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Abstract

The study reported analyzed 26 manuscripts written by Thai academics
for publication in English language journals The analysis was based on the
suggestions for changes made by a native-English speaking editor prior to
submission, The study aimed to establish which areas of English structure cause
most problems to Thai writers at this level. The overall study employed a
mixed-methods approach although the findings reported in this paper are
derived from the quantitative analysis of the non-conventional usage (NCU) of
English in the manuscripts. The paper reviews previous error analyses of English
writing by Thais, mostly involving high school or undergraduate students. The
paper compares the findings of those studies with those of the study reported,
finding that four of the main problem areas identified in those studies (article,
verb, preposition and noun usage) were also the structural aspects most
frequently identified in the 26 manuscripts analyzed, accounting for more than
80% of the structure NCU. However, the study also analyzed the number of
tokens of each word type in the manuscripts and identified a correlation of 0.86
between the errors in those word types and the frequency of occurrence of the
word types in the manuscripts. Previous studies have not identified such
a relationship thus potentially misrepresenting the level of difficulty presented
by different word-type usage. Nevertheless the areas giving rise to most
problems are also noted to coincide with areas where Thai language structure
differs from English and based on an associative learning theoretical framework,
the paper concludes that although the distribution of word types in the
manuscripts is a significant influence on the pattern of NCU, the influence of the
L1is the major factor behind the main types of errors identified. The paper
concludes that a relatively small number of areas should be targeted at all

stages of the teaching of English, notably the use of the definite article, the past
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and present simple tenses, singular and plural nouns and preposition use
generally, in order that problems in these areas should not later become

entrenched in higher level usage.

Keywords: Academic writing, error analysis, language structure, word type,

word frequency
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Academic writing falls within the broader genre of English for academic
purposes (EAP) which Gillett (1996) noted, covers all aspects of the use of
English in the academic field, although identifying writing as the most important,
with accurate grammar and the formal language of the genre being crucial
components. English is well established as an international language in
academic publication and is widely accepted even in countries where English
is not commonly spoken. Larsen and von Ins (2010), in reviewing a number of
subject areas, noted a tendency for publication indexes to favor journals
publishing articles in English and as an extreme example, Clarke et al. (2007)
reviewed over 200,000 articles in the field of public health listed in the Science
Citation Index and found that 96.5% were written in English. Further, as
Vasconselos, Soerenson and Leta (2009) noted, a lack of skill in English is a
significant barrier for publication in international journals. There is therefore
considerable pressure on academics to write in English but for those whose
first language is not English, this can present a considerable challenge. This is
the case in Thailand, which has no historical connection with the English
speaking world either through colonial occupation or a common cultural
heritage, and English skills are not widespread. In the latest EF-EPI survey
(2018), Thailand ranked 64" of 88 non-English speaking countries for English
proficiency.

The broader study from which this paper is drawn was based on the
work of authors mostly based in the south of Thailand who had sought to have
their work edited by a native speaker prior to submission for publication in
English. The study arose from the editor's observation that a substantial
proportion of the changes he recommended were based on the authors’
difficulties in correctly using apparently simple aspects of English structure.

This was surprising since the authors were generally able to control the
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rhetorical aspects of the academic writing genre, yet had great problems in
basic aspects of structure such as the use of articles, verb tenses and noun
pluralization. No previous study in Thailand has investigated this phenomenon
in writers at this level, who by their ability to succeed in writing articles in English
for publication in academic journals, must be assumed to be among the top
tier of English users in Thailand. This paper therefore offers a rare insight into
the use of English by a professional group in Thailand for whom that use is
dictated by the demands of their careers.

Although there have been previous findings of structure-usage problems
in writing by Thais, past studies, of which more than 30 conducted since 2000
were traced and are detailed in Table 1, have focused almost exclusively on
students during their education and on English writings either produced
specifically for the purposes of the study or for purposes associated with their
education. This study sought to establish whether the problems evidenced by
the non-conventional usage (NCU) of English structure by these 26 Thai
academics were similar to those which previous studies have identified among
Thai students. This paper therefore presents the results of the analysis of the
changes the editor recommended to the 26 papers and focuses on those
changes recommended to remedy non-conventional language structure.

The following section reviews recent studies employing error analysis
(EA) in Thailand and sets out the study’s theoretical framework with respect to
the identification of mother-tongue (or L1) influence on second language (L2)
learning before setting out the research questions considered in this paper.
The study’s methodology and results are described and then discussed, and

conclusions are offered in the final section.
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Literature review and research questions

Errors in second language learning

The history of the treatment of errors in L2 learning can be traced back
to the behaviorists who viewed language as a habit and employed the technique
of contrastive analysis (CA) to identify structural differences between languages
and to predict the errors learners would make in learning an L2 through L1
effects (Lado, 1957). But as the influence of behaviorism waned, the treatment
of errors shifted to a perspective which viewed the learner as producing
a transitional idiolect or interlanguage (IL) (Selinker,1972). Under this approach,
errors were viewed as indicative of learning and arose due to a variety of
causes including external factors, such as the learner’s L1 and the conditions
under which the language was learned, as well as intra-linguistic and
developmental factors, which were described by Richards (1970) as systematic
errors common to learners with different L1s, including overgeneralization,
ignorance or incomplete application of rules and the creation of false
hypotheses.

