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AUSTRALIAN COUNCIL FOR EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH.

ERRORS IN THE USE OF ENGLISH BY

A GROUP OF PRE-SCHOOL CHILDREN.

Information Bulletin No. 21 reportcd the pronunciation crrors

of a group of pro-school children in an inner suburb of Mclbournc. This
bullctin reports their crrors in English Usage.
THE GROUP:

The group consisted of twelve boys and twelve girls, all of
whom in 1951 enrollcd for the first time at a state school in Melbourne.
They worc obssrved, and their speech recorded, for the ten days November
20-24, and Norember 27-December lst: while in a special group formed for

the purpose at the Lady Gowrie Centre in Melbournec. Their ages ranged
from 4 years 10 months to 5 years 8 months. Four girls and four boys

came from the childron already attending the Centre, four girls and four
boys from other kindergartens and creches in the area, and four girls and
four boys had no provious pre—school cxpericnce in kindergartens, nursor-
ics or creches. % (1950).

THE RECORDS:

The rccords uscd for the analysis of crrors in usagoe were made
by stenographers who wore instructed to record the children's spcech as
accurately as possible, recording crrors and incomplete words or
sentences exactly as they were uttercd. The primary purpose of thesc
rocords 1s to prepare a vocabulary list for these children, but as tho
material lends itsclf also to analysis of orrors in usage, such an
analyeils has boon made in the hope that it may be of use particularly fto
tocachers of infant classcs, kindcrgartens cte. No similar analysis of
Australian children has, as far as is known, bcen madc public.

METHODS OF CLASSIFICATION:

Table 1 at thc cnd of this bulletin shows thc numbcr of =
children making the crrors rccorded. The errors are classified into
certain conventional groups for casc of roference, and within thosc
groups they arec, as far as possible, in ordor of frequency of orror.

There is, however, another way in which the orrors can be
olagslflod . The type of classification given in Table 1 is doubtlcss
of help in organising instructional work in the classroomn. Effcective
cradication of the error depcends, howcver, upon substituting for it the
habltual use of the correct form. This 1s perhaps best done by consid-
gring the orlgin of tho dofeel, This has beocn attompted in Table 2,
where somc of the main crrors are considercd under the following heads:

Wrong form 1s almost, 1f not completely, . fixed.
Right form is no¥% fully fixed, and there are lapses.
Both forms arc used, apparently indiscrininately.
Wrong form is used becausc child is expressing a
conplex 1deca and has not the neccssary experience
in languagc to do this properly.

Colloquialisns.

Redundancies.

ESS AR o
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It is thought that the classification in Table 2 nay prove nore
helpful in the leone »in Foabh flias o T8l by LU 28 evident, for
instance, that therc arc strongcr forccs at work to establish and nain-
tain the crrors in Category 1 than those in Category 3. The practice
of the correcct form in school speech and writing nay, therefore, eradlc-
ate the errorse in Category 3, but may fail %o affect thesc in Category 1.
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Errors in Category 2 are probably unimportant, and it may wgll
be that they, as well as many in Category 3, disappear with increase in
age or under the influence of schooling.

Errors in Category 4 are an interesting group. It is probably
a slgn of growth in the child that such errors are made, although 1f they
are too common it is an indication that the child's linguilstic training
is not keeping pace with the increasc in experience and the growth of
intelligence — a type of unbalance which may lead to frustration and be-
haviour problens.

It is doubtful whether thoe colloquialisms of Catecgory 5 can be
considcred as errors. The question whether any attempt should be nade
to eradicate them 1s a difficult onc to which the answer may well vary
from school to school.

The redundancics of Category 6 arc a nixed group. fome of
then arc truc redundanciesi—~ they add nothing to the scnse, balance, or
craphasis of the uttcrance. Others, however, although structurally they
are rcdundant, sceen to be deliberately used by the children for emphasis,
or to attract attention to themsclves or their actions. If the first
type is eradicated, there is no loss to the language of the child; if
the sccond type 1s ecradicatod and nothing substituted for it, there is a
logs of colour and flavour in the spcech which is regrettable.

SEX DIFFERENCES:

Boys appear nore pronec than girls to make errors in certain

verbs. 'L ol , 'Thed oome undone', 'He drunk itV, 'l ain'tr, 1%
busted', with their variants, are more frequently uscd by the boys than
the girls, Boys also appear more prone to use double negatives, to

nisplace 'only!', to misuse 'what'! in cxpressions such as 'The one what
we had', to use 'lend' for 'loan' a8 a noun, to say 'that nother (or
nuvver)....', to use the expression 'So as' in such combinations as
'So's I don't have to go', to follow an indefinite singular pronoun with
& plural pronoun as in 'Someone can help, can't they', and to use tho
adjecctival forn when the adverbial should be used. Girls are more
prone than boys to use the form 'I'm finished'! for 'I have finished!.

