thus, the subjects of this study are part of an 
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English as Foreign Language Learning context. For this reason, their learning conditions 

differ from those of students who are immersed in contexts where English is a second 

language. Taking this into consideration, the term foreign language, as previously defined 

in this section, best suits the context that this research addresses.  

The mother tongue is an intrinsic factor that influences the language learning 

process, regardless of the context (second or foreign). In other words, it is nearly 

impossible for language learners to set their mother tongue aside and to avoid its influence. 

However, there is a characteristic of the foreign language learning context that does not 

always exist in a second language learning context and that could be advantageous. In 

second language learning contexts, it is possible that neither the learners nor the teachers 

share the same mother tongue. What is more, there could be different linguistic 

backgrounds among the learners. This means that their only way to communicate is through 

English. In foreign language learning contexts, it is probable that the teacher and the 

learners have the same mother tongue, which means that they could use that common 

knowledge to draw comparisons between both languages that might in turn be beneficial 

for the learning process.  

7.4 Errors, Mistakes, Hypotheses 

The term “error” refers to the way of using a linguistic element that would indicate 

to a native or a fluent speaker that the learner has not learned how to use it appropriately 

(Richards, Platt and Platt, 1997). A “mistake” is considered to happen due to a lack of 

attention, tiredness or disregard (Richards, Platt and Platt, 1997).   

Feltsen (2009) adds that an error has to do with a “lack of competence” in the 

foreign language, which means that it is not something to be corrected but learned, whereas 
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a mistake can be related to a “performance phenomena” and it can be corrected because the 

knowledge is already in the learner’s mind.   

Errors were seen as something that should be avoided in the process of learning a 

foreign language. However, the applied linguist Pit Corder shifted the attention back on 

errors and treated them from a new perspective in which they became an important element 

of the language learning process (Lennon: in Gramley & Gramley, 2008). For him, students 

would make hypotheses based on the input they receive and test those hypotheses. It could 

happen that their hypotheses turned out to be right. However, if the hypotheses were 

inaccurate they might try to reformulate them until they were right. As Lennon puts it, 

Corder’s perspective implies that “errors are not only an inevitable but also, very 

importantly, a necessary feature of learner language, without which improvement cannot 

occur”. (Lennon: in Gramley and Gramley, 2008, p. 54) 

In this sense, hypotheses are an essential concept for our research since we want to 

emphasize that errors should not be penalized. On the contrary, errors are important for the 

students to develop their language skills since they can give them the opportunity to 

improve.  

7.5 Sociocultural theory  

As Lantolf (2011) explained, L.S. Vygotsky developed a psychological theory of 

human consciousness that served as a basis for the sociocultural theory (SCT) when applied 

to the learning of languages. Mediation is an important concept of this theory and is defined 

as “the creation and use of artificial auxiliary means of acting –physically, socially, and 

mentally” (Lantolf, 2011, p. 25).  

The psychological world possesses symbols that work as mediating tools. There are 

two types of symbolic mediation: self-regulation and concept-based regulation. The type of 
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mediation that is relevant for this research is the second one. Concept-based regulation 

happens when there is appropriation and internalization of cognitive tools that are necessary 

to mediate in specific “subject-domains” (Karpov and Hayward 1998 as cited in Lantolf 

2011)  

One characteristic of the way children learn the language is that they do so 

unconsciously through the input that they receive (Wertsch, 2007, p. 185, as cited in 

Lantolf, 2011, p. 25). The appropriation of the language usually occurs when they go to 

school, where their knowledge of their language is made explicit. This is exactly what the 

proposal presented in this research is about. Learners have an implicit knowledge of their 

mother tongue that, when turned into explicit information and compared with the foreign 

language, could make the learning process of the latter more conscious.  

Concept-based mediation can be done through spontaneous concepts and scientific 

concepts. The former tends to be appropriated in an indirect way through socialization 

(Lantolf, 2011). The latter is internalized through “the intentional introduction of signs… 

designed and introduced by an external agent” (Wertsch, 2007, p. 85 as cited in Lantolf 

2011, p. 32). In this research, we have appealed to the second type of knowledge because 

we believe that by openly explaining the features of the foreign language through a 

comparison with the mother tongue the learners could better internalize the rules of the 

language they are learning.  

8. Methodology  

8.1. Type of study 

This research is qualitative in nature since it does not aim at generalizing the results 

to a population larger than the one participating in the study. However, the approach used 

for this study is mixed for it includes qualitative and quantitative methods which will be 
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described in this section. As Hernández, Fernández and Baptista (2006) point out, it is 

possible for both approaches to be part of the same study and to enrich the research process. 

This research was designed as a case study. According to Creswell (2014), with this 

type of design the researcher focuses on studying one case or more in depth. In this 

research, we studied the case of two small groups of students in relation to the phenomenon 

of language transfer in two sets of texts written by them.  

As explained before, in this research we worked with two different groups. Each of 

these groups played an important but different role in the study. The first group served as 

the basis for analyzing what type of errors related to the mother tongue could be found in 

the written productions and it served to define how they could be classified. The second 

group underwent a different process. Before starting the writing session, they participated 

in another activity divided into two parts. The first one was an interview that served to find 

out what the students thought of the role Spanish plays in the English learning process. The 

second one consisted of a session where we used a concept based mediation approach. The 

objective of using this approach was to understand how conscious participants were of the 

differences and similarities that exist between Spanish and English and to make them 

explicit to them through explanation. After these activities, the students of the second group 

wrote two texts following the same prompts as the first group did. Subsequently, both sets 

of writings were compared to find any differences among them. The reason behind this 

approach is that we wanted to analyze if the group that underwent a different process 

showed any improvement in their performance in comparison to the participants of the 

other group.  

According to Mason (2002), there is a difference between data sources and methods 

for generating data from those sources. She explains that a researcher can see “people as 
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data sources in the sense that they are repositories of knowledge, experiences, feelings or 

whatever which are relevant to your research” (Mason, 2002, p. 51). At the same time, 

however, there are different methods that can be used for generating data from people such 

as “observe them, (…) talk to them, or video record them, (…) collect products they had 

generated…” (Mason, 2002, p. 51). This project is divided mainly in two stages in which 

we used different methods for generating data. These methods will be described in detail 

below. 

Data collection 

During the first stage of data collection, two methods were used. First, participants 

of the first group completed a survey that shed some light in relation to their background 

studying English and as to how they thought their knowledge of their mother tongue might 

be influencing their English learning process. According to MacDonald and Headlam 

(2008), “surveys are a popular method of collecting primary data. The broad area of survey 

research encompasses any measurement procedures that involve asking questions of 

respondents’’ (p. 11).  Bearing this definition in mind, the objective of applying the survey 

was to acquire information from the participants that might help complement the rest of the 

data. We piloted the survey (See Appendix 1) with one of the students of the EGAP I 

course that participated in the study. After the pilot, we made some modifications to the 

survey. For example, we expanded the question about their previous contact with English in 

formal settings by asking not only if they had had any and where, but also how many 

levels. We also made some of the instructions more specific. Finally, we added the written 

consent, informing the students how their information would be used. (See Appendix 1)  

The second method consisted of two writing prompts that the participants were 

asked to respond to. Before the final prompts were applied, they were piloted and modified 
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based on the results of the testing stage. The first instructions for the writing prompts read 

as follows: 

1.   Think about one of the best days or one of the most important events of your life. 

What happened? Where were you? What people were involved? Try to reconstruct the 

events of that day and turn it into a short narration (100-200 words). Make sure you 

describe the places and the people involved in the story as much as possible (what are 

they like? What are their characteristics?). 

2.  Think about someone important in your life (be it family, friend, etc.) Write a text 

describing them both in terms of physical appearance and their personality. Explain also 

why they are important in your life and how they have influenced it. 

The pilot for this first set of prompts took place on April 14th, 2018. A 22-year-old 

girl, former student of English at International Alliance Multilingual, wrote the two texts 

following the instructions.  She spent 24 minutes for the first prompt and 15 minutes for the 

second one. After testing these prompts, it was found that the presence of subject pronouns 

was not evident. For that reason, the writing prompts were modified and tested once more 

to determine whether they were appropriate or not to generate the data needed for this 

research. These were the new writing prompts: 

1. Write a text of 300 - 400 words in which you give a general description of the 

closest members of your family and one of your closest friends.  While writing, 

think about these questions: What do they look like? How is their personality? What 

do they do? What do they like? 

2. Once you have finished writing this, choose one of the people you talked above and 

write a text of 300 - 400 words in which you describe him or her in a more detailed 

way. Again think about what he or she looks like, his or her personality, etc. 
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Explain also why this person is important in your life and how she or he has 

influenced it, that is, what does he or she represent in your life and what have you 

learned from this person.  