Error analysis is a well-used technique of analyzing language production
and the subject has its own published bibliography, which in its latest edition
(Spillner, 2017) identifies more than 6000 studies. The genesis and conduct of
EA is also set out at book-length in James (1998) and was usefully reviewed
by Sompong (2014), who identified a number of recent studies conducted in
Thailand. A more extensive review of Thai studies into aspects of EFL writing
research in Thailand was carried out by Chuenchaichon (2014), who identified
48 studies conducted between 2004 and 2013 of which nine dealt with writing
errors, although of those only four were studies which could strictly be said to
constitute EA. Hinnon (2015) also reviewed EA studies in Thailand, citing nine,
split into three groups, grammatical-lexical errors, L1 interference errors and

errors in writing organization.
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In fact the authors have traced 33 EA studies conducted in Thailand
since 2000 which are detailed in Table 1. This list is not exhaustive and only
includes generalized EA studies which included but were not necessarily
restricted to grammatical errors. Thus, work which studied only particular areas
are excluded, notably Pongpairoj's (2007) and Nopjirapong'’s (2011) studies of
article errors. Also excluded are the only two studies traced, analyzing journal
articles written by Thai academics (Amnuai and Wannaruk, 2012:
Jaroongkhongdach, Watson-Todd, Keyuravong, and Hall, 2012) since they did
not consider grammatical aspects of the authors’ work. Of the 33 studies listed
in Table 1, only Sereebenjapol (2003), Bootchuy (2008) and Runkati (2013)
studied post-graduate students. Most of the studies analyzed work by
undergraduate and high-school students (23 and 5 respectively), while only
two (Chakorn, 2005; Hutyamanivudhi, 2001) considered writing in a non-
educational context by analyzing business correspondence.

Table 1 shows the major areas identified in the studies as giving rise to
errors (more than 5% of the total, or as identified in its abstract or in a citation
in another work). Summing the areas identified shows that the largest number
of references (25) were to errors in verbs, notably in tenses or forms, while
prepositions (18) and articles and determiners (18) were the next largest
categories. Other categories identified included fragments or the ellipsis of
sentence elements (15), nouns including pluralization (14), subject/verb
agreement (14), sentence structure/syntax (13) mechanical errors (13), lexical
choice (12), word order (8) pronouns, adjectives and word form (4 each)
conjunctions and subordinators (3) and adverbs (2). Whilst these figures are
not intended as an accurate meta-analysis of the findings of the studies, they
do broadly indicate the areas which the studies identified as causing most

problems for their participants. Further, in considering the studies’ methodologies,
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it is notable that none considered the frequency of the occurrence of different
word types in the participants’ work in order to take that into consideration when
assessing the level of difficulty faced by the users in using particular types of
words in their work.

Finally, the cause of the errors identified were largely attributed either
partly or wholly to L1 effects (24 studies) and/or based on Richards’ (1970)
classification referred to above (overgeneralization, etc. — 12 studies). Other
causes referred to include carelessness, translating from Thai and poor

language skills.
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Mother tongue influence

The preponderance of attributions to mother tongue influence in the EA
studies of Thai students at various stages of their education noted above
suggests that this is an aspect which would be of interest in the current study
of authors, all of whom were at a more advanced stage in their learning and
use of English. The effect of the L1 on the learning of an L2 has been a focus
of research for many years dating back to the CA era referred to above, where
areas likely to give rise to errors were predicted based on differences detected
between languages. However as James (1998) and many other writers have
noted, CA was to a large extent unsuccessful as a predictive methodology,
although a form of post-dictive or diagnostic CA involving the comparison of
languages to help explain errors in learners’ ILs through cross-linguistic influence
became an accepted part of EA.

While Odlin (2012) suggests that “... the problems related to cross-
linguistic influence are so varied and so complex that there does not exist any
really detailed theory of language transfer” he notes that there are two, widely
recognized methods by which mother tongue influence is diagnosed. The first
is the post-dictive comparison of languages mentioned above, which was first
used by Selinker (1969) in his ground-breaking study of English word-order
errors by Hebrew-speaking English learners, and both James (1998) and Odlin
note that the most often used formula on which attributions of mother tongue
interference are based are those involving a three-way comparison between
the L2, the learners’ L1 and their IL. The other method identified by Odlin, is the
three-part framework suggested by Jarvis (2000) encompassing intra-L1 group
and inter-L1 group comparisons and comparisons between the target groups’
ILs and the L2. Jarvis’s study used sample groups in Finland with Swedish and

Finnish as their L1s and assessed the effect of those L1s on their learning of
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English. However in the present study, no obvious comparable group of
academics in Thailand existed who shared a similar socio-cultural context but
had different L1s to enable inter-L1 group comparisons. Thus Jarvis’'s method
was not practicable and that originally used by Selinker was therefore preferred.