There is a slight diffcerence between the scxes in the total
incidencec of error, but it is doubtful if it is significant for cducat-

ional practice. The median boy makes about onc error in every twemty-
scven words, the median girl about onc in twenty—onc. The differenccs

Detween children of the same sex, however, are far morc marked, ranglng
for the boys from onc crror in cevery scventeen words to onc in cvery
thirty-one words, and for the girls one orror in every twelve words
onc in cvery twenty-cight words.

A

0

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE:

The boys from the Lady Gowrie Contre woere the best spoken,
crrors occurring less frequently in their speech than in any other group.
There was no diffcercnce between the other two groups of boys. The
glrls without pre—school exporicnce were slightly better than the girls
from the Lady Gowrie Contrc, although the worst spcakcr among the girls
wag in the former group. Both of these groups were better than tho
girls from other kindergartens, although the best speaker among the
girls came from this group.

An oxamination of specific errors showed no evidence that any
of thesce groups used crrors of a differont kind, or any particular
crror, norc frequently than the others.

CONSISTENCY OF ERROR:

Tablc 2 shows, in addition to the number of children making
the orror, the number of such children who used the corrcet form while
under obscrvation. The frequency of such cntrics 1s a warning that
class toaching of a common usage without considerable individual atten-
tion, may involve a good deal of wasted time for sonc children. hat
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night be called the !'intensity' of an error in particular children varies
greatly. Bome children makec a particular error frequently, rarely, 1if
ever, using the right forn. Others, like J———- W———, can alternate
rlght and wrong indiscriminately, as in the consecutive 'Take me pearls
5% 1 Here's ny pearls'.

POSSIBILITY OF MAKING ERRORS:

Tables 1 and 2 are based upon actual errors made. They ars,
therefore, minimum figures. It would be desirable to examine the records
in detail to see whether the children who did not make a particular mis-
take used the corwect form in one or more of thelr utterances. This
exanination would be very time consuming. We have, ftherefore, limited
our enudy S0 fhe usge of 'I did', and Ythem!. The one boy who did not
use 'I done! usea 'I d4id! oorrectly on two occasione; the three girls
who did not use 'I done' did not use 'I d4id' at all. All the children
ugcd !them' correctly as a pronoun in such exprossions as 'I want thenm!,
tCan I see them'!', otc.

COMUENTS:

It was cvident that despitc the errors made, the speech of the
children fulfilled 1ts purposc of communication with their fellows.
Even thec doublc negatives scrved thoir correct purposc and appeared to be
understood by the children in their correct sense. The final Jjustifica-
tions for correct usagee appcar to rest on the following grounds (not
nutually exclusive):-—

(1) that they avoid ambiguitiocs and errors; (I ailn't got none)
i that they save words; (I'm going to go homne)
L thet dhoy say things in the clearcst fashion;
(Got to dig mc hor
(iv) that they arc the uStqDllShOd conventions of those educated
persons whose native languagc ie English; (That there bike;
I and Lorraine)
(v) that they arc the correct forms in accordance with the
gtructural analysis of speech we call grammar;
(I seen him; you and me will go; who with).

The last of these is cvidently the basis of nmany of the established con-
ventions. It is used as a 'reason' for good usage in its own right by
nany teachers, orrors being corrected on the grounds that they are bad
granmar'!, although this nay bc for any one of the reasons enumerated.

Sonme thought night be given, in the teaching of correct usage,
to the effectiveness of explanations on the grounds of (iv) and (v)

above. It is evident, for exanple, that the sentence 'l seen hin down
the street', is, to its user and probably to its hearer, clear, concise,
and unambiguous If it is classed as 'bad grannar' to a child who

hears it constantly and effcectively used outside the school, what effeot
will instruction in the corrcect form have? - Might it not be a counsel
of wisdom in such cases to enlist the co—opcratlon of home and community
by explaining the purposes of teaching corrcct usage? How effective
would such an approach be in a comnunity where wrong usages of this type
arc counonplaces®? No onc knows the answers to these questions,
although 1t is probable that all tceachers arc aware that nany of the
nost consistently occurring errors in spoken and written usage are those
which are heard by the child outside the school. In correcting them the
school has to counter exceccdingly strong environmental influences. It
is a rcasonable suggestion that at the sane tine as the attempt is made
by the school to establish correct usage by the child at school, 1t
should attack the problem of wrong usage at its source — the home and
the comnunity. Might this be a field where adult education and ohlld
education could effecctively combinc forces?