These prompts were tested on April 23rd, 2018. The subjects were tested with two 

beginner students of third semester of the Foreign Languages Program at Universidad del 

Valle. The first subject spent almost one hour to complete the first writing prompt and 41 

minutes to finish the second one. The second subject finished the first prompt in 1 hour and 

33 minutes and the second in 50 minutes. It is important to note that for the second prompt, 

the second subject was asked to write 250 instead of 300 to 400 hundred words. After 

analyzing the results of this testing, the required amount of words was reduced to allow the 

participants of the study to finish the task on time. Finally, the writing prompts were set as 

follows: 

1. Write a text of 250 words where you give a general description of your closest 

family members and one of your closest friends. While writing, think about these 

questions: What do they look like? How is their personality? What do they do? 

What do they like? 

2. Once you have finished writing this, choose one of the people you talked about 

above and write a text of 100 words in which you describe him or her in a more 

detailed way. Again, think about what she or he looks like, their personality, etc. 

Explain also why this person is important in your life and how she or he has 

influenced it, that is, what does he or she represent in your life and what have you 

learned from this person.  

Both prompts were initially designed to elicit the use of pronouns and adjectives to 

refer to and describe family members and friends. After the analysis of the texts of the first 
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group, we discovered that errors regarding pronouns and adjectives were not as frequent as 

expected. Instead, we discovered that other parts of speech such as articles were more 

frequent. For this reason, we decided to take into account other parts of speech that could 

enrich the research and expand its scope. For instance, errors in relation to other aspects of 

the English language such as infinitives and third person conjugation, among others, had a 

higher presence so they were also taken into account. This description will be given in more 

detail in the results section.   

After the students’ writings were collected, we proceeded to identify and classify 

the errors. For this purpose, the texts were read and the errors were signaled by using a 

color code. By doing this, we were able to better classify the errors depending on what 

structures or parts of speech were involved in them. 

The writing session for the first group was held on May 28th, 2018 in a computer 

room at Escuela de Ciencias del Lenguaje. The computer room was chosen for two 

different methodological reasons. First, since participants were required to write a text of a 

certain amount of words, it would be easier for them to use a word processor to do the word 

count. Second, since the texts were written in a computer there would be no difficulties of 

legibility because of handwriting. Besides that, not having to transcribe the texts facilitated 

the process of analysis. Nonetheless, the nine participants were asked to avoid using 

Internet, online dictionaries, translators and other technological aids. They were also 

required to turn off the spell check of the word processor.  

During the second stage of data collection, four main instruments were used: a 

survey, a focus group interview, a concept based mediation method and two writing 

prompts. The second group was the subject of these methods. The survey applied to the 
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second group is the same that the first group completed. The written consent for this group 

was different because apart from the information of the survey and the writings, we also 

needed permission to use the information from the pedagogical intervention (See Appendix 

1). Due to time constraints, the survey was sent to them via Google forms. This facilitated 

the gathering of data since we did not have to set a meeting with the participants, which 

would have required more time.  

A focus group interview “is a qualitative technique for data collection” (Muhammad 

and Muhammad, 2013, p. 192). The purpose of a focus group interview is to collect data 

“which primarily help understand a specific problem from the viewpoint of the participants 

of research” (Khan & Manderson, 1992 as cited in Muhammad, R. & Muhammad, I, 2013, 

p. 192). One of the most important characteristics of this type of interview is that, instead of 

talking to one person at a time, the interviewer gets to talk to more than one. In this sense, 

Denscombe (2010) adds that with a group interview the researcher has the opportunity to 

get more responses per question than if he were conducting a one-to-one interview. Due to 

the limited time we had, this method was very useful because we were able to meet all the 

participants at once. The important part of the focus group is that the interaction might help 

to come to shared knowledge on constructions. The objective of carrying out this interview 

was to understand students’ perspectives on the role that their mother tongue, Spanish, has 

played and still plays in their English learning process.  

After the interview, we used a concept based mediation approach to conduct a series 

of activities that we used to observe how conscious students were of the differences and 

similarities that exist between both languages and to make those similarities and differences 

explicit if needed. One of the reasons for this approach has its grounds on one of Carver’s 

(1983) suggestions. According to this author: 
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When learners do not know how to say what they want to, they are bound to fall 

back on the mother tongue, and to use incorrect expressions which are based on 

the mother tongue. The teacher should not discourage this kind of language (p. 88)  

There is a sociocultural theory (SCT) based on Vygotsky’s psychological theory of 

human consciousness that can be applied to the learning of languages (Lantolf, 2011). This 

approach is relevant to us because we want to appeal to the participants’ consciousness to 

show them that their knowledge of their mother tongue can help them to understand how 

the foreign language works. This is a mediation process in which the mother tongue can 

work as a tool that helps the students in their learning process. The SCT has two types of 

symbolic mediation: self-regulation and concept-based regulation. We are interested in the 

second type which is the result of appropriating and internalizing cognitive tools that are 

useful for mediating in specific “subject-domains” (Karpov and Hayward 1998 as cited in 

Lantolf 2011). We hoped that the activities we designed for this stage of the methodology 

would help the participants to develop cognitive tools through their mother tongue that 

might help them to improve their use of the foreign language.  

The questions for the interview and the activities (See Appendix 2) were piloted 

with one student of 4th semester from the Foreign Languages Program at Universidad del 

Valle. The piloting took place on September 14th, 2018 and the audio was recorded. The 

questions of the interview stayed the same but we made some changes on the activities in 

terms of organization. The activities were divided in two sections. In the first section, the 

students had to choose between two sentences the one they thought had an influence from 

Spanish. In the second section, one of their tasks was to identify if there were missing 

elements in a set of sentences. At first, we had placed an activity in which they had to 

decide whether a sentence was missing a pronoun in the first section. After the testing, we 
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realized that it would be more logical and easier for the interviewees to follow the questions 

if that activity was moved to the second section since those activities also consisted of 

identifying missing elements. Another important change is that we decided to conduct the 

interview and the discussion of the activities in Spanish instead of English. We hoped that 

in this way, the interviewees would feel more comfortable to give their answers and express 

their opinions. It is worth mentioning that some of the examples we used in the interview 

were taken from the texts written by the students of the first group.  

With these two methods (interview and concept based mediation activity) we aimed 

at accomplishing the first specific objective of this research: Explain how the influence 

caused by the differences and similarities between Spanish and English can be positively 

used to enhance the foreign language learning process. 

After going through the interview, the participants of the second group were asked 

to write two texts using the same prompts used by the first group. This new set of texts was 

compared to the other to observe if there were any differences between the writings. Both 

the group interview, the concept based mediation activities and the writing session with this 

group of four students took place on October 20th, 2018 in the Resource Center of the 

Escuela de Ciencias del Lenguaje. All the students of the second group, except one, 

belonged to different courses of English in the university and their common factor was that 

they all attended the conversation club organized by the researcher on Saturdays. Because 

they did not share the same English class, it would have been difficult to meet all of them 

on another day. Therefore, we worked with them after one of the conversation clubs. 

However, it was unclear how many people were going to participate and if there would be 

enough computers available in the Resource Center since students often use them to 

complete their hours of autonomous work. For this reason, we decided to prepare the 
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materials for them to write the texts by hand. This decision had to do with the availability 

of the computers rather than with a methodological purpose. Some of the implications of 

this methodology were that students had to do the word count manually, that they did not 

have access to technological tools and that the researcher had to transcribe the texts to 

facilitate their analysis.          

8.2. Participants  

Two different groups participated in this study. The first group was composed of 

students of an EGAP I course during the period February-June of 2018. Every week, they 

had four hours of English classes and had to complete six hours of autonomous work. This 

is an important factor because it shows an estimate of the amount of time that the students 

are exposed to the foreign language outside the classroom, doing different activities that 

might help them develop their language skills. There were 23 students enrolled in the class 

but only 16 took the survey and agreed to participate in the study. The second group was 

composed by 6 students of different EGAP II courses of the August-December period of 

2018. The students of this group attended the English conversation clubs organized by the 

Red de Centros de Apoyo al Aprendizaje de Lenguas (RedCAAL). The purpose of these 

conversation clubs is that students have the opportunity to complete their hours of 

autonomous work and to practice the foreign language in a less formal setting. Six of the 

attendees of the conversation club that took place on Saturdays from 10:00 a.m. to 12:00 

p.m. (during the period August-December 2018) answered the survey that was sent to them 

via Google Forms. These courses of English with General and Academic Purposes are part 

of the Propuesta de Reestructuración del Componente Curricular de Idiomas Extranjeros 

en Programas de Pregado 2, which began in 2015. This proposal was divided in three 
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moments, each containing two levels. The participants of both groups were part of the first 

moment of the English program.  

