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Abstract 

The study looked into errors committed by first year university 
students in three universities in Tanzania. While errors can be 
indicative of a developmental stage in the learning of a second 
language, formal English language learning in Tanzania 
culminates at the secondary school level and, for some, at the 
university level. For many at the University level, a related 
subject is Communication Skills. As such, one would expect 
students at this level to learn advanced communication skills. 
Students‘ essays were analyzed, errors identified, and discussed. 
The findings show that, besides errors in writing skills in terms of 
the mechanics and logic, there were many other types of errors 
from improperly learnt structures, language transfer, and unclear 
expression. It is suggested here that something needs to be done 
regarding the content of curricula and pedagogical processes both 
in secondary and tertiary education. Since the errors made were 
from first year university students, they must have had their 
origin in secondary and primary schools where the students have 
come from. We are of the view that, when students come to the 
university, they should be subjected to screening to identify their 
communication skills problems so as to expose them to relevant 
remedial classes. 

 

Key words: errors, language transfer, fuzzy expression, tertiary 
education 

 

Introduction 
The current study investigated the kind of errors students make when they 

write essays (a component of writing skills taught in the Communication 

Skills course in the respective institutions), considering the fact that 

English is the medium of instruction (MoI) in secondary and tertiary 
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education in Tanzania. It involved 450 first year students from three 

Tanzanian universities, namely University of Dar es Salaam (UDSM), 

Sokoine University of Agriculture (SUA) and Tumaini University Iringa 

College (TUICO). 

 

Since mid-1970s, a concern has repeatedly been voiced by both internal 

and external examiners at UDSM, and the then Faculty of Agriculture, 

Veterinary Sciences and Forestry (now SUA)) over the falling standards of 

students‘ English proficiency and the consequent effect on their inability to 

benefit fully from university studies. To curb this problem, a 

Communication Skills Unit (CSU) was established at UDSM in 1978. 

When SUA became a full-fledged university in 1984, a similar unit was 

established in 1987. 

 

Tumaini University Iringa College (TUICO), like any other institution of 

higher learning in the country, had to offer a Communication Skills course 

to address similar concerns, just like the other institutions. The needs that 

forced these other universities were and still are also relevant to TUICO. 

 

It is now more than 30 years since the CSU was first established at UDSM 

and more than 20 years since a similar unit was established at SUA. 

However, the concerns aired in the mid-1970s seem to persist today in 

spite of many efforts directed towards the alleviation of this problem right 

from primary school to university level. 

 

Many studies have been conducted on the issue of Language of Instruction 

(LOI) in Tanzania. Many of these have focused mainly on the debate of 

which medium of instruction should be adopted as the MoI, mainly 

between English and Kiswahili. The debate has been raging ever since the 

publication of the Presidential Commission for Education (1984) (popularly 

known as the Makweta Commission). The debate has been swaying 

between these two language extremities without a clear MoI policy in the 

country. As a result, Tanzania has witnessed mushrooming of ‗English 
medium academies‘ right from kindergarten to secondary schools. The 

impact of these schools is yet to be established as far as English proficiency 

of the graduates from these academies is concerned when joining tertiary 

education.  

 

With the powers of globalization, English seems to be winning the debate. 

However, while the debate is still raging, the reasons for establishing the 

CSUs at UDSM and SUA many years ago are still very relevant to date. 

Universities are now receiving students with even poorer proficiency as 

reported in this study. This calls for another look into the communication 

skills courses offered in these universities. 
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Rationale of the Study 

In this paper we are showing that error analysis is instrumental in 

identifying the kinds of errors made, why they are made, and how this 

knowledge can help improve the teaching of communication skills in 

institutions of higher learning particularly in contexts where the language 

of instruction is a second language (L2). In Tanzania in particular, 

teachers and educators in general know that there are problems with the 

MoI, but there isn‘t a study so far that has analyzed errors across 

universities. 

 

This study systematically addresses the actual errors which students make. 

The comprehensive appendix of the corpus is our invitation to scholars to 

pay more attention to the errors and come up with further analysis and 

help remedy the situation on the ground. 

 

Conceptualising Error Analysis 

Studying errors can be done on the basis of two theoretical orientations. 

One way of doing it is by the use of Contrastive Analysis (CA) theory. This 

theory is based on behaviourism, which views learning as a habit 

formation. Behaviourists hold that an already learned habit would have 

some effect on a newly learnt one (Johnson, 2001:59-60). CA received 

criticism from the Chomskyans that errors do not result from this 

simplistic perspective, but rather errors are mental processes. As such, 

interest in CA decreased by the end of the 1960s. This in fact became the 

emergence of error analysis, a perspective which considers a wider 

coverage of errors than the CA (Johnson, 2001:66). Nevertheless, CA is still 

popular and useful today as it is still true that some kinds of errors result 

from mother tongue influence. 

 

The second orientation is error analysis, which we are adopting in this 

paper. This can be understood as techniques for systematically identifying 

and classifying unacceptable forms and meanings by a learner of a second 

language or a foreign language. These techniques are discernible as a 

multistage process with a series of activities. Els et al (1984:47) present 

what is involved in the process as successive steps: identification of errors, 
description of errors, explanation of errors, evaluation of errors, and 

prevention or correction of errors. 

