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Goals

1. To identify and describe major features
of Japanese EFL learners’ interlanguage grammar
at an earlier stage in development
focusing on errors influenced by the L1 syntax

2.  To develop a practicable way for language teachers 
to progressively build learner corpora
using data from their own classes
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Collecting E-writing Data

1. Moodle Forum Activities
Posting & Commenting on Assigned Topics

2. Data Extraction
Moodle Backup File (.xml) → CSV File

3. Towards Building Learner Corpus
Manual Analysis & Tagging
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Moodle Forum Activities
Posting & Commenting on Assigned Topics
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“Forum” on Moodle (2010) at CUC
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“Forum” on Moodle (2010) at OPU
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Data Extraction
Moodle Backup File (.xml) → CSV File
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Activity Reports on Moodle
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Activity Reports on Moodle
by students
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Activity Reports on Moodle
by students by topics
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Activity Reports on Moodle

not convenient for manual 
analysis/data storage

by students by topics
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Source: Moodle XML file
 (Moodle Backup Format)

<MOODLE_BACKUP>
 <INFO>
   <DETAILS>
     <MOD>
       <NAME>forum</NAME>
 ... forum data ...

   <USER> ... user data ... </USER>

   <DISCUSSIONS>
     <DISCUSSION> ... discussion topic ... <DISCUSSION>
       <POST> ... discussion post ... </POST>
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Extracted Data
 (Output Data: comma/tab-separated)
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Extracted Data
 (Output Data: comma/tab-separated)

 1. forum ID
 2. forum title
 3. post ID
 4. reference ID
 5. topic title
 6. student ID
 7. name
 8. data
 9. title of post
10. text body
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Extracted Data
 (Output Data: comma/tab-separated)

A converting tool currently under development

 1. forum ID
 2. forum title
 3. post ID
 4. reference ID
 5. topic title
 6. student ID
 7. name
 8. data
 9. title of post
10. text body
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Towards Building Learner Corpus
Manual Analysis & Tagging
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Manual Analysis on Spreadsheet
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Manual Analysis on Spreadsheet

simple and versatile
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Data for Pilot Study

CUC OPU Total

words 5,694 40,93146,625

sentences 724 4,616 5,340

posts 140 532 672
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Findings So Far

1. Mapping of Topic–Comment Structure  

1’.   BE-Verb Used for WA

2. Confusion of POS, Predicate-Argument 
Relations

3. Omission of Reference to Known 
Information
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Numbers of Samples
(numbers of posts containing errors)

CUC OPU Total

T-C
(be as TM) 24 28 52

POS, P-A 17 50 67

Known 
Information 6 10 16
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Frequency of Errors
(on basis of post numbers)

CUC OPU Total

T-C
(be as TM) 19.4% 5.3% 7.7%

POS, P-A 12.1% 9.4% 10.0%

Known 
Information 4.3% 1.9% 2.4%
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Topic–Comment [J]
vs.

Subject–Predicate [E]

21



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E]

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

1. I played baseball with my cousins.

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

1. I played baseball with my cousins.
watashi-wa itoko-to yakyu-o shita.

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

1. I played baseball with my cousins.
watashi-wa itoko-to yakyu-o shita.

2. He is very busy.

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

1. I played baseball with my cousins.
watashi-wa itoko-to yakyu-o shita.

2. He is very busy.
kare-wa totemo isogashii 

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

1. I played baseball with my cousins.
watashi-wa itoko-to yakyu-o shita.

2. He is very busy.
kare-wa totemo isogashii 

3. They are a nice couple.

22



Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E], sometimes. . .

1. I played baseball with my cousins.
watashi-wa itoko-to yakyu-o shita.

2. He is very busy.
kare-wa totemo isogashii 

3. They are a nice couple.
karera-wa sutekina kappuru da.

22



Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E]
Only when certain conditions are met

1. I played baseball with my cousins.
watashi-wa itoko-to yakyu-o shita.

[E] and [J] use similar verbal predicates

The predicates have similar argument 
structures

 

 

verbal 
predicate
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Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E]
Only when certain conditions are met

2. He is very busy.
kare-wa totemo isogashii 

[E] and [J] use similar adjectival predicates

The predicates have similar argument 
structures

 

 

adjectival 
predicate
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Topic [J] corresponds to Subject [E]
Only when certain conditions are met

3. They are a nice couple.
karera-wa sutekina kappuru da. 

[E] and [J] use similar nominal predicates

The referent of the predicative noun 
belongs to the same category as the 
topic referent in the Japanese sentence

 

 

nominal 
predicate
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Or else. . .    Errors!