The following table presents a comparison of the general information of both 

groups. However, some clarifications are in order. Even though this table includes the 

information of all the students of both groups who took the survey, it is important to point 

out that not all of them participated in the rest of the research. In the case of the first group, 

only 9 participants decided to continue with the process and of the second group, only 4 

did. We took the answers of all the participants into account, whether they kept involved in 

the study or not, because they still offered valuable information for the analysis. Another 

important aspect to highlight is that the participants of the second group belonged to 

different courses of English with General and Academic Purposes II (except for one, who 

was not enrolled in any English course) but they all attended the conversation club 

organized by the researcher.  

In regards to their previous contact with the English language, half of the students 

from the first group claimed to have studied English either at a private institute or at school, 

while the other half claimed not to have studied English before university. Only one of the 

participants from the second group claimed not to have studied English before. 

Table 1  

 1st Group 2nd Group 

Course English with General and 

Academic Purposes I  

English with General and 

Academic Purposes II 

Number of participants 16  6 

Programs Physics: 14 students 

Food Engineering: 2 

students 

Food Engineering: 1 

Topographic Engineering: 1 

Industrial Engineering: 1  
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Electronical Engineering: 1 

Social Sciences: 1 

Mathematics: 1 

Average Age 19 years old  27 years old 

Gender  Male: 13 

Female: 6 

Male: 4 

Female: 2 

 

8.3. Error Analysis 

In order to analyze the texts written by the participants of the study, we followed 

Corder’s Error Analysis model from 1981. We are well aware of the limitations that this 

model can present, as we will explain in the subsequent section. However, we cannot deny 

that we have to thank Corder for the shift in the way errors were perceived and studied. As 

we have expressed along this research, Corder holds the view that errors are an important 

part of the learning process. Errors contribute to the making and testing of hypotheses on 

the part of the students. When learners test a hypothesis and find out that it is inaccurate, 

they can reformulate it until they get an outcome more approximate to the rules of the 

foreign language. Moreover and despite the criticisms, the steps he proposed for the 

analysis of errors are still valuable because they provide a basis and facilitate the realization 

of projects such as the one we are presenting.  

In 1981, Corder proposed a model of error analysis (Hoyos and Piedrahita, 2015, p. 

75)3:  

- Identification  and classification  

- Description 

- Explanation and diagnosis of causes 

- Proposal of corrective measures  
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In this study, we identified and classified, described, and tried to offer explanations 

for the errors. We did not, however, propose any corrective measures since that falls 

beyond the scope of our study.  

9. Limitations of the Study 

Before showing the results of the analysis, we deem it important to point out some 

of the limitations that the research had in terms of participants and methodology. One of the 

limitations of this study was the participation of the subjects. We had planned to work with 

group I for both stages of the research but it was not possible to arrange a meeting with 

them for the second stage (interview, pedagogical intervention and repetition of the writing 

exercise). Because of this, we decided to look for a second group to complete this stage. 

This of course generated some changes in our methodology. First, it is true that the first 

group was composed by level I students while the second group was composed by level II 

students, which could be a factor that influences the results. However, we must point out 

that the writing session with the first group took place in the middle of the semester, which 

suggests they were well advanced in the topics. Moreover, the second group took place 

during the university strike, a time where students had not been receiving classes and 

therefore were not advancing regularly with the course syllabus. This suggests that the 

students could have had a similar level by the time they participated in the research. 

At the beginning, the fact that we had to find another group to continue the research, 

seemed like a serious limitation that could tamper with the results, given that we had not 

considered having two groups. Nonetheless, after completing the research and the analysis, 

we discovered that having two groups with different backgrounds and who underwent a 
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different methodological process was an enriching factor that allowed for interesting 

comparisons. 

  Another limitation in terms of participants is that the idea of the research had been 

conceived for a larger set of subjects. However, due to the availability of the participants, 

the size of both groups was reduced. This means that it is hard to generalize the results. 

Moreover, the difference in the number of participants from both groups was rather large. 

The fact that the second group had fewer participants than the first one could have 

influenced the fact that fewer errors were found in the written productions of the second 

group. This, in turn, contributes to the difficulty of generalizing the results of the present 

study to larger populations. Since the first group was larger, we selected random subjects 

from this group to compare them with all the writings of the second group. 

In this research, we have used Corder’s error analysis model from 1981. We are 

well aware that this is an old model and that the error analysis approach has been the 

subject of different criticisms. One of those criticisms is the difficulty that this model 

presupposes in terms of differentiating error from mistake since learners can use correct 

and incorrect forms of the same element or structure of the foreign language in, say, the 

same text (Lennon in: Gramley, and Gramley, 2008). We tried to establish criteria to better 

distinguish errors from mistakes in the texts written by the participants (Refer to results 

section). In this sense, we hope that said criteria serve to make the results of our study more 

reliable.  

The model proposed by Corder presents another difficulty in relation to assigning 

psycholinguistic causes to errors made by the students. Given that there can be other factors 
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leading the learners to make errors, it can be problematic to positively identify that those 

errors have been in fact caused by language transfer. To attempt and solve this situation, we 

disregarded all errors that have been evidently caused by factors different than the mother 

tongue. That is, if we could not link a certain error to any hypotheses the learner may have 

done based on their mother tongue we did not take it into account.  

As has been shown, the error analysis model presents different methodological 

inconveniences that could affect the process of analysis; however, we have fully 

acknowledged them and have tried to address them to the best of our possibilities in order 

to increase the reliability of the results.  

10. Results  

10.1 Survey Results  

The following graphs and analysis correspond to the answers given by the students 

of both groups in the survey:  

Graph 1: Group 1                                          Graph 2: Group 2 
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67%

33%
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Beginner Intermediate Advanced
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To obtain the information for graphs 1 and 2, we asked the students to self-rate their 

English level. As shown in the graphs, students of both groups have a similar perception of 

their English level. It is interesting to note that in neither of the groups there were students 

who claimed to have an advanced English level. Of course, this information is not enough 

to assert that students do rely on their mother tongue to express themselves in English. 

Nonetheless, it is possible to think that as the level advances it becomes less and less 

necessary to go back to one’s mother tongue to fill the gaps in the knowledge of the foreign 

language.  

 

Graph 3: Group 1                                                               Graph 4: Group 2 
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Graph 5: Group 1                                                               Graph 6: Group 2 

 

 

Since this study focuses on the writing skill, students were asked to rate from 1 to 4 

(1 being the highest rate and 4 the lowest) how much emphasis this skill had received 

during their previous contact with English in formal educational settings. The information 

provided by graphs 3 and 4 suggests that both groups consider that writing is a skill that has 

received a considerable amount of attention, which indicates that students have probably 

done different writing exercises. Likewise, graphs 5 and 6 suggest that subjects from both 

groups have a similar perception of their level of competence in writing. Even though those 

ratings were made by the participants and not by an official examination, it still provides 

important information. The fact that they have a high perception of their level in the writing 

skill could result in them feeling more confident during the writing exercise of this 

research.  
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Graph 7: Group 1                                                               Graph 8: Group 2 

 

Graph 9: Group                                                                   Graph 10: Group 2 
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In relation to the most emphasized topics in previous English courses, the answers 

given by the students of both the first and the second group (Graph 7 and 8 respectively) 

showed that a good amount of attention was given to studying grammatical rules and to 

translation exercises.  

The fact that the study of grammar was emphasized indicates that considerable 

importance was given to the formal features of the language and, presumably, to the 

avoidance of errors. On the other hand, the fact that translation exercises were common in 

their previous English courses suggests that there was recognition of the relation between 

the mother tongue and the foreign language. In fact, as shown in Graphs 9 and 10, 

translation is a very important tool for students when they want to communicate in English. 

Nonetheless, those translation exercises may not have been used as a real opportunity to 

develop the students’ skills in the foreign language, as we will discuss later on based on an 

answer given by one of the participants.  

Graph 11: Group 1                                        Graph 12: Group 2 
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Besides using translation, participants from both groups expressed that they rely on 

cognates when they are looking for a word in English (Graph 11 and 12), which reinforces 

the idea that they do see the relation that exists between their mother tongue and the foreign 

language. 

Notwithstanding, answers related to whether they perceive that relation as negative 

or positive vary and show an interesting stance on the part of the students. 