MENTAL AGE AND ERRORS:

An inspection of the types of error made by children of diff-
erent nental-age levels showed no errors to which children of one level
were nore pronc than others. The variation between children of mental
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age 5 years 6 months and above wae far more pronounced than the slight
differences between this group and those with a mental age of 4 years

11 months or less. A measure of 'purity' of speech was established for
each child by dividing the number of recorded utterances by the total
number of errors, and multiplying this figurc by the square of the number
of different errors made. The rank correlation (Spearman) between this
measurc and mental age was -0.3%92. Other correlations were: Purity -

(1) with chronological age rod o ~0.403%

(11) with number of differcnt words used in
the record of spontaneous spcech ... -0.727

The measurc of 'purity' used was designed to give credit to the child
whose language deveclopment, as measured by the length of his sentences,
was advanced. At the same time 1t penalised those whose speech included
nany different errors. The correlations found were unexpected. The
simple explanation for them appears to be that at this age level, and in
a group from this particular environment, the greater facility with
speech of the brighter and older children gives them more opportunity to
nake errors. There is as yet no urge in them to speak correctly (in
the adult sense); they do not, in fact, know they are maklng errors.
The correlation between total words used and mental age (although under
tgezo%roumstanccs of the study too much store cannot be placed on it) is
+0 . 33185

The best predictor of purity of speech is the ratio of differ-
ent to total words usecd. The two nmeasures have a rank order correla-
tion of +0.653 i.e. there 1s a tendency for those who use the most varied
vocabulary in thelr spontancous speech to be most free from crror in
usage.



TABLE 1.

Number of children naking types of error recorded, and average
nuiber of times the error occurred.
Boys: 50,754 Girls: 30,773)

(Total words rccorded:-

Error Type

Child Frequcncy and Average Error

Boys (N =

12)

Girle (N = 12)

Child

“Average No.  Child

PAve

rage No.

A.

gFrequenoy §of Errors  Frequencyiof Errors

VERBS

Failure in concord

et
O

O O~ OoONIJILIo -

Therc's sick boys
Is there boys therc

. Here comgcs two

I aro: I wore
You was: Was you ctc.
You an

. Which is ny shocs

No onc is allowed arc
they

Someone can play if thoy
help nme

. Who wants sone in their

nouth

= no N P BIVUIUI W H

Wrong Verb (including oolloquialismsﬂ

. I have got cte. Far
have
I got for have
Can ... for nay
. I done ... for did

. I have to put

Going To go

. Leave e go ... let

I nover ..
It's broke or Dbroked
It is took or tooken

. He don't

That come undone

. de give nc
. Ain't

Its bustod

I falled off

I won you

I'm finished ...
have finished

Got To for nust

I scen ... for saw

To lay down

for I

. He putted

1f you be good. It

you be a girl

. Is this diggecd
. He drunk it
. You didn't brought

etc.

. Hec will be gone ... will
have
If I knew ... If I had
known
. They're gone They
have gone
. Did you saw nc
Get to sloep go to

slecp

12
12
i
s

o o n jo HEeEDRO H onoNEWE N\ O OO H O3\l 0~ ONCo

5.4 10
1.7 1
2.2h 5
1.2 %
1.6 4
1.0 1
1.25 2
1.0 0
1.0 0
1.0 0
1 12
1 11
1 12
9
8
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: Child Frequcncy and Average Error
Error Type g Boys (N = 12) ~ Girls (N = 12)

Child ‘Average No. : (Child : Average No.

Frequency :of Errors  Frogquency: of Errors

SN
no

. Didn't you ... for
haven't you

. I 1it a house on firec

. No one helded it

. Do ... for does

. All Dblowed away

Swearced ... for swore

. Catched ... for caught

. Flied ... for flew

. We drived one in

. Bhe went and put it all
over ne

. We should a went

!

o
[ 11

OO O0O0CO

SR [ 1L

P58 IR AT
O\0 o~ VTR
HH HOOOHWHRH
OH OHWNOOOOO
e
o oul

B~
o

o
o0 O

Verb Onissions

. When ... we gotting up i)

..» you want to wct ne

That ... pcanut butter

Way ... you keep talk-
ing hin

. You ... better look out 1

. I ... been to the beach

iy e e GHOW you

« We ... finisghed

v e

. .
OCU1O oo NUIn

OonpuUioonn £~\W0o
}.—l
IAVENIONE o oI

O~ o1 =\
HrPopop Hooy

VIO~ O—~1 o+

* . %

DOUBLE NEGATIVES:

. We ain't got no

. We haven't got no

I don't have no

I can't find nonc

I don't want nothing

Don't let no-one (nobody)

. You weren't going to play
with me no nore

. I never had nothing

He's not there, I don't

think
10. I ain't gonna do nothing
11. Arcen't you having this or
not

12. I can't hardly touch it

13. Its not nothing

14. Nobody better not touch me

* e
9,

O ~o\WJIR\ino -

.

HoOHE R OB

1 .