[E] and [J] use similar nominal predicates

The referent of the predicative noun 
belongs to the same category as the 
topic referent in the Japanese sentence

 

 

nominal 
predicate

• My home is Hirakatashi.
watashinoie-wa Hirakatashi da. 

• I’m also hard schedule.
watashi-mo haado sukejuuru da. 

“My home” and “Hirakatashi” don’t belong to the same category
26



Or else. . .    Errors!

[E] and [J] use similar nominal predicates

The referent of the predicative noun 
belongs to the same category as the 
topic referent in the Japanese sentence

 

nominal 
predicate

• I became a smile.
watashi-wa egao-ni natta. 

• I became muscular pain.
watashi-wa kinnikutsuu-ni natta. 
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Or else. . .    Errors!

[E] and [J] use similar nominal predicates

The referent of the predicative noun 
belongs to the same category as the 
topic referent in the Japanese sentence

 

nominal 
predicate

• I’m a rich.
watashi-wa kanemochi da. 

• This is a surprising.
kore-wa odoroki da. 

 

28



Or else. . .    Errors!

[E] and [J] use similar nominal predicates

The referent of the predicative noun 
belongs to the same category as the 
topic referent in the Japanese sentence

 

nominal 
predicate

• Mobile phones is very importance.
keetaidenwa-wa totemo juuyoo da. 

• I’m overconfidence.
watashi-wa jishinkajoo da. 
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Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]
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Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Further examples: be as a topic marker?

1. Because convenience store is various commodities are sold.
kombini-wa iroiro-na nichiyoohin-ga urarete iru.

2. The story is a girl encounters a kidnapping, 
and a diplomat solves a case.
monogatari-wa shoujo-ga yuukai-ni ai, gaikookan-ga jiken-wo kaiketsu suru.

3. I watched a movie is four weeks ago.
watashi-ga eiga-wo mita-no-wa yon shuukan mae da.
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Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

[J] kare wa totemo isogashii

[IL] He is very busy

[IL] the story is S + V

[IL] S + V is four weeks ago

Topic 
Marker!?
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Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

A probable analysis

[J] kare wa totemo isogashii

[IL] He is very busy

[IL] the story is S + V

[IL] S + V is four weeks ago

Topic 
Marker!?
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Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]
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Topic–Comment [J]   vs.
Subject–Predicate [E]

Teachers should emphasise, 
at an early stage, that
the English be verb is

NOT
a Topic Marker
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• I’m belong to a tennis club.
watasi-wa tenisu kurabu-ni haitteimasu 

• My family is consist of five 
uti-no kazoku-wa 5 nin iru 

• I’m enjoy summer vacation with my friend. 
Watashi-wa yuujin-to natuyasumi-wo tanosimimasu.

• Without constant practice, kyudo skills are become worse.  
itumo renshu sinai-to kyuudoo no ude-wa otiru. 

cf. Ahn (2006) on Korean EFL learners’ interlanguages

BE + Verb (BE Used for WA)
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• The new year is very busy.
Sinnen-wa totemo isogasii.
‘We’re very busy on the New Year’s Days’

• My family is nothing all special in winter 
time.
Uchi-wa fuyu-wa tokuni nanimo... 
‘We do nothing special in winter time’

• I’m also hard schedule.
Watashi-mo haado-sukejuuru da.
‘My schedule is tight too.’ 

Mapping of Topic–Comment Structure  
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• i think that no mobile phone is unconvinient.
keitai nasi-wa hubenda to omou. 

‘I think that it would be inconvenient if there were no mobiles.’

• The story is a girl encounters a kidnapping. 
Sono monogatari-(de)wa onnanoko-ga yuukai ni au. 

‘The story is about a girl who gets kidnapped.’

BE-Verb Used for WA
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• My favorite movie is Tonarinototoro. 
I watched a movie is four weaks ago.
watasi-ga sono eiga-o mita no-wa 4 shuukan mae da. 

‘It was four weeks ago when I watched the movie.’