Half of the students from the first group explained that they considered Spanish to 

be a facilitator factor of the English learning process. Some of them expressed that since 

they know the Spanish structures very well, understanding those of English is an easier 

task. They also pointed out that true cognates can be useful when it comes to recognizing 

and learning words in English. One student in particular explained that Spanish has made 

the learning of English easier for him since his mother tongue is more complex, which 

makes the foreign language look less complicated. Another student manifested that for him 

it is positive because he uses translation from English to Spanish to understand several 

aspects regarding the foreign language.  

However, three of the students from this group stated that the relationship between 

Spanish and English is negative because the vocabulary and structures of both languages 

are very different. Moreover, one of the students thinks Spanish affects his English learning 

process because he feels that instead of developing the language, the only thing he is doing 

is translating. This statement suggests that for this student, translation is a mere exercise of 

going from one code to the other without reflecting on the process itself. It is possible to 

surmise that in his English classes, translation has not been used as a means of drawing 
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comparisons between both languages even though that could be beneficial for their learning 

process. Furthermore, one student expressed that he thinks it would be better if English was 

used more often in class because in that way they would not feel the need to translate from 

Spanish to English so often and they could think faster in English. Another student stated 

that cognates can help in the process but they can also make it more difficult. The rest of 

the students gave answers that were more neutral. For instance, 2 of them expressed that 

Spanish is neither negative nor positive for their English learning process. One of the 

students did not answer this question. 

The answers given by the students of the second group showed that three of them 

consider that Spanish is a negative influence for the English learning process while the 

other three consider it positive. One of the students who pointed out that the influence of 

Spanish on their English learning has been negative says that this is because he confuses 

both languages. Another student who considers Spanish as a negative influence explained 

that translation makes the learning more difficult. Moreover, one of the participants 

expressed that he learned from a professor at the university that “languages (…) should be 

taught from their own semiology, making it clear that other languages have a different 

semiology”4. Based on this, he pointed out that for him, it has been negative due to the way 

it was taught. In a later opportunity, we asked him to expand on this idea. He believes that 

in order to make the learning process faster, it is important to understand the way in which 

native speakers share their messages in diverse contexts. This is an interesting opinion that 

shows that for him languages are related to the contextual elements that surround a message 

and that give it meaning.  
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One of the students who considers that the influence is positive expressed that not 

knowing/understanding Spanish rules can become an obstacle to learn another language. 

The other two students who think that the influence of Spanish has been positive attribute 

this to the similarities that exist in both languages.  

10.2 Texts analysis results 

Following Corder’s Error Analysis Model (1981) we have analyzed the pieces of 

writings produced by the participants. As we documented our research, we found that this 

model has received a good deal of criticisms. In different sections of this research we have 

emphasized that we kept those criticisms in mind while doing our analysis. One of the main 

critiques is that it can be difficult to distinguish an error from a mistake. Another limitation 

of this model is that it can be difficult to assign psycholinguistic causes to errors since it is 

not always clear whether an error was caused by language transfer or not. In both cases, the 

solution was basically the same. We counted as errors only those that could be explained by 

an influence of the mother tongue, and in that way we solved both difficulties: determining 

what was to be considered an error and explaining its causes. Moreover, while analyzing 

the texts, we noticed that students could use a structure in a correct way but then use it in an 

incorrect way in different occasions. This suggests that the rule has not been completely 

assimilated, turning it therefore, into an error . 

Twenty-six texts were collected in this research: 18 of the first group (9 from 

prompt 1 and 9 from prompt 2) and 8 of the second group (4 from prompt 1 and 4 from 

prompt 2). We analyzed the 8 texts written by the second group. In relation to the first 
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group, we only analyzed 16 out of the 18 collected because one of the subjects did not take 

the survey and we did not have his written consent.  

During the classification process, we found seven instances (including structures 

and parts of speech) in which errors occurred. This process was repeated for both prompts. 

It is important to note that for this research we did not take into account the last step of 

Corder’s model, namely, the proposal of corrective measures. We did not include that step 

because in order to do that, we would have had to offer specific ways for correcting those 

errors and that was not our objective. As much as we tried to address the aforementioned 

limitations, there is still an error range in our analysis that needs to be considered. Rather 

than offering specific strategies, we aimed at calling attention on more general ways of 

coping with errors. What we suggest is that, even if the students make erroneous 

hypotheses about the TL based on their MT, it is precisely those hypotheses that can lead 

them to acquire the knowledge they need to correct their errors and improve.  

Following we will give some examples of the errors we found and their possible 

explanations: 

1. False cognate: “he like critiques the actual politic systems”  

Explanation: In this sentence, the student used the word “actual” when he probably 

meant to use “current”. “Actual” (in English) is a false cognate because it looks like the 

word “actual” (in Spanish) but it does not have the same meaning. 

2. Adaptation of morphology: “very gratificant to see”  



50 
 

Explanation: The word “gratificant” does not exist in English. In this case, the student 

took the word in Spanish and adapted it to English using the ending ¨ant¨, which 

presumably they have seen in other English adjectives. 

3. Plural form of a noun that only works in singular: “he helped me with my 

homeworks” 

Explanation: The student who wrote this sentence probably meant to say “él me 

ayudaba con mis tareas”. “Tarea”, in Spanish, is the translation of “homework”. In 

Spanish, “tarea” is a noun that can be pluralized but that is not the case of the noun 

“homework” in English. Therefore he added an “s” to the noun in English, in order to 

pluralize it like he would have done in Spanish. 

4. Third person conjugation: He study 

Explanation: This student did not conjugate the verb “study” properly, presumably 

because the “-s” ending is a characteristic of verbs conjugated in the third person 

singular in English, that does not exist in Spanish.    

5. Missing pronoun: but is very difficult. 

            Explanation: Since verbs in Spanish are conjugated differently for each person it is 

possible to omit the subject pronoun. However, this is not possible in English because 

the conjugation of the verb only changes for the third person singular which makes it 

necessary to make the subject pronoun explicit. 

6. Inaccurate pronoun: My dream is buy the world for she 

            Explanation: In English, object pronouns are different from subject pronouns (with the 

exception you). In Spanish, however, the word for the subject pronoun (ella) is the same 
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as the pronoun used next to a preposition (para ella). This could have led the student to 

use the subject pronoun as an object pronoun.  

7. Missing article: he is gardener 

            Explanation: In Spanish, when referring to someone’s profession it is not necessary to 

add an indefinite article while in English it is a requirement. 

8. Unnecessary article: he hates the beans  

            Explanation: In Spanish, the definite articles are necessary when referring to a noun in 

general or to a noun that is known by both the speaker and the receptor of the message. 

In English, however, this article is necessary when talking about a particular member of 

a group and not for a noun in general. 

9. Double negation: I don’t have nothing 

     Explanation: double negations are accepted in Spanish. In English, even though they 

can be used in slang, they are not accepted in the formal register.  

10. Word order: i past much happy moments with her or experiences unforgettables  

             Explanation: Adjectives in Spanish are placed after the noun while in English they are 

placed before the noun. Moreover, adjectives in Spanish must agree in number and 

gender with the noun. This does not happen in English. 

11. Missing preposition: He works the weekends with his father 

            Explanation: First, in Spanish, this sentence needs a definite article before “weekends”. 

In English however, it does not need a definite article but the preposition “on”. 

Moreover, it is possible to observe traces of Spanish syntax in this sentence. In Spanish 

the sentence could be “él trabaja los fines de semana con su padre” but it English it 

would be “he works with his father on weekends”. 
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12. Inaccurate preposition: His birthday is in February 12 

            Explanation: English has three different prepositions (in, on, at) that in Spanish are the 

equivalents of the preposition “en”. Each of those prepositions has different functions in 

English that in Spanish can be fulfilled with the same preposition. Thus, it can be 

confusing for the student to know when to use which preposition.  

13. Infinitives: he loves ride motorcycles 

Explanation: Spanish verbs have endings that indicate their infinitive form. However, 

English verbs (with the exception of the third person singular) look the same whether 

they are conjugated or in their infinitive form, therefore, they need the particle “to” to 

signal the latter.  

In the process of analyzing the texts, we found errors in relation to lexicon, third 

person conjugation, pronouns, articles, grammar/syntax (incorrect sentence order, calque of 

Spanish sentence structure, double negations, etc.), prepositions and infinitives. Even 

though the errors found in the texts of both groups are very similar, they are presented in 

different tables. This is so because both groups took the survey and did the writing exercise 

but only the second group participated in the interview and concept based mediation 

activity prior to the writing session. We present their errors separately to compare if there 

were any differences between the two sets of texts.  

