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1. Research Background

A Corpus-based Study of Verb
Errors in High School Students’
English Writing
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Abstract

This paper is based on corpuses to solve the verb errors in high school students'
English writing. This article is guided by error analysis theory, combined with
literature analysis, to find out the problem of verbs in high school English writ-
ing, using Antconc 3.2.4 as a retrieval tool, combined with the use of the Chinese
learner corpus and the COCA corpus, to help high school students solve the
problem of English writing. According to the classification of the Chinese
Learner English Corpus, the errors of verbs can be divided into the following
categories and marked in corresponding ways. Marking methods include: Vpl
(transitive form), Vp2 (fixed phrase), Vp3 (subject-verb agreement), VVp4 (infini-
tive), Vp5 (infinitive), Vp6 (tense), Vp7 (voice), Vp8 (Tone), Vp9 (Mood). The
author gave many examples to help researchers and learner to analyze errors and
mistakes by using corpus during English learning so as to improve students’
English writing.
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Writing ability is an important part of English language ability, and Chinese students' English writing ability needs to
be improved. According to the statistics of the Chinese English Learner Corpus, the mistakes that students make in
English writing are concentrated in the use of verbs (Song Yang, 2014), and the English writing teaching corpus is es-
tablished for the specific English writing teaching and the learning of its teaching objects (Wang Yikai, 2014). There-
fore, in order to solve the problems in students' English writing, the use of corpus is an effective solution. Then, based
on corpus to analyze verb errors in students' English writing and solve this problem has great practical significance for

English writing teaching.
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2. Research questions

(1) What are the main mistakes in using verbs in high school English writing? What is the cause of the error?
(2) How to use corpus to help students reduce verb usage errors?

3. Theoretical basis

(1) Error analysis theory

Error analysis is the process of analyzing the incidence, nature, causes and consequences of unsuccessful language
(James, 2001). In the process of language learning, making mistakes is an inevitable process of understanding and in-
ternalizing the rules of the target language (Shi Yun & Meng Xiangqi, 2013). The error analysis theory is based on the
foreign language learning model, which is used to analyze the language errors of English learners and obtain education
and teaching experience from them. The earliest scholar who established an error analysis model was Corder, who di-
vided errors into systematic errors and non-systematic errors, and later divided errors into language ability errors and
language use errors, and further divided ability errors into intralingual errors and interlingual errors (Corder, S.P., 1967).
Therefore, the theory plays an important role in English teaching, especially in writing teaching. Teachers can introduce
error analysis theory into writing teaching, analyze students' language errors, classify students' language errors, and find
out how to solve the problem.

4 Research process

(1) A total of 300 letters and articles were selected from the third grade of a high school in Nanchong City, Sichuan
Province, and a small corpus was built.

(2) Use the corpus retrieval tool Antconc3.2.4 to retrieve the verb errors in the sampled book. According to the clas-
sification of the Chinese Learner's English Corpus, the verb errors can be divided into the following categories and
marked in the corresponding way. Marking methods include: Vpl (transitive form), Vp2 (fixed phrase), Vp3 (sub-
ject-verb agreement), Vp4 (bare infinitive), Vp5 (infinitive), Vp6 (tense), Vp7 (voice), Vp8 (Tone), Vp9 (Mood) (Gui-
Shichun & Yang Huizhong, 2003).

(3) Finally, analyze the verb errors, find out the reasons, and give some teaching suggestions.

5. Research results

Among the 300 articles, there are 542 verb errors, of which the verb tense has the most errors, a total of 145 times,
accounting for 26.7% of the total number of times; followed by subject-verb inconsistency, a total of 121 errors, ac-
counting for about 22% of the total number of times; the errors of transitive form totaled 94, accounting for about 17%;
modal errors totaled 71, accounting for 13% of the total number of errors; fixed phrase errors totaled 59 times, account-
ing for about 11%; infinitive errors totaled 30 times, accounting for about 6 %; the remaining errors account for 4.3%.
Since infinitive errors and other errors are only a small part, this paper only analyzes temporal errors, subject-verb in-
consistency, transitive type errors, modal errors and fixed-phrase errors.

5.1. Incorrect verb tense

There are three main tenses in English: past, present and future. Based on these three tenses, there are general, pro-
gressive and complete, and each tense has corresponding grammatical rules. In English, verbs with different predicate
verbs need to be used according to the actions and states that occur in different times and ways. Tense representation. In
the small corpus established by the author, the tense errors in students' English writing only include mixed tense (Ex-
ample 1), inconsistency between tenses and time phrases (Example 2) and tense expression errors (Example 3).

The reason for the students' tense error in Example 1 is that the fixed thinking of “the main will follow the present” in
the time adverbial clause ignores the actual context. However, in this sentence, the subordinate clause is the simple past
tense, and the context at this time should be to describe my past experience "l was obsessed with this city as soon as |
arrived in Dalian", so the correct expression should be "As soon as | Arrived in Da Lian, I fell in love with this city."”
The reason for the error in Example 2 is that the students are not familiar with the time adverbs corresponding to tenses
or are vague about the concept of each tense. Example 3 is mainly because students do not have a firm grasp of the spe-
cific expressions of each tense. The main reason for these tense errors is that in the process of learning and using the
mother tongue, there are rarely a series of changes, so students will ignore the problem of tense in the process of Eng-
lish writing, and at the same time, the tense will also be ambiguous.