Meanwhile, James (1998) suggested that the best evidence of language
transfer is where non-standard usages from the learner’s L1 are transferred to
the L2. However such occurrences are unlikely to account for the majority of
instances of interference, which are far more likely to be associated with the
standard use of the L1, particularly in instances of low salience grammatical
features of the L2 which are not shared by the L1 (Ellis, 2006). This is likely to
lead to phenomena described as perceptual blocking or overshadowing which
may make the perception and mastery of low-salience and redundant
grammatical features, such as tense-related morphemes, articles and
prepositions, more difficult, particularly for adult learners, if the equivalent cat-
egories do not exist in their L1.

Ellis (2006), drawing on associative learning theory, noted that L2 learn-
ers frequently fail to master aspects of language to which they are frequently
and repetitively exposed because the cues which ought to promote learning
are overshadowed by the greater salience of the existing L1. In divining
meaning and regularities from L2 input, a learner thus begins by using the cue
weights associated with their L1, but over time should tend towards the norms
of the L2. However, the existing predominance of the L1 makes it highly
unlikely that the learner will ever develop a native-like mastery and, as
recently observed by Hartshorne, Tenenbaum and Pinker (2018), in a study of
grammatical awareness involving almost 700,000 participants, due to cue
competition, even bilinguals from birth rarely attain mono-lingual native-like

performance in either of their languages. Ellis went on to suggest that the L2
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learner may not only initially fail to recognize cues such as grammatical
morphemes with low salience and high redundancy, but that exposure over
time may actually make this tendency more marked as the L2 learner simply
becomes habituated to the cues without forming regularized form-meaning
mappings.

Thus, this study considered whether the NCU data suggested that the
distribution of NCUs in the authors’ written work showed an influence from their
Thai L1 by comparing the main structural areas in which NCU occurred in their
English with the equivalent areas in Thai, based on a summarized description
appearing in Boutchuy (2008), and whether the types of NCU which gave rise
to the need for changes in their manuscripts suggest the perceptual blocking
and overshadowing noted by Ellis (2006) to be a feature of long-term L2
learners ILs.

Research questions dealt with in this paper

Therefore in this paper, the following questions are addressed:

1. What are the main areas of English language structure in which the
participants’ academic writing differs from conventional native speaker usage?

2. Does the distribution of non-conventional usage:

a) reflect the distribution of different word types in the participants’ work?

b) suggest an effect from their Thai language backgrounds?

Methodology

Source of data and selection of participants

All the language data presented in this paper were derived from a
corpus accumulated by the first author consisting of manuscripts edited by him
while acting as a consultant for a publications clinic operated by the Graduate

School’'s Research and Development Office (RDO) at a university in southern
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Thailand. The editing of the papers was therefore not undertaken specifically
for the study, but was conducted, in most cases, before the study commenced,
and its primary purpose (which was to render the English in the paper
acceptable for publication) was not directly related to the study. When data
collection commenced in early 2016, the corpus consisted of 126 manuscripts
but that figure had grown to over 200 by the time data collection was
completed at the end of 2017. The sample of 26 manuscripts analyzed in the
study was drawn from papers prepared both prior to and during the study
period and altogether spanned the 8-year period 2010 — 2017.

The papers which formed the corpus related to a variety of academic
disciplines ranging across the university’s faculties which comprised four health
science related faculties (nursing, dentistry, medical technology and Thai
traditional medicine), seven science and technology faculties (science,
engineering, computer science, agro industry, natural resources, technology
and environment, environmental management), and five humanities and social
science faculties, (H and SS, liberal arts, management sciences, economics
and education.) They were generally edited without direct contact with the
authors. Thus, when selecting papers for inclusion in the sample, the
researchers normally had no information relating to the authors beyond their
names and faculty affiliations and it was not possible to control for demographic
factors.

Papers were selected purposively with the aim of including papers from
all or most of the faculties represented in the corpus at the beginning of the
study. In this, the sampling procedure was successful with papers being
analyzed from 15 of the 16 different faculties indicated above, including at least
one paper from each of the university’s five campuses in Southern Thailand,

and work also being included from writers from three other universities, who
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had formerly worked or studied at that university. Nevertheless, the composition
of the final sample was heavily influenced by the willingness of authors to
participate in the study, since, as noted below, participation was voluntary and
no papers were included in the sample without the specific agreement of the
author. Further, the corpus included multiple works from some authors and the
sample of papers was selected with no author being represented more than
once, either as a principal or co-author.