There were different errors in the texts. However, all of the errors that we took into 

account seemed to be related to the hypotheses students probably make about the foreign 

language based on their mother tongue. Some of these hypotheses are: 

- Word order in English is the same as that of Spanish 

- Pronouns can sometimes be omitted as they are in Spanish 
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- The definite article is always necessary and the indefinite article can sometimes be 

omitted 

- Words that look or sound similar to words in Spanish have the same meaning    

The following tables show the number of errors that were found in each of the 

prompts for each of the groups and the number of errors found per structure or part of 

speech: 

Number of errors 

Table 2 

 Prompt 1 Prompt 2 Total 

Group 1 133 47 180 

Group 2 44 27 71 

 

Group I, Table 3 

 Prompt 1 Prompt 2 Total 

Lexicon 21 7 28 

Third person conjugation 48 18 66 

Pronouns 6 4 10 

Articles 18 4 22 

Grammar/Syntax 21 10 31 

Prepositions 5  3 8 

Infinitives 14 3 17 

 

Group II, Table 4 

 Prompt 1 Prompt 2 Total 

Lexicon 5 1 6 
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Third person 10 7 17 

Pronouns 1 0 1 

Articles 18 7 25 

Grammar/Syntax 6 7 13 

Prepositions 2 0 2 

Infinitives 12 5 17 

 

For all the texts, the errors made regarding each aspect were very similar. Lexicon 

errors were mostly related to false cognates or to students taking words in Spanish and 

adapting them to English morphology and vice versa. There were some cases in which 

students tried to express an idea using an incorrect word. For instance, one student wrote 

“she use glasses too”. Here, the student probably used the verb use instead of wear because 

in Spanish there is no distinction between those words. Third person conjugation errors 

showed that students had difficulties with adding the endings “s”, “es” or “ies” to the verbs 

when needed, with conjugating the verb have and with using the auxiliary for the third 

person singular. Pronouns errors showed that students omitted the subject pronoun when it 

had already been mentioned or that they used a subject pronoun as if it were an object 

pronoun. In relation to articles, we found that the participants tended to use the definite 

article (the) when it was not required and they tended to omit the indefinite articles (a, an) 

when they were needed. Grammar and syntax errors were a result of literal translation of 

Spanish structures or the use of Spanish word order. We found as well that the participants 

did not use the appropriate prepositions or that they omitted them. Another important aspect 

was the lack of use of the particle “to” in order to indicate a verb in the infinitive form.  

Before starting to compare the texts written by the first group with those written by 

the second group in a more detailed way we must clarify that we know the sizes of both 
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groups were considerably different and that this might explain why fewer errors were found 

in the second set of texts. However, in order to better analyze the results of both groups, we 

estimated the number of clauses in each text and the number of errors per clause. In this 

way, we were able to determine what group made proportionally more errors. We took all 

the texts from the second group because it was the smallest and selected four random texts 

from the first group to have the same number of texts to compare. The following tables 

show a comparison of the proportion of errors of the selected subjects in both prompts:  

Table 5  

 Group I, Subject 6 Group II, Subject 2 

First prompt 30.9% 41.6% 

Second prompt 6.6% 23.8% 

Total number of words 

written 

379 358 

 

Table 6 

 Group I, Subject 7 Group II, Subject 1 

First prompt 48.9% 27.7% 

Second prompt 38.8%  29.4% 

Total number of words 355 383 

 

Table 7 

 Group I, Subject 3 Group II, Subject 4 
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First prompt 23.6% 20% 

Second prompt 30.3% 36.3% 

Total number of words 553 374 

 

Table 8 

 Group I, Subject 8 Group II, Subject 3 

First prompt 68.42% 21.8% 

Second prompt 80% 28.1% 

Total number of words 240 514 

 

As we can observe in the comparative tables, in several cases, participants from the 

second group had a lower proportion of errors than participants from the first group did. 

The information on these tables indicates that the subjects of the second group were more 

consistent in their use of the structures or parts of speech that made part of our analysis. We 

would like to highlight once more that in terms of our methodology, the fundamental 

difference between the two groups is that the second one participated in a session that 

consisted of a group interview and a pedagogical intervention, prior to the writing session, 

while the first group did not. We are by no means stating that because of these 

methodological instruments, these participants acquired knowledge that led them to have a 

better performance than the others. Of course, there were instances during this session in 

which it was necessary for the researcher to provide explanations that might have resulted 

in new information for the students. What we considered it was achieved through this 
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session was to trigger students’ preexisting knowledge of the relation between the MT and 

the FL and of how they perceive it.  Now, we will discuss the results of the interview and 

the concept based mediation activities with the intention of better explaining the importance 

we think they had.  

10.3. Interview and pedagogical intervention analysis results 

After classifying the errors and reflecting on the hypotheses that the students had 

probably made and that led them to construct those utterances, we analyzed the interview 

and the pedagogical intervention in which the second group of this study participated prior 

to the writing session. Before starting with the first part of this session (the interview), we 

contextualized the participants as to what the meaning of language transfer is and we 

explained the dynamics of the interview to them. In this interview we did not focus on the 

notion of error but rather on the idea that the mother tongue can be a beneficial factor for 

the learning of the foreign language. 

Based on the information provided by the students during the group interview, it is 

possible to assert that they show an important level of consciousness of how Spanish 

influences their English learning process and use. Some consider that this influence is 

negative. For instance, one of the interviewees pointed out: “I think it affects it, but it does 

so in a negative way because always... Well, what I do, which is a problem, is to think how 

I can say something… I translate it and since it is not the same then it becomes very 

problematic…”4. This opinion serves to exemplify the idea that the mother tongue is an 

obstacle for expressing oneself in the foreign language and for improving. In contrast, 

another student explained that for him, not knowing one’s mother tongue makes the foreign 
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language learning process harder. He claims that those who have a good knowledge of 

Spanish do better in the English courses. This is an interesting remark because it shows a 

more positive view of the mother tongue - foreign language relation. Moreover, he 

expressed that he has even learned things about Spanish thanks to English, which suggests 

a dual relation between both languages. 

Besides this, the results of the activities we did after conducting the interview show 

that the students know in which specific instances Spanish can be influencing their use of 

English structures. When asked to identify false cognates they were able to do it without 

any difficulty. In addition, they seem to know the rule regarding the conjugation of verbs 

for the third person singular in present even though we could surmise, based on their 

writings, that they have not completely assimilated the rule. The participants were also 

shown different sentences that had an influence of Spanish syntax. In this case, they were 

able to identify what the source of the influence was, that is, they recognized what Spanish 

patterns or rules were used in those sentences. With the sentences that presented errors with 

prepositions, the students were able to clearly explain what the error was and how it was 

related to Spanish.  

Using pronouns was an aspect that appeared to be more complicated for the 

participants. At first, they had difficulties in assessing whether there was a missing pronoun 

or not. However, once the rule was explained to them, they managed to determine in the 

following sentences whether a pronoun had been omitted or not and they were able to 

justify their answers. The same occurred with articles. Once we explained why an article 

was necessary or unnecessary in a particular sentence, they were more at ease to do that 

assessing on their own. Besides, in the case of infinitives, when we pointed out during the 
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interview that English verbs require the particle “to” to indicate that it is not conjugated, 

they explained that the influence comes because Spanish verbs have endings that indicate 

the infinitive form, making it unnecessary to have an extra particle to do it. 

During the closing part of this session, the participants talked about what they think 

the role of the differences and similarities between the two languages is. For them, the 

differences are the factors that make the learning process difficult while the similarities 

make it easier. After that intervention, we discussed with the interviewees the idea that the 

mother tongue does not have to be detrimental to the foreign language learning process and 

that even the differences between the languages can be useful. This led to a discussion that, 

we believe, led the students to reflect on the role of the mother tongue. For example, one of 

them pointed out: “Yes, because if one knows, let’s say, that since English works 

backwards [in relation to Spanish], I simply change what I translated in Spanish and that’s 

it”5. This statement made by the student suggests that knowing when the word order of the 

two languages are opposite to each other makes it easier for him to choose the right order. 

Another student expressed that being able to establish relations between the two languages 

and learning how to apply one’s previous knowledge in one language to the other can also 

help to better understand the structures.  

One concept that we previously discussed is that of explicit knowledge. Explicit 

knowledge can come in the form of analyzed knowledge which “entails a conscious 

awareness of how a structural feature works” (Ellis, 2006, p. 95) or metalinguistic 

explanation which “consists of knowledge of grammatical metalanguage and the ability to 

understand explanation of rules” (Ellis, 2006, p. 95).  
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We are interested in analyzed knowledge because we consider that if the students 

are aware of how the foreign language works, that knowledge can be interiorized by them. 