Example 1. As soon as | arrived in Da Lian, | will fall [v'fell] in love with it.
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Example 2. Now, | learned [v'learn] a lot in English class.
Example 3. | have work [v'worked] there for 2 months.

5.2. Subject-verb inconsistency

Subject-verb agreement in English means that the subject and predicate in a sentence should keep the same person
and number. In the corpus established by the author, the phenomenon of subject-verb inconsistency is second only to
tense errors, and the reason for this is also related to the students' mother tongue. There is no third-person change in
Chinese usage, so some students ignore the corresponding change in English (Example 4). In addition, some fixed
structures need to follow certain rules. For example, when students use “There be “sentence patterns to write plays, they
ignore the "principle of proximity" (Example 5). When the English middle participle or present participle is used as the
subject, the predicate should be in the singular. For example, the verb in example 6 should be written as makes.

Example 4. She have [v'has] some difficulties in finishing her homework by herself.

Example 5. There are [v'is] a boy and two girls playing games on the playground.

Example 6. Outside the campus, participating in many social activities make [v'makes] us learn more about the
world.

5.3. Transitive form errors

Verbs in English are divided into transitive verbs and intransitive verbs. Transitive verbs can be directly followed by
objects, while intransitive verbs cannot. Certain prepositions are needed to form the corresponding verb-object structure.
In this corpus, students' mistakes were mainly to mix transitive and intransitive verbs (Examples 7 and 8). The reason is
that students are not familiar with the mastery of verbs and ignore the rules of using transitive and intransitive verbs (Li
Yu, & He Huaging, 2011).

Example 7. It’s of vital importance to serve for [v'serve] homely people in such cold days.

Example 8. So, we need contribute [v'contribute to] our society in the future.

5.4. Modal errors

Modal verbs express a certain meaning of words. They do not represent actions or states themselves, but only refer to
the attitude of the speaker. They need to form predicates with the main verb to help express different voices and tenses.
The most common modal verbs used by students in the self-built corpus are can, may, must, should, will. The most
common modal errors of students in writing include modal verbs directly used as predicates (Example 9), modal verbs
without the original form of the verb (Example 10). After investigation, the reason for these errors is not the intellectual
errors of the students, but the students are used to using certain fixed vocabulary in the writing process or because the
students are careless.

Example 9. What we have done in this activity will [v'will be] not regretful in the future.

Example 10. We should to [v'should] try our best to help them.

5.5. Fixed Phrase Errors

Vocabulary is the most basic element of language, and phrase is the derivative of vocabulary, which plays a vital role
in language learning. At this stage, the subject word blocks mentioned in the new curriculum standard are often en-
countered in students' English writing, but students are not very familiar with the usage of the subject word blocks, re-
sulting in indiscriminate use of phrases, misuse, confusion and lack of key information. The reasons for these pheno-
mena are that students do not have a firm grasp of fixed phrases and do not understand the usage of fixed phrases. In
Example 11, the students did not master make up of and make up for are two different meanings. The former means
composition, the latter means make up. In teaching, teachers should help students to distinguish the usage of similar
phrases, and help students master related phrases through examples.

Example 11. Desks are made up for [of] the wood.

5.6. Teaching Strategies

This paper will combine the COCA corpus to solve students' verb usage errors in writing. The COCA corpus is the
largest free corpus in the world. Every year, there are 20 million new texts. There are five basic query methods of List,
Chart, Collocates and KWIC on the homepage of the corpus, which can basically solve the problems of vocabulary use
by middle school students. Therefore, when teachers teach students, they can introduce the major functions of the
COCA corpus to the students, and at the same time introduce the COCA corpus into vocabulary teaching when ex-
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plaining vocabulary, and use the corpus to search for correct phrase collocations and ready-made example sentences, so
that students can experience different verbs of usage in different contexts, and compare the differences in thinking be-
tween Chinese and English. For example, when students want to express a certain wish in writing, they usually think of
words such as hope and wish. However, due to differences in vocabulary, students have vague concepts about the usage
of each vocabulary. Teachers can guide students through the COCA corpus. First, click Find matching strings under the
list function, and the corpus will provide a large number of discourses about hope or wish. This function can also query
the idiosyncratic nature, sentence structure, and synonyms of certain phrases.

In addition, teachers can create a multimodal corpus, which can integrate video, audio, synchronous co-occurrence
and other forms to develop graded corpora with different levels of difficulty for different students. At the same time,
teachers can help students build a corpus by combining the unit theme teaching to help students build the use of phrases
in the context of the unit theme, and students can query the corresponding words and usages according to their own
writing needs.

6. Conclusion

In this research, the author found that there are some problems in students’ English writing in high schools, and the
author has mainly found 7 kinds of errors, including tense errors, subject-verb inconsistency, transitive form errors,
modal errors and fixed-phrase errors. The reasons why students have these errors are that students’ knowledge is not
firmly grasped. Sometimes they write compositions carelessly, and some students have stereotyped thinking. For other
students, they do not have clear concept of some grammatical rules. Besides, native language interference is also an
indispensable cause.

Therefore, as teachers, they need to try their best to help students get rid of some barriers in English writing, and the
corpus like COCA corpus is an necessary tool for students to strengthen the correctness of language in writing. In or
after class, teacher can provide much help for students to use these kinds of tools to improve their writing. In addition,
students can also build a micro corpus for themselves to reduce the errors of their writing. For example, they can save
some fixed phrases in this corpus.
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