 

May be we also need to say at this stage what errors are rather than 

assuming that readers know what errors are. Cherrington (2000:198) 

distinguishes between mistakes and errors. She says: 
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―… (mistakes) are performance errors, such as slips of the 

tongue, … (whereas true errors) are markers of where the 

learner is in terms of L2 COMPETENCE.‖ 
 

In this study we are not interested in mistakes because these are usually 

based on speech, and are of a temporal nature. Additionally, mistakes are 

not systematic, and therefore can be problematic to study. Mistakes can be 

caused by states such as tiredness, fear, or drunkenness. Errors on the 

contrary, are of interest because they indicate mastery of the second 

language, and are systematic. 

 

It is also important to mention here that the errors we have identified in 

this paper are not specific to students‘ academic writing only; they are also 

observable in their speech. From time to time instructors have to intervene 

in students‘ speech both in lectures, seminars, and outside the classroom, 

trying to help where possible, and sometimes decide to let them go.  

 

An analysis of errors can be both boring and interesting. It can be boring if 

the message being delivered cannot be understood well by the interlocutor. 

Sometimes one comes across very fuzzy and strange constructions to the 

extent of failing to even recognize what has been going in the mind of the 

writer. At times, however, errors are interesting in many ways. From time 

to time, as we were reading the essays we would stop and laugh at the way 

some of the students were trying hard to get their messages across. More 

importantly, errors carry with them an important value in course design 

and evaluation at different levels of education in connection with second or 

foreign language learning. This is also identified by Myles (2002), who 

remarks that ―Although reading an error-filled text can be tiring and 

disconcerting, errors can help us identify the cognitive strategies that the 

learner is using to process information.‖  

 

As we teach communication skills in our universities, we must bear in 

mind the fact that writing skills are nurtured, and should therefore not be 

regarded as incidental. Communication skills instructors can themselves 

reflect on what content and how much of it is given to students in relation 

to what and how much is expected of them in their assessment. Besides, 

instructors also need to evaluate their pedagogical strategies and see how 

useful they are and also how such strategies can be improved.  

 

On the part of the students, this kind of analysis should serve as a 

roadmap which should help them find their own whereabouts in the 

process. It is a signpost that should tell them ―you are here!‖ with regard to 

their learning journey. 
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Methodological Positioning 

This is a qualitative study, describing and discussing errors from three 

universities. The study was conducted in three different universities by 

involving first year students who are doing communication skills courses. 

Initially we thought of working on the errors from each university 

separately, but in the course of identifying the errors it became apparent 

that this separation is counterproductive. The reason for this is that there 

were no differences in terms of the errors made between the universities.  

 

In view of this truism we decided to discuss them together. Students across 

the three universities were given the same essay topic, and were asked to 

write an essay on it. On marking the essays all the errors committed by 

each student were recorded and later analyzed and grouped into different 

categories. We present only some of the errors here for purposes of saving 

space and practicality. 

 

Findings and Explanation 

In this section we are presenting the corpus and provide explanation 

alongside. In many of the sentences there are multiple types of errors 

including omission of articles, subject-verb confusion, singular-plural 

confusion, misspelling, and so forth, as will be apparent in the data. So, for 

example, within the sentences categorized under vocabulary transfer, there 

are also spelling errors, tense agreement, and many more.  

 

Generally, the kinds of errors we have identified include improper use of 

adverbs, pluralizing nouns which are traditionally not to be pluralized, 

improper use of the ing-form of the verb, vocabulary and concept transfer, 

and spelling errors. The corpus is indicative of the horrendous magnitude 

of the errors which students in Tanzanian universities make in their 

academic writing.  

 

Kinds of Errors 

The data we are analyzing in this part comprise part of the full corpus 

which we have appended to the end of the paper. We decided to leave out 

some data in the discussion because what we want to show can well be 

explained with what we have.  It is important to declare at the onset that 

our discussion of the errors is in no way exhaustive because there are just 

too many errors in one sentence. This made the task of discussing each 

error to be too difficult and unmanageable. In view of this, our discussion is 

based on errors we have decided to include under subheadings on the basis 

of the kind of error. This categorization gave us the freedom to leave aside 

other errors embedded in the same sentence.  
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We also wish to admit at this juncture that there are some errors which 

are completely difficult to categorize or account for. Possibly these can be 

considered as ―mistakes‖, although this kind of labeling causes uncertainty 

as to whether our definition of mistakes can also accommodate errors in 

writing.  

 

Our discussion is based on error categories provided by two scholars; 

Richards (1971) and Norrish (1983). Richards (1971) identifies four types of 

errors: overgeneralization (learners produce structures which deviate from 

the accepted structures on the basis of their experiences of other structures 

in the target language), ignorance of rule restrictions (failure to observe 

the restrictions of existing structures), incomplete application of rules (the 

occurrence of structures whose deviancy represents the degree of 

development of the rules required to produce acceptable utterances), and 

false concepts hypothesized (faulty comprehension of distinctions in the 

target language).  

 

Another scholar who also provides categories of errors is Norrish (1