As Ellis (2006) explains, this knowledge is used “in the process of formulating messages as 

well as in monitoring and that many learners are adroit in accessing their explicit memories 

for these purposes…” (p. 96)  

We have tried to emphasize in this research that it is unlikely that students will start 

this process of using the mother tongue as a tool for learning the foreign language 

completely on their own and that teachers should take the first step to do it. However, this 

is not to say that students’ minds are like a blank canvas. In fact, the interview showed that 

students already possess a certain level of awareness of the MT-FL relation and that, if 

made explicit to them, they can draw conclusions about the role that the mother tongue 

plays in the learning of the foreign language. We consider that the interview and the 

pedagogical intervention we conducted are only a sample of the activities or discussions 

that teachers could use in their classrooms to raise that awareness in their students.  

11. Conclusions 

This research had two main specific objectives. One of those objectives was to 

identify, in the texts written by the participants, the errors that could be related to their 

mother tongue. As we have argued in this research, the mother tongue has been seen in 

different contexts as an element that can be detrimental to the learning of a foreign 

language. We believe the opposite. For this reason, the other objective was to explain how 

the differences and similarities between the mother tongue and the foreign language could 

be positively used in the process of teaching and learning a foreign language.  
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The first objective that we mentioned above was achieved by analyzing the texts 

written by the participants of both groups in order to identify if there were any errors that 

could be related to the mother tongue influence. Based on the analysis made of the texts of 

the first group, we were able to identify the instances (structures or parts of speech) in 

which those errors could be found. This allowed us to have a clearer idea of what we could 

find in the other set of texts. The second objective we mentioned was achieved thanks to 

the methodological procedure followed with the second group. We based our explanation 

on how and why the mother tongue can be positively used in the learning – teaching 

process of a foreign language on the answers given by the students during the interview, on 

their participation in the pedagogical intervention and on their written texts.  

The data collected in this research allowed us to observe the role that Spanish as a 

mother tongue plays in the learning and use of English as a foreign language in writing. 

The texts produced by the participants provided specific examples of how the mother 

tongue can influence the learning of the foreign language. The MT has been regarded as a 

factor that can negatively influence the learning process of an FL. This is so because when 

students make hypotheses about the foreign language based on their mother tongue they 

can make errors. We have exemplified, through the review of literature, the negative 

consequences that treating the mother tongue as a detrimental element to the learning 

process of the foreign language can bring. That is why, although it is true that students 

transferring the structures of their mother tongue to the foreign language can lead to errors 

in the use of the latter, we decided to approach this process from a more positive 

perspective. Before continuing with the conclusions, we want to emphasize that in this 

research we are not affirming that the mother tongue is responsible for those errors. We 

believe that it is the hypotheses that students make about the foreign language based on 
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their mother tongue what can cause these errors. Yet, these hypotheses should not be seen 

as something negative. In fact, they are an essential factor that can facilitate the learning 

process. As we have expressed before, formulating hypotheses, testing them to see if they 

are correct or not and reformulating them if necessary can help students to improve their 

performance in the foreign language.    

As explained in the methodology section, the two groups underwent different 

processes during the research. The main difference in the process followed by the groups is 

that the second one participated in a group interview and pedagogical intervention prior to 

the writing exercise while the first one did not. These two methods are key elements for our 

analysis and conclusions.  

The results of the research show that the participants of the second group had a 

better performance than the participants of the first group had. When we compared 

randomly selected pairs of texts, we discovered that the students of the second group made 

errors less frequently. It is important to note that we cannot attribute those results, with 

certainty, to the group interview and pedagogical intervention since there are other factors 

(such as the students’ level) that may have come into play. Nonetheless, it is necessary to 

point out and emphasize that the first group did not participate in said session. This means 

that they were not made aware of the instances in which the influence of the mother tongue 

can cause errors.  

In other words, the participants of the second group received an explicit instruction, 

which the first group did not. First, we presented the participants of the second group with 

several examples of how the mother tongue can influence the foreign language. We gave 
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them the opportunity to look at those examples and try to explain, by themselves, how 

Spanish was influencing the use of English. This is the first moment in which we started to 

give them tools to increase their level of awareness. We suppose that, since they had the 

opportunity to analyze the reasons behind some MT-related errors, they could take 

advantage of that to write more consciously during the exercise proposed by the researcher. 

Another important point is that, while we discussed the errors, we did not point at them as 

something that should be penalized and avoided. In fact, when the interviewees expressed 

that for them the differences between the MT and FL were the cause of the errors related to 

the influence of the mother tongue, we pointed out to them that even those differences 

could be of use in the learning process of the foreign language. As a response to this, some 

students stated that knowing those differences and being able to apply your previous 

knowledge of one language to the other could be, in fact, beneficial to learn and improve in 

the use of the foreign language.  

That was the second moment of awareness that could have affected positively their 

performance in the writing exercise. We believe that students, even if they had not 

expressed it or even if they thought it to be negative, already had an idea of the positive role 

the MT can play in learning a FL. With the interview and pedagogical intervention, we 

simply made it explicit and started to give them tools to explore that line of thought. 

Nonetheless, we want to emphasize that this is a gradual process and that the teacher should 

accompany the students in it.  

The main conclusion we draw after analyzing the results of the writing exercises 

and of the interview and pedagogical intervention, and of establishing relations among 

them, is that awareness is a key concept for what we are proposing with this research. We 
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believe that making the students aware of the positive relation between the mother tongue 

and the foreign language could help them to use the FL in a more conscious way, which 

could in turn help to minimize errors. The exercise of the interview, of the pedagogical 

intervention and of the written texts is just an example of the results that can be obtained if 

we worked on the MT – FL positive relation. As we saw, students from the second group, 

after going through this process of awareness, performed better in terms of frequency of 

errors than the first group did. This was a rather small exercise due to time constraints and 

the possibility of meeting on a more regular basis with the participants. In this sense, it 

could be easier and even more interesting for teachers to try and apply this concept of the 

MT – FL positive relation to see what results are obtained and if there is improvement on 

their students’ performance.  

Of course, this research is has its limitations. Although we did address the concepts 

of error and hypotheses under the light of Corder’s theory, we did not do so in depth in our 

methodology. We did not focus on how to treat errors on a specific level but rather on a 

general one. We hope that future studies can combine the idea of a positive relation 

between the MT and the FL and the importance of the hypotheses making process since 

they can be essential factors for learners to improve their language skills.  

We hope that other studies can carry on this work by addressing our limitations. For 

instance, future studies could work with larger and more homogenous groups to obtain 

more reliability on the generalization of the results. Furthermore, since the present study 

only focused on interlingual errors it would also be interesting to conduct a study where not 

only interlingual but also intralingual factors are taken into account to observe how they 

interact in causing the learners’ errors. 
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13. Appendix 

Appendix 1. Survey and Consent for participants  

Universidad del Valle                                                                                                             Isabella Tabares 
Facultad de Humanidades                                                                                                    1426419 
Escuela de Ciencias del Lenguaje 

Encuesta 

 
El propósito de realizar esta encuesta es obtener información en relación a su proceso de 
aprendizaje de la lengua extranjera (inglés) y el papel que el español, como lengua materna, ha 
jugado en el mismo. Las preguntas están orientadas a recoger información que me permitiría, en 
mi rol de investigadora, enriquecer mi trabajo de grado. 

La información recogida a través de esta encuesta será utilizada únicamente con propósitos 
académicos.  

Código o nombre del programa al que usted pertenece _____________ 
Semestre que cursa ________  
Edad: ________   
Género: M ____ F ______ 

1. ¿Cuál es su lengua materna? (Es decir, la primera lengua que usted aprendió) 

 
a. Español __ 
b. Inglés     __ 
c. Otra       ___________________ 

 
2. ¿Ha estudiado inglés con anterioridad? (Escuela, institutos/clases privadas) 

 
a. Sí                                                                             b. No 
 ¿Dónde? ____________           
¿Cuántos niveles? ______________________ 

 
3. ¿Cómo percibe usted su nivel de lengua extranjera? 

 
___  Principiante 
___  Intermedio 
___   Avanzado 

 
4. En sus estudios previos de lengua extranjera, ¿sobre qué temas se hacía más énfasis? 

 
a. Traducción Inglés - Español y Español - Inglés 
b. Vocabulario 
c. Estructuras gramaticales (orden de palabras, tiempos verbales, uso de adverbios, 
adjetivos, etc.) 
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d. Otros ¿Cuáles? _____________________________________________________________ 

 
5. De 1 a 4, siendo 1 el mayor y  4 el menor, enumere qué tanta importancia se le daba a 

cada una de las habilidades en sus cursos anteriores de inglés. Por favor asegúrese de usar 
cada número una sola vez.  