Potential participating authors were approached individually by an e
mail in which the study’s purposes were detailed. The authors were assured of
the anonymous use of their work and all the authors who agreed to participate
later signed an informed consent form. On receipt of the authors’ agreement,
their work was analyzed as detailed below, following which they were
interviewed although the content of those interviews is not dealt with in this
paper. Of the 26 authors of the manuscripts in the sample, 17 were female and
nine were male. All were Thai nationals with Thai as their L1 and all had received
formal education up to bachelor's degree level in Thailand, with some
completing higher degrees in Thailand, others studying abroad All held at least
a master’'s degree with 21 also holding PhDs. At the time of editing their articles,
all but one were employed as lecturers with one being a post-graduate student.

Analysis of the manuscripts

The manuscripts were analyzed in order to determine the reason that
the editor (i.e. the first author) had recommended each change suggested at
the time of editing the manuscript. As indicated above, the purpose of editing
the manuscripts was not related to the purposes of this study, but was to render
the manuscript in English expressing the author’'s meanings in a manner
acceptable to the journal to which the paper was submitted for publication. The

primary purposes therefore were to: 1) improve and correct structural and
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grammatical usage and mechanical aspects of the writing; 2) improve the
rhetorical style, cohesion and lexical use consistent with the usages of
academic writing, and 3) suggest changes which would improve the reader’s
ability to understand the content including where necessary the information
content.

In analyzing the changes suggested during the editing of the
manuscripts, the first author developed his own coding nomenclature during a
pilot study conducted in early 2016, the outcome of which formed the basis of
[Author 1, Author 2 and Author 3 (pub. year) redacted] and covered four
participants, all of whom are part of the sample included in the present study.
The nomenclature was further extended during the remainder of the manuscript
analyses but was rationalized at its conclusion to consist of 234 codes divided
into six categories, structure (including grammatical usage, 192 codes), lexical
issues (5 codes), cohesion (9 codes), rhetorical style (18 codes), information
content (2 codes) and miscellaneous covering mechanical and non-language
issues (8 codes). Further, the structure category was divided into 14 sub-
categories: word order, prepositions, verbs, articles and determiners, adverbs,
nouns and compound nouns, word form, conjunctions, adjectives and modifers,
possessives, agreement, relative pronouns, pronouns, and miscellaneous
structure.

The coding was conducted manually with each change suggested
being isolated and coded on a copy of the manuscript based on the researcher’s
own reason for suggesting the change. Codes for the structure sub-categories
identified precisely what change was felt to be necessary; e.g. where a change
of tense was necessary, the original and suggested tense were both identified
in the code. For the non-structure categories the codes were less detailed since

these were not the focus of the study. At the end of the coding, the individual
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codes were recorded page-wise in the manuscript on an Excel spreadsheet
so that they could be located to be checked or amended if necessary. The full
list of tokens allotted to each code was then recorded on a cumulative
spreadsheet.

The results obtained therefore represent an account of the editing of
the manuscripts based on the editors’ own, albeit, subjective reasons for
recommending the changes he did. They are therefore an indication of the
distance between the editor’s native-speaker version of English and the writer's
IL in the terms defined by Selinker (1972). Nevertheless in an effort to validate
the approach adopted in analyzing the manuscripts, one of the aspects
discussed with the participants during the interview was the extent to which the
suggestions made had been adopted before the manuscript was submitted to
the journal and whether, during the editorial and peer review process, it was
necessary to further improve the English language (as opposed to the
academic) content. In almost all cases the writers indicated having accepted
all or most of the suggestions and only rarely was the writer asked to improve
the English language content, although in a number of instances the papers
were further reviewed by the editor in order to check changes to the
academic content subsequent to peer review.

In order to check the consistency of the coding procedure, an additional
paper for each of two authors for whom more than one paper was included in
the corpus was also analyzed, although the results of those analyses were not
included in the main results. However the two papers analyzed for each author
were then compared to establish if the allocation of codes was consistent,
indicating both that the coding procedure was reliable and also that it was
detecting consistent patterns of NCU and was thus a valid measure of the

author’s performance. The results of this comparison are shown in Table 2 and
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as can be seen, at all levels (overall codes, structure codes only, structure
sub-categories and overall categories) there were high and significant
correlations detected confirming both the consistency of the coding procedure

and also that its outcome was a valid reflection the authors’ performance.