O 0O OUIOOO

HOOO Ok FHu UKWV B
OHHH HO OF puiemnmMh

ADJECTIVES AND ADVERDS:

I'1ll do it quick

. Put it slow

More quick

Say 1t loud

. Doing it wrong

They talk funny

. You talk mad

More softer

I did 1t good

10. I easy got up

11. This is awful wet

12. Its nearly getting bigger

13%. Why did you come in here
for

14. Misplaced 'only'

. * .
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Child Froquency and Average Error

Error Type Boye (N = 12) T Girls (N = 12)
¢ Child : Average No.: Child Average No
§Frequenoy? of Errors :Frequency:of Errors

15. Omission of first 'as! : '
in 'as big as' 3 2.0 2 1.5
16. Leave it how it was 0 - 1 1.0
'17. Have you got no cars 1 g 1 1.0
D. PRONOUNS:
1. Us for me (givug, let's) 12 6.2 9 3.0
2. Wrong usc of them (for
those, they) 7 4.4 6 2.0
3. Objective for nominative 10 %45 9 £ %
4. Youse 9 L2 3 2.0
5. Who for whom 5 L.4 4 el
6. All on me own 4 1.25 1 1.0
7. Wrong use of relative -
(The one what we had) 6 1.3 3 Tl
8. That there bike 3 1.0 1 1.0
9. Wrong rdlexives ... thelr-
self, mineself k- 1.0 3 1.0
10. Mine for my ... mine
garage 1 I 0 s
11l. Someonc's wants you 0 - 1 2.0
12. Me ... for I will (me come) 6 y T 0 -
1l3. Don't someone put that in
these 1 1.0 0 -
14. He's for his 0 - 1 11,0
15. Hisself for himself 0 - 1 . 1.0
16. I don't need more, do we 8 1.0 0 -
E. PREPOSITIONS:
1. Omission of:
General: ke 4.0 10 v, ot
Look the way I do it 5] - 4 -
Let it go around itself 1 - 0 -
I'm going chop i § - 0 =
I've got one ... home 4 - 4 -+
2. Wrong:
Dy ny own (?) 4 1.0 2 1.0
Took it off me 7 1.6 7 1.1
%. Inclusion:
We'll make it to this long 1 LR 0 -
F.  REDUNDANCIES: (General)
1. I'm going to go 6 3.0 6 2.5
2. General - 11 6.7 11 6.%

e.g. 1 see all furniture
All of these ones
Off of it
Nearly right at the top
My brother he brought
A whole lot

I've been two times I have

That girl there she's
taking our water
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: : Child Frequency and Avergge HError
Error Type : Doy (N = 12) § Girls (N = 12)
: CGhild : Average No.  Uhild = Adekscso @

gFrequencyi of Errors : Frequency of Errors

MISCELLANEQUS:
1. Aftcor for aftcrwards
or later 5 25 6 gk
2. A Dit fast A4 =l 1 e )
2, Like you did (As) 2 1.0 13 20
4. Say wo takec 6 i z 2.4
Cei ook all ... he done 2 .0 4 i
L ook L, nat I 5 5.2 4 Lix3
1+ imeked 15 up 4 BN 9 I
8. Thisie, thatie, biggie,
ete. i 2.6 4 i
9. Good on you 5 e L 2 o
10, It looks like they're
going 1 B ge 0 2 e
1L Bo 4% Like me O - o Ehe
12. How you eafting quick like
1 ¢g 4. L0 0 -
13. Look at the really spider 1 Tesld & S HG
Gl iinonlh e old 2 I o L0
15, I can't even find ny other
shoe 3 & & i
16. A wholc lot 4 4.5 1 1.0
L7. A 'blt of water 2 10 1 g
to o Bt gn e X Tl 0 -
19, The both of then 0 - i Sk
el WMo oood 2 1.0 o -
21. Itse all gone Jjust about 1 Jocl) @] -
B2, Erpclons info ihls book e e 0] -
23, Got to dlg me here 2 £ 0 0 =
24. A quarter half L L0 9 —
2b. Two times 0] - & 150
26. B8o's I don't have to cloan
thon 3 Lo 0 -
2(. There goes ne - 1 O 0 -
28. All the etops arc most
wet nearly 0 - % v~
29. Further as me ... further
than I 0 - & -
., el fast it engehed 1 1,0 O -
31. That nother car 4 ARt 0] -
NOUNS ¢
1. Wrong plurals -
Toots —~ feet 1 1.0 0 -
feets -~ feect e i35 %) 4 N
nans - nen - L) & Hikd
nens - nen o 1.0 0 e
WOrmses - WOILS 0] - ; f k 4004
2. Lend for loan 5 LB 2 Fut

ADJECTIVES:

1. Onitted possesaive - : : :
ship's boat 1 f 1.0 ﬁ o "
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