 
___ Escucha                   ___ Escritura 
___ Habla                        ___ Lectura 

 
6. ¿Con cuál de las habilidades mencionadas en el punto anterior se siente usted más 

competente? Enumere de 1 a 4.  Por favor asegúrese de usar cada número una sola 
vez.                
 
___ Escucha                   ___ Escritura 
___ Habla                        ___ Lectura 

 
7. En cuanto a los ejercicios de escritura en la lengua extranjera, ¿qué tipo de textos se le ha 

pedido que escriba? 

 
  ___ Resúmenes   ___ Cuentos     ___ Informes 
 
___  Cartas             ___ Reseñas       ___ Ensayos 
 
Otro ¿Cuál? __________________________________________ 

 
8. Cuando desconoce cómo decir algo en inglés, ¿trata usted de buscar una palabra o frase 

en esta lengua que se vea y suene similar al español?  
              ___ Sí                  ___ No  

9. Antes de escribir algo en inglés usted 
 

___ Lo piensa/escribe primero en español y luego lo traduce  
 
___ Lo escribe directamente en inglés 
 
Otro _____________________________________________________ 

 

10. Finalmente, ¿calificaría usted de positivo o negativo el papel que ha jugado el español en 
su proceso de aprendizaje del inglés? Es decir, ¿considera usted que el español le ha 
ayudado en su proceso de aprendizaje del inglés o por el contrario lo ha hecho más 
difícil?  ¿Por qué? 

__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 
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AUTORIZACIÓN PARA USAR INFORMACIÓN RECOGIDA (First group) 

 

 

  
Yo, ___________________________________, identificado con la c.c o t.i. número 
_____________________ autorizo a Isabella Tabares con c.c. número 1143869626 a utilizar la 
información recogida a través de esta encuesta y a través de un posterior ejercicio de escritura 
única y exclusivamente con propósitos investigativos para la realización de un trabajo de grado 
para obtener la Licenciatura en Lenguas Extranjeras ofrecida por la Universidad del Valle. 

 

Firma 
_______________________________________ 

 

AUTORIZATIÓN PARA USAR LA INFORMACIÓN RECOLECTADA (Second 

Group) 

Yo, (por favor escriba su nombre completo y su número de cédula de ciudadanía o tarjeta 

de identidad en el espacio de respuesta) autorizo a Dania Isabella Tabares Castañeda con 

C.C. número 1143869626 a utilizar la información recogida a través de esta encuesta, a 

través de una entrevista y un posterior ejercicio de escritura, única y exclusivamente con 

propósitos investigativos para la realización de un trabajo de grado para obtener la 

Licenciatura en Lenguas Extranjeras ofrecida por la Universidad del Valle. 
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Appendix 2. Questionnaire for Group Interview and Pedagogical Intervention 

Universidad del Valle 

Escuela de Ciencias del Lenguaje 

Isabella Tabares 

Trabajo de Grado 

 

Entrevista Grupal 

 

Parte I 

 

Las preguntas de este apartado tienen como objetivo contextualizar a los entrevistados, 

además de conocer su opinión sobre la relación que existe entre su lengua materna 

(español) y la lengua meta (inglés). 

1. ¿Qué tan diferentes o similares considera que son el español y el inglés? 

2. ¿Piensa usted que el español ha influenciado su proceso de aprendizaje del inglés? 

¿De qué manera? 

3. ¿Qué aspectos de la gramática y el vocabulario del inglés le resultan difíciles? 

 

● Tiempos verbales 

● Preposiciones (in, on, at) 

● Orden de los adjetivos 

● Adverbios 

 

 ¿Por qué? 

 

Las siguientes secciones de la entrevista tienen como objetivo el poder explorar de manera 

práctica si los entrevistados son capaces de identificar cuando una oración o palabra escrita 

en inglés está siendo influenciada por el español y si pueden explicar el por qué se da esa 

influencia.  

Parte II 

Se le presentará a los entrevistados una serie de parejas de oraciones. Ellos deberán 

identificar en qué oración de cada pareja hay una frase o expresión que no corresponde al 

vocabulario o estructura del inglés y que tiene una influencia del español.  

 

a. Cognados falsos 

 

● My family is conformed for – My family is composed by  

● It is very gratificant to see – It is very rewarding to see 

● I am very passionate person – I am very apasionated person  

● He works in the camp – He works in the field  

● He watches tv novels – he watches soap operas 
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b. Conjugación de la tercera persona del singular 

 

● She work as a lawyer – They work as lawyers 

● We study at night – He study at night  

● You don’t like that song – She don’t like that song  

 

c. Gramática  

 

● I’ll talk about my family – I speak of my family  

● My brother is a student in primary – My brother is a primary student  

● I don’t have nothing to share with you – I don’t have anything to share with you  

● My sister likes to watch movies and dinner with her boyfriend - 

My sister likes to watch movies and have dinner with her boyfriend  

 

d. Preposiciones  

 

● I only get to see my friends the weekends – I only get to see my friends on the 

weekends  

● I am sure I left that book in the table – I am sure I left that book on the table  

 

Parte III 
 

La parte III contiene tres subsecciones. En la primera, los entrevistados deben identificar si 

hace falta un pronombre en la oración. En la segunda, su tarea es identificar si la oración 

requiere del uso de un artículo y en la tercera, deben señalar si es necesario utilizar el verbo 

en infinitivo.  

 

Subsección 1 

● I think is important to know your mother tongue before learning another language. 

● Languages help us to learn about other cultures, however also should help us to 

reinforce our own identity  

● The teacher said it is bad to use the mother tongue in class but I don’t think he’s 

right.  

 

Subsección 2  

 

● He plays _______ guitar and is _____ singer.7  

● _______ English rules are very different to _____ Spanish rules.  

● _______ scientific articles have a more fixed structure than short stories.  

● It is vital to consider _______ effects of banning the mother tongue in the 

classroom.  
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Subsección 3 

 

● The researcher should ____ take into account that errors are not always caused by 

the L1. 

● I want _____ play that video game but I don’t own a console. 

● One of teachers’ biggest concerns should be ________ educate good people and 

citizens 
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Appendix 3. Errors per subject 

The following tables show the classification of errors per subject. It is necessary to mention 

that when there were real names in the sentences, we changed them to protect the subject’s 

privacy. Moreover, all the sentences were transcribed exactly as the students wrote them, 

typos included.  

 Lexicon: False Cognate/Adaptation of morphology/ Other     

 Third Person conjugation 

 Pronouns:  Missing pronoun/ Inaccurate pronoun         

 Articles: Missing article/ Unnecessary article  

 Structures: Grammar /Syntax                                

 Prepositions: Missing preposition/ Inaccurate preposition          

 Infinitives 

 

Classification of errors 

Group I,  

Subject 1 

Structure/Part 

of speech 

Errors (Prompt 1) Errors (Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -Now I type about 

-my mother has a very hard 

character 

-typing on the cellphone 

-compuse for 

-he is a very ingenous person 

-Industrial Ingenery  

-her charatcer (sic) or nature is 

hard  

Third person 

conjugation 

-he is whithe (sic) and like so much 

the potato  

-My mother love  

-she is the youanger (sic) of all and 

like to typing 

-she study  

 

-because she teach me  

Pronouns - in other case is a noob person  -Her charatcer or nature is hard 

like to my mom but is generous 
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Subject 2 

Structure/part of 

speech 

Errors (Prompt 1) Errors (Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -formate by  

-very gratificant  

 

--- 

Third person 

conjugation 

-she work  

-he haven’t angry 

-he worked in a pharmacy and 

have  

-he live with the father family  

-and he have  

-he talk about  

 

-and have a biggest heart 

-he have the correct words  

 

Pronouns -(it) is very gratificant see it 

-i (sic) talk about camilo 

rodriguez, (he) is a good person 

 

--- 

Articles -she is (a) stylist  

-he is (a) student in primary 

-i (sic) am a lonely and 

weakness,  

-the physics is my love  

 

-he loved the tattoos  

Grammar/Syntax -she have 32 years  

-he have 46 years old  

-he have 12 years old 

-and have 19 years old 

-he is student in primary  

 

-i (sic) talk about all with him  

 

 

 

Preposition -a year ago in 2th of june 

-and i (sic) see him (on) the 

weekends  

-two in his arms  

-and one in the left hand 

-i (sic) remember him as my last 

tattoo is the same as him in the 

same hand  

Infinitives -i (sic) love (to)help  

-very gratificant (to) see it  

 

--- 

person  

Articles -she loves the animals  --- 

Grammar/Syntax -but she bornd  -I ever have a special way to be 

with her  

Preposition -but he likes to go (on) the 

weekends  

--- 

Infinitives --- --- 
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Subject 3 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -formated by  

-she is an apasionated 

-she is a modist  

 

-he helped me with my 

homeworks  

-so he afront it  

 

Third person conjugation -he´s a happy person who 

try  

-she see it all 

-but he try to do the things 

whit (sic) it 

-who study to be a lawyer in 

the university  

 

-he takes care of me and 

love me 

-what to do when he die  

Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -she likes the religion radio 

programs. 