Table 2. Correlations between coding of two papers from two authors

Author 1 Author 2

Paperincluded NCU %w overall 9.37 %w 6.60 %w
in analysis NCU %w structure only 5.56 %w 4.31 %w
Additional paper NCU %w overall 3.19 %w 7.34 %w
analyzed NCU %w structure only 1.76 %w 4.53 %w

Correlations:

Overall codes (df, 232) 0.826™** 0.960***
Structure codes only (df, 190) 0.856™** 0.986™**
Structure sub-categories (df, 12) 0.945*** 0.993***
Main categories (df, 4) 0.962*** 0.998***

Notes. NCU%w: non-conventional usages per 100 words in text

*** significant at p < .001 (df as shown in parentheses in table)
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Data analysis

In order to compare the distribution of NCUs identified in the manuscripts
with the distribution of word types, the original versions of the manuscripts
prior to being edited were analyzed using the Wmatrix word-tagging application
(Rayson, 2009) which produces a CLAWS (constituent likelihood automatic
word-tagging system) v.7 tag-set. The word-type analysis derived from this
tag-set employs 137 codes, the tokens from which were each allotted to one
of the 11 sub-categories relating to particular word types out of the 14 structure
sub-categories. Later, as described below, further adjustments were made to
the coding alignment to render the NCU data and the CLAWS-derived data as
closely comparable as possible and the two data sets were then compared
using percentages to illustrate the distribution of NCUs to categories,
sub-categories and individual codes, and Pearson product moment correlations
to compare the distribution of word types and NCUs in the manuscripts.
The assessment of the effect of the authors’ L1 on their English writing was
based on a comparison of the treatment of the main structural areas in which
NCU was detected with the equivalent areas in Thai based on the description

in Bootchuy (2008).

Results

In this section, the study’s results will be outlined based on the research
questions identified in Section 2, the first of which asked:

What are the main areas of English language structure in which the
participants’ academic writing differs from conventional native speaker usage?

The 26 texts analyzed contained a total of 112923 words and 15993
changes were suggested by the editor of which approximately 56% (8931) were

classified as relating to language structure, at an average rate of 7.91 NCUs
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per 100 words. The NCUs categorized into the 14 structure sub-categories in
the primary analysis which are the focus of this paper are illustrated in Figure
1 and detailed in Table 3 below.

Nouns and
compound

Verbs . .
Conjunctions

Adjectives and
modifiers

Misc structure

Prepositions

Word order

Relative
pronouns
Possessives

Pronouns

Figure 1. Breakdown of structure NCUs between 14 sub-categories
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Table 3. Number of structure NCUs by sub-category

Structure sub category Total NCUs

Word order 120
Prepositions 1456
Verbs 1162
Articles and determiners 3453
Adverbs 125
Nouns & compound nouns. 1099
Word form 565
Conjunctions 316
Adjectives and modifiers 201
Possessives 42
Agreement 128
Relative pronouns 100
Pronouns 34
Misc. structure 140
Structure NCU total (26 texts) 8931
Total words reviewed (26 Texts) 112923
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Within the structure sub-categories, it can be seen that articles and
determiners were overwhelmingly the largest source of NCUs accounting for
almost 40% (3453 out of 8931). Of the remaining sub-categories, prepositions,
verbs and nouns and compound nouns also produced substantial totals (1456,
1152 and 1099, respectively) and the four largest sub-categories together
represented over 80% of the structure NCUs.

To complete consideration of research question 1, the NCU data were
considered at the individual code level to try to identify the main types of NCUs
within the individual sub-categories. As stated above, the largest single NCU
type was the omission of the definite article the, and overall the absence of
articles etc. in obligatory situations accounted for 2425 or 28% of the NCUs. Of
the remaining tokens from the articles and determiners sub category, 763
involved the inappropriate use of the, with only 126 relating to the misuse of an
indefinite article. Clearly there was considerable confusion among the authors
about the use of articles in general, and in respect of the use of the in particular.

Among the other sub-categories, prepositions NCUs (1456) mostly
concerned incorrect preposition choice (863) with the omission of a preposition
or the use of a preposition where none was needed accounting for, respectively,
231 and 208 NCUs. From the verbs sub-category, 659 tokens related to
inappropriate tense choice, of which 432 related to the over-use of the present
simple tense, and of those, 367 concerned the use of the present simple tense
instead of the past simple tense. Incorrect choice of the past simple tense itself
accounted for 152 tokens, 93 in situations where the present simple was
indicated and 50 where the present perfect was the appropriate choice. Of the

remaining verb NCUs, 297 concerned the use of an incorrect verb form, while
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87 related to incorrectly formulated or used passive voice constructions.
Within the nouns sub-category, problems were overwhelmingly related to the
incorrect use of plural and singular count nouns with 804 singular forms being
incorrectly used instead of a plural, and inappropriately used plural nouns
numbering 220.

Research question 2a asked:

Does the distribution of non-conventional usage reflect the distribution
of different word types in the participants’ work?

Therefore, in the next stage of the data analysis the CLAWS tag-sets
were used to consider how closely aligned were the distributions of the NCUs

and the tokens of the word types in their work.
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Table 4. Word-type tokens per Wmatrix

Word class Words

Prepositions 14547
Verbs 16217
Articles and determiners 17243
Adverbs 3301
Nouns and compound nouns 37876
Conjunctions 6649
Adjectives and modifiers 10460
Possessives 100
Relative pronouns 616
Pronouns 1333
Misc. structure 876
Not classified 3705
Total 112923
Total classified 109218

Table 4 presents the overall Wmatrix classification which was able to
categorize around 97% of the words (109218 tokens) in the manuscripts into
the 11 sub-categories used in the initial NCU analysis for which there were
direct analogs, with the items not categorized being formulae, figures and letters
in the text, foreign words and the infinitive marker to which was counted as part

of a verb. However the 14 structure sub-categories on which the NCU analysis
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had been conducted included word order, word form and agreement which
had no analogs in Wmatrix, as well as some individual codes within the adjectives
and modifiers and miscellaneous categories which related to clause or sentence
level errors which could not be aligned with the Wmatrix distribution. Moreover
from the individual codings within the structure sub-categories, it was found
that the largest number of NCUs related to the omission of the definite article,
the (1921 tokens) and that a further 504 tokens related to the omission of an
article or determiner in an obligatory situation. Therefore, 70% of the overall
tokens attributed to articles and determiners in the structure NCU
analysis had no analog in the CLAWS tag-sets which do not record the use of
the no article category within the English article system. As Swan (1996) notes,
the use of no article before a plural or non-count noun signifies a general
reference to the thing etc. denoted by that noun and the no article category
signifies a distinct type of noun usage and represents an important part of the
determiner system.

Therefore, in order to align the NCU analysis with the CLAWS tag-sets,
a number of adjustments were made. Firstly, the word form and agreement
tokens were allocated to their respective parts-of-speech sub-categories based
on the part of speech which was incorrectly used in the manuscript, Secondly,
for the word order sub-category, where the NCU related to the misplacement
of a single word or to the ordering of adjectives before a noun, the tokens were
moved into the appropriate word-type sub-category, with the remaining 88 more
egregious word order NCUs being removed from the analysis. Also removed
were 83 clause and sentence level NCUs from adjectives and modifiers and
110 NCUs from the miscellaneous category, with the excluded structure NCUs
amounting to about 3% of the total, leaving 8650 NCUs to be compared with
the CLAWS word-type data from the manuscripts.
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For the no article NCUs it was decided to combine the articles and
determiners and possessives sub-categories (since, as Swan (1996) notes, “
‘s genitives” (p. 64) are used in place of articles, so effectively complement the
determination system of English nouns and to compare the number of articles
and determiners NCUs including the no article tokens, with the number of nouns
recorded by the CLAWS tag-set rather than the numbers of articles, determiners
and possessives, thus effectively counting the number of no article usages as
well as those where articles were used correctly or incorrectly in the manuscripts.
Adopting this measure increased the number of tokens classified in the texts
from 109218 to 129751 by including the 20533 instances where nouns were
used which were not preceded by an article, determiner or a possessive.

Table 5 below shows the final adjusted tokens of words and NCUs
compared based on percentages, and Figure 2 a and b below show the
distributions in chart form. A correlation coefficient was derived comparing the
NCU’s per word type with the number of tokens of that type (columns B and
A(i) in Table 4) which produced a high correlation of r = 0.86, which was
significant at p<0.01(df, 12) Therefore the answer to research question 2a,was
clearly affrmative, since based on the r* of 0.745, almost three quarters of the
variance in the distribution of the NCUs between the word types was related to
the frequency of the use of those word types. This is not something which has
been considered in studies in Thailand previously, nor does it seem to have
been considered elsewhere. In fact such a high correlation would suggest that
word frequency may be the main factor in the distribution of NCUs across word
types. Therefore in considering whether there is evidence of an effect on NCU
from the writers’ Thai L1 it must be borne in mind that L1 effects cannot be the
main factor in the way in which the NCUs are distributed between the different
word types since this was largely related to the frequency of word types in the

manuscripts.
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Table 5. Word class tokens after adjustment, and corresponding NCUs

o A G B C D

% of

total Structure % of total % of words
Word class Words words NCUs NCUs in word class
Prepositions 14547 11.2% 1456 16.8% 10.0%
Verbs 16217 12.5% 1352 15.6% 8.3%
Arts & dets/Possessives 37876* 29.2% 3495 40.4% 9.2%
Adverbs 3301 2.5% 154 1.8% 4.7%
Nouns and comp. n’s 37876 29.2% 1369 15.8% 3.6%
Conjunctions 6649 51% 316 3.7% 4.8%
Adjectives and modifiers 10460 8.1% 324 3.7% 3.1%
Relative pronouns 616 0.5% 100 1.2% 16.2%
Pronouns 1333 1.0% 54 0.6% 4.1%
Misc. structure 876 0.7% 30 0.3% 3.4%
Total 129751 8650
Excluded from analysis 3705 281
Overall Total 133456 8931

