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Analyses of English error gravity: Discrepancies
between Japan's University students and their na-
tive and non-native English-speaking teachers
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This project has given me an opportunity to investigate how students and
teachers approach the evaluation of student listening skills via an in-class
dictation quiz. Students and teachers were recruited from Ibaraki Univer-
sity, the Miyagi University of Education, Fukushima University, and the
Fukushima National College of Technology. In response to concerns raised
in earlier research on second language evaluation, dictation, and error
gravity, I designed a quiz that consists of a series of sequential instruc-
tions that creates its own situated listening context as it progresses, one
which thereby approaches that of naturally occurring discourse.

The study compares 183 university students' and five professors' evalu-
ations of student dictation responses. After completing the quiz, students
were first asked to exchange papers,then to mark each question on a 0-
5 point scale; teachers later collected all papers and assigned final marks
on the same scale. The non-native speaking professors in this study did
not evaluate their student errors significantly more harshly (t=0.582,p<
0.05) than native-speaking professors, a finding that conflicts with many

(though not all) previous studies. While the scale of this project was
not large enough to determine evaluation patterns conclusively, it sug-
gests that evaluative gaps between entire populations of native and non-
native-speaking teachers may not be significant.

While I had originally expected teachers to be more lenient than their
students (based on a pilot project last year), the teachers involved in
this experiment tended to mark papers an average of 10.3% more severely
than their own students. Student and teacher rankings of quiz questions
according to difficulty corresponded remarkably well, and teachers and
students in fact gave identical marks on 54.33% of all individual questions.
Despite these apparently similar approaches to marking, however, error
evaluations from the two groups diverged significantly on the more chal-
lenging questions. Inversely put, there were few gaps between student
and teacher conceptions of what constitutes an acceptable response on
those questions that were relatively easy. But the harder the questions
became, the more likely teachers were apt to deduct more marks than
their students for the same errors.

This study could be expanded upon and improved in future research in

the following ways :

1) steps could be taken to ensure that teachers do not see marks given
by students, and are therefore definitely not influenced by them in their
own evaluations ;

2) the study could also include the evaluations of non-teaching native
English speakers, the ostensible "target receivers' of students' English
output ;

3) different teachers could be asked to mark the same results, or a
sample of these results from classes other than those they teach (sam-
ples could be scanned, and other evaluators' marks deleted) ;

4) one could also address concerns raised by Stig Johansson in the 1970
s, that "[future] studies should investigate not only how receivers re-
act to particular cases of deviance but also why they react in the way
they do." (Studies of Error Gravity, p.72)

5) more information could be collected on the academic backgrounds
of student evaluators, who in this study were anonymous ;

6) finally, the fundamental question remains as to whether an evaluation
of student language ability should be considered interval-based data
(measurable on a scale of equal intervals and subject to parametric
statistical tests) or ordinal (or a ranking, and therefore best analysed
with non-parametric tests).

The preliminary results of this project have been summarised and sub-
mitted to the presentation screening committee of the Japan Association
for Language Teaching or JALT (2ES#EAEF2). The conference is
scheduled to be held in Tokyo in November 2008.
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