-He realy (sic) loves the 

music  

 

-he teaches me a lot of 

things begining (sic) with 

what is the good music  

Grammar/Syntax -My dad also is an engiener  

-who everything she does 

does it with love 

-but when on tv (sic) 

transmit bike races or 

baceball 

 

-he helped me with my 

homeworks all the primary 

school 

- he teaches me a lot of 

things begining (sic) with 

what is the good music 

-he took me for the good 

way  

-also I learn from him  

Preposition --- --- 

Infinitives -he likes (to) watch tv (sic),  -also I learn from him how 

to be an organized person 

and (to) think before do  

 

Subject 4 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon --- --- 

Third person conjugation -she work  

-she don`t like cats 

-she go back  

-he lunch  

-he go to university around 

7:00 am 

-he lunch  

-she´s wake  

-she lunch  

-she lunch and go back  

-She don`t the cats and dogs  
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Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -she is (a) wifehouse (sic) 

-she is (a) very good person 

-Luis is (a) police officer  

-my mom is (a) secretary 

system 

-she don’t the cats and dogs  

Grammar/Syntax --- --- 

Preposition --- --- 

Infinitives --- --- 

 

Subject 5 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -i (sic) speak of my closest 

-service militar 

-he work in the camp  

-she is worked the camp 

Third person conjugation -him work in the house 

-my mother like  

-him like  

-he love  

-him like  

-he love  

-he like  

-he work 

-he like  

 

-she travel 

Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -the number one  

-she is my sugar in the life 

-he is my teacher in the life 

-the number five is my firen 

(sic) 

 

 

--- 

Grammar/Syntax -Javier Coronel is called  

-i (sic) and you we were in 

the service militar  

--- 

Preposition --- --- 

Infinitives -my mother like (to) eat 

chocolate 

-him like (to) eat chees (sic) 

-him like (to) play soccer 

-he like (to)sleep  

-he like (to) sleep  

-they like (to) dance  

--- 
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Subject 6 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -he wacth tv novels 

-her eyes are coffee 

-a tecnic of informatic  

--- 

Third person conjugation -he wacth (sic) 

-He study in sena (sic)  

--- 

Pronouns My father working in a 

“Mercado Central” (it) is a 

grocery store  

--- 

Articles -he is (a) cristian (sic)  --- 

Grammar/Syntax -The favorite place of my 

father is Israel 

-the most tall in the 

classroom.  

-She is a student of hight 

(sic) School 

 

 

-she made me more strong 

Preposition -his birthday is in february 

(sic) 6  

--- 

Infinitives -He likes (to) dance 

-she likes anime, video 

games and (to) read.  

--- 

 

Subject 7 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -he is transporter -she motives  

Third person conjugation -she study philosophy 

-and she like 

-she study math  

-she like  

-she work all days 

-she love the cat 

-my mom watch movies too 

-(my mom) listen to music 

-he eat so much 

-he love Martial Arts 

-he practice this sport 

-he work in the car  

-She like  

-she have  

 

Pronouns -I have one pet, one cat 

most specific, the name is 

Frodo, (it) is very cute 

-i (sic) have very happy 

with she  

-my dream is buy the world 
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- (it) is the firts aspect in my 

life  

for she,  

-travel with she  

 

Articles -she is (a) very dedicated 

and good student 

-he is (a) transporter  

--- 

Grammar/Syntax -but she is happy always 

-in my house it sounds 

music all day 

-I don’t have nothing  

--- 

Preposition -he practice this sport three 

days for week  

--- 

Infinitives -and she like (to) read 

books 

-and she dream is (to) 

travel. 

-she like (to) dance  

-she like (to) read books  

Subject 8 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -formate for 

-Actually, she have 6 pets 

-Actually, she study bologic 

(sic) 

 

-Actually, she study bologic 

(sic)  

-experiences unforgettables  

Third person conjugation -she have  

-she have a courly (sic) hair 

-she have eyes 

-she have 6 pets 

-she study  

 

-she have eyes and hair like 

my mom 

-i (sic) learn from her that 

life have a problems  

-somebody have big 

problems 

-somebody have small 

problems 

-she have 6 pets 

-she study  

 

Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -she likes the animals  --- 

Grammar/Syntax -my family closest  

-She have 47 years old 

-she have eyes brown 

-she have 19 years old  

 

-she have 19 years old 

-experiences unforgettables  

-and that important is learn 

whith (sic) your errors  

Preposition --- --- 

Infinitives --- -and that important is (to) 

learn  
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Group II,  

Subject 1 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -She always attend  

-she use glasses too  

--- 

Third person conjugation -she use glasses too 

-he always see  

-He always teach  

-He talk  

Pronouns -but (it) is very difficult  --- 

Articles -he hates the beans 

-the Saturdays in the 

afternoon  

 

-He always teach my a lot 

of thing about scient (sic), 

about the life  

Grammar/Syntax -He have overweight  

-He have thirty-three years 

old  

--- 

Preposition -The (on) Saturdays --- 

Infinitives --- -He loves (to) ride 

motorcycle 

-that I need (to) finish my 

carrier  

 

 

Subject 2 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -he does use glass  --- 

Third person conjugation -He talk  --- 

Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -she has (a) small nose 

-he has (a) big nose 

-She loves the ice crem (sic) 

-the chocolate  

-and the coffee  

-the classic literature  

-he has (a) small mouth 

-he is (a) very good friend  

Grammar/Syntax -he plays videogame twence 

(sic) at the week 

-he likes help at the people  

Preposition -he works (on) the 

weekends with his father  

--- 

Infinitives -She likes (to) watchs tv 

-she likes (to) take exercice 

-she loves (to) sleep  

-she likes  (to) talk with 

friends  

-she likes (to) side 

-he likes (to) help 

-he show me like (to) see 

the life  
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-he doesn’t like (to) side 

-he doesn’t like (to) see the 

very people 

-he loves (to) read books  

-He likes (to) watches  

-He likes (to) talk the books  

 

Subject 3 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon --- -when I need to take an 

important decision, 1 

Third person conjugation -he like to practice 

basketball 

-she want 

-he want 

-my friend want to practice 

-when he don’t have his 

glasses,  

-he look like very funny 

-he don’t have edution (sic) 

-he know  

-in his town don’t have 

schools  

Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -he is (a)hairdresser 

-he is (a)gardener 

-He likes to go to (the) 

cinema 

-he is (a) student of 

Engieeniering (sic) 

-he likes the video games.   

-he is (a) very good student 

-she has (a) small mouth  

-and he ha (sic) (a) beard  

-he is (a)gardener 

-for my father the most 

important is to make the 

things with love.  

 

Grammar/Syntax --- -in his town don’t have 

schools 

-he studied until second of 

primary  

-for my father the most 

important is to make the 

things with love  

Preposition --- --- 

Infinitives --- --- 

 

Subject 4 

Structure/Part of speech Error (Prompt 1) (Error Prompt 2) 

Lexicon -he is a little funny and 

sympathic  

--- 



84 
 

-He likes drink vitamins  

Third person conjugation -My father don’t live with 

us  

-she always want 

-She represent in my life 

love  

Pronouns --- --- 

Articles -he has (a) wife 

-my brother is a young  

-She is (an) engineering 

-she is good with the 

numbers  

Grammar/Syntax -He is one year more old 

that me 

-With us live my 

grandmother  

-but I don’t know about 

what it is  

-but she doesn’t like the 

cold 

-she has wavy hair and 

blond 

-She represent in my life 

love  

Preposition --- --- 

Infinitives -he likes (to) drink vitamins 

-he loves (to) eat pepper 

-she loves (to) travel and 

know diferents (sic) places  

 

Notes 

1 3 4 5 6 My own translations. 

2Proposal to restructure the Curricular Component of the Foreign Languages in the 

Undergraduate programs.  

7 This example was taken from the text of the student whose written consent we do not have, 

however, we must clarify that at the time of the interview we were not aware of this.  

 

 