Notes:

*Based on the number of nouns in the manuscripts (actual Article and
determiners used in the manuscripts was 17243)

In column B, Verbs includes 200 tokens reclassified from Word form
(99) and Agreement (101); Articles & dets/Possessives consists of 3453 tokens
from Articles and determiners and 42 tokens from Possessives; Nouns and
comp nouns includes 270 tokens reclassified from Word form (263) and Agree-
ment(7); Adverbs includes 29 tokens reclassified from Word form; Adjectives
and modifiers includes 206 tokens reclassified from Word form (174) and Word
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order (32) and excludes 83 tokens at clause or sentence level; Pronouns in-
cludes 20 tokens reclassified from Agreement; Misc. structure excludes 110
tokens at clause or sentence level.

Conjunctions Conjunctions
Adjectives and

Adjectives and
modifiers

Adverbs
Relative pronouns

Adverbs Pronouns
Misc structure

Preposition

Relative pronouns
Preposition
Pronouns

Misc structure

Nounsand
compound nouns.

Conjunctions
Preposition

Adjectives and
modifiers

Misc structure

Pronouns

Figure 2. Adjusted distributions of:

a. Word types in texts per Wmatrix (*articles & determiners/possessives based
on number of nouns) — column A in Table 5 above

b. Structure NCUs (articles & determiners/possessives combined) (columns
B & C in Table 5 above)

c. Number of NCU'’s as a percentage of tokens of word type in the manuscripts
(column D in Table 5 above, adjusted to 100%)
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Research question 2b, asked:

Does the distribution of non-conventional usage suggest an effect from
their Thai language backgrounds?

The main areas identified as giving rise to NCUs were: articles, verb
tenses, noun pluralization and preposition use. All of these are areas which
where English differs substantively from the Thai language, which, has no direct
equivalent of the English article system, beyond the use of demonstrative
adjectives crudely equivalent to the English this, that etc., nor does it indicate
tense by inflecting verbs, favoring discrete time markers to indicate the time of
an action where it is required, although these are often omitted where the time
can be inferred from the context in which the verb occurs. Moreover, nouns are
not marked for number which is added by way of a post-positioned classifier
and although there are prepositions in Thai there is no one-to-one correspondence
with English propositions or the situations in which they are used, nor are they
used consistently to the same semantic effect, and are often omitted. (Bootchuy,
2008).

Ellis (2006, p. 175) notes that theoretical approaches to L1 interference
have tended to concentrate on the transfer of features from the learner’'s L1 to
the L2, whereas perceptual blocking and overshadowing from areas of the L1
in respect of structures that are of low salience and high redundancy are a more
potent source of mother tongue interference. The four areas giving rise to over
80% of the NCUs detected in the writers’ manuscripts are all such structural
features of English of low salience and high redundancy. On that basis it would
be difficult to conclude otherwise than that cross-linguistic influences and
perceptual blocking caused by differences between the L2 and L1 are a major
causative factor of the NCUs recorded in those four areas, and that these effects

resulted in the L1 shaping the writers’ performance in the L2.
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Discussion

The results presented above clearly show that the occurrence of NCUs
in the writings analyzed was heavily weighted towards four areas, articles and
determiners, verbs, prepositions and nouns, accounting together for over 80%
of the overall total of 8931 structure NCUs, and for almost 89% of the
word-level errors.

Further, within those four areas, the distribution was also concentrated
among a small number of NCU types. For articles and determiners, the omission
of the definite article, the, was overwhelmingly the largest issue and combined
with the use of the in situations where no article was required accounted for
more than 80% of the articles and determiners NCUs (2875 out of 3495), and
overall for 32% of all the structure NCUs recorded. This agrees with the findings
of Nopjirapong (2011), in which, respectively, 42% and 20% of the article errors
recorded in her study of 2™ year English major students at Srinakarinwirot
University were due to the omission or unnecessary use, respectively, of the.
In the present study it was apparent that with no direct analog in their L1 these
Thai writers clearly found great difficulty in correctly using articles or indeed, in
the case of the definite article, in using it at all, and as Ellis (2006) notes, this
feature of English is of both low salience and high complexity (p.167). Moreover,
the results are in accord with those of Pongpairoj (2007), who found that Thai
L1 learners of English made significantly more article errors in her study than
did French L1 learners concluding that this was because French L1 learners

”

“...have this functional category in their grammars...” (p. 116) whereas Thai
L1 learners do not.