• I agree with the round-the-clock of the convenience store. 
Because convenience store is various commodities are sold. 
konbini-wa ironna mono-ga utteru kara da

‘Because convenience stores sell various commodities’

BE-Verb Used for WA
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Different POSs

Different Predicate-Argument 
Relations
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Arguments of Psych Predicates 1

means

       ‘I feel sorry for X’,    and not

       ‘X is sorry’
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Confusion of Predicate-Argument Relations

(Watashi -wa)      kowai.
      I                        topic marker   am scared      

Sore       -wa       kowai.
   That                     topic marker   is scary      

Ambiguous predicate-argument relations
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Confusion of Predicate-Argument Relations
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Confusion of Predicate-Argument Relations

Teachers should emphasise, 
at an early stage, that
argument structures in English 
are
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Confusion of Predicate-Argument Relations

Teachers should emphasise, 
at an early stage, that
argument structures in English 
are

strictly 
determined
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• I’m interesting in tennis. 

• Climbing it was very tired.

• I’m hard to go to school.

• This summer vacation was so hard to me.

• I feel that many people are inconvenient. 

• This movie can sympathize.   

Confusion of Predicate-Argument Relations
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Omission of Reference
to Known Information

44



Zero Anaphora is the Default Norm 

known 
and omitted

known 
and omitted
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Zero Anaphora is the Default Norm 

watashi-wa X-o yonda. 
‘I read X.

φ1 omoshirokute φ2 kandoo shita [J]
It was interesting and I was moved.’

known 
and omitted

known 
and omitted
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Omission of Reference to Known Information

No anaphora are normally used in Japanese

A: Harry Potter  omoshirokatta? 
        proper noun    was interesting    

B: φ omoshirokatta-yo
           was interesting                       

B: *Harry Potter-wa/*sore-wa  omoshirokatta -yo
       proper noun            /    It               was interesting
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• But the story looks like fun. I want to read φ! [IL]
demo hanasi-wa omosirosou. yonmitai desu. 

• my favorite movie is “the bucket list”. i have 
seen φ many times. [IL]
watasi-no daisukina eiga-wa baketurisuto da. nandomo mita.

• After school φ went to KARAOKE at 2:30.[IL]
gakkou-ga owatte kara 2 ji han-ni karaoke-ni itta.

This may result in. . . 1

47



• I don’t like reading book. But φ like Naruto. 
watasi-wa hon-o yomuno-wa kirai demo naruto-wa suki. 

• I was very tired.  But it was very good.
And φ went to grand mather’s house. 
watasi-wa sugoku tukareta demo totemo tanosikatta.
sorekara sobo-no ie-ni itta. 

This may result in. . . 2
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Omission of Reference to
Known Information
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Teachers should emphasise, 
at an early stage, that
pronouns in English are

Omission of Reference to
Known Information
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Teachers should emphasise, 
at an early stage, that
pronouns in English are

not easily 
omitted

Omission of Reference to
Known Information
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1. “Borrowing” as a Communicative Strategy

2. Wa as a Syntactic False Friend for Japanese 
EFL Beginners

3. Knowledge of L1 Syntax Should Help 
EFL Teachers

4. Our Study Based on Learner Corpus 
Will Contribute

Discussion and Implications    
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“the use of items from a second language, typically the 
mother tongue, particularly syntactic and lexical, 

to make good the deficiencies of the interlanguage” 

(Corder, 1992: 26) 

“Borrowing” 
as a Communicative Strategy
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• My home is Hirakata-shi.

• I’m belong to a tennis club.

• I’m also hard schedule.

• This movie can sympathize.

• convenience store is various commodities are 
sold. 

• The story is a girl encounters a kidnapping.

Wa as Syntactic False Friend
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• My home is Hirakata-shi.

• I’m belong to a tennis club.

• I’m also hard schedule.

• This movie can sympathize.

• convenience store is various commodities are 
sold. 

• The story is a girl encounters a kidnapping.

Wa as Syntactic False Friend

preposition?

subject/predicate?

verb?

voice?

modifying clause/phrase?
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Knowledge of “borrowing” from L1 Syntax 
Should Help EFL Teachers

• To decode underdeveloped interlanguages and 
understand what was meant 

• To decide what to correct first and how 

• To find a better way to introduce a new 
structure and give exercises 
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Our Study Based on Learner Corpus 
Will Contribute

• Our initial data suggests that the wa-
construction could have great impact on 
Japanese EFL learners’ interlanguages

• We will work on to find and shortlist other 
features of Japanese syntax that can strongly 
affect their interlanguage grammar  
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