For the verbs sub-category, the largest area of NCU was in confusion
between the past and present simple tenses which together accounted for 460
out of 1152 tokens of verbs NCU, or 34%. This finding is broadly in agreement
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with that of Suvarnamani (2017), who also found that transposing these two
tenses was the major source of verb-tense error, in her study of 1% year
undergraduates, accounting for over 73% such errors. For Thai learners of
English, the lack of an equivalent auxiliary and verb-inflectional system in Thai
and the fact that Thai speakers generally divine the time of an action from time
markers or context, would render verb form of low salience in understanding
the time of an action and as Ellis (2006) notes: “When two cues jointly predict
an outcome, the more salient one may be learned and the less salient may
not...”. (p. 179). Similarly for nouns, the main source of errors was in respect
of the misuse of singular or plural forms, accounting for over 90% of the 1099
tokens. Ellis (p. 167) highlights the plural s ending as being of low salience in
view of the number of different uses to which the s ending is put in English, and
a Thai speaker would be very likely to overlook the noun ending in favor of
other more salient indicators of quantity such as numbers or quantifiers.
Finally for preposition use, for which almost 90% of the 1456 tokens were due
to incorrect choice, omission or unnecessary use, their low salience, the lack
of form-meaning similarities between prepositions in Thai and English, and the
fact that English prepositions often having multiple and not necessarily
contiguous usage (see, for instance, Ellis, p.167, relating to the various uses of
in) clearly created problems for these authors in their writing of English.

In comparing the findings of the study with those of the 33 EA studies
traced in Thailand since 2000, although the participants in the present study
are not directly comparable with those in the 33 studies listed in Table 1, it is
notable that the three areas most often identified as producing errors in those
studies are also the three areas in this study that produced the highest levels
of NCUs (articles and determiners, verbs and prepositions) with the other

major sub-category in the present study, nouns and in particular noun
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pluralization also being identified frequently in those studies. In addition, most
of the 33 studies cited mother tongue effects as one of the causes of the errors
identified. The participants in those studies were in the main composed of
undergraduate students with the next largest group being high school students
so that the consistency between earlier results and those in the present study
suggests that as Thai learners progress from the intermediate phases of
learning to more advanced stages at which they have a real need to be able
to actively and accurately use the language, the areas of NCU remain largely
similar, suggesting an underlying and persistent influence from their shared
Thai L1.

Therefore while the present study found that the distribution of NCUs
was heavily influenced by the distribution of word types in the manuscripts, the
major structural problems which these writers experience in using English
appear to have their source in the blocking and overshadowing effect of their
Thai L1. This study therefore offers compelling evidence of the likelihood that
the areas identified as producing the largest numbers of NCUs in this study are
those where learners will experience the greatest problems in the production
of conventional English structure, and those areas therefore need to be

targeted during all stages of their learning of English.

Conclusion: implications, future directions and limitations

The study reported investigated non-conventional English language
structure in manuscripts written by Thai academics with the aim of establishing
to what extent the distribution of NCUs was related to the frequency of
occurrence of different word types in the manuscripts, and also whether there
was evidence of an effect from the writers’ Thai L1. The results clearly show

that these two factors are heavily implicated in the pattern of NCU with word
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frequency accounting for approximately three quarters of the variance in the
occurrence of NCUs and mother tongue effects being the most likely cause of
NCUs in the four major areas in which the writers experienced difficulty in
producing structurally correct English.

Pedagogical implications

The implication of these results is that those particular areas identified
as giving rise to the greatest number of NCUs bear a disproportionate
importance for Thai academics who aspire to publish their work in English,
firstly because the word types identified as problematic are those which
constitute the main types of words employed in writing academic articles and
also because, based on the congruence between the findings of previous
studies of Thai learners of English at earlier stages of development and the
academics in the present study, those are the areas which give rise to the
largest numbers of errors in written work by Thai users of English at all levels
from high school upwards. Pedagogically, this means that a relatively small
number of areas, particularly the use of the definite article the, the use of verb
tenses and in particular the present and past simple tenses, the use of plural
and singular nouns, and preposition use and collocations generally need to be
targeted to prevent the possibility of errors in these areas becoming entrenched
at later stages of language development.

Future directions

This paper presented only overall data from the sample, in line with how
previous studies analyzing errors in Thai L1 learners of English have presented
their findings. A future paper drawn from the findings of the broader study will
consider inter-individual and intra-individual variation in the NCU data. In
addition, a further paper will attempt to show how the individual experiences of

the participants in learning and using English influenced the level of NCU in
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their writing and speech as well as their meta-linguistic awareness of English,
based on the data derived from interviewing the authors of the 26 papers
analyzed.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The main limitations of this study are the relatively small size of the
sample and the difficulty of ensuring that this was representative of Thai
academics who publish articles in English. Moreover, the restriction of the
articles analyzed to those edited by only one native English speaking editor
might introduce an element of personal language ‘prejudices’ into the outcome
of the analysis. Future studies with English users at this level might usefully be
based on work from more than one source university/region of Thailand and

include edited work from more than one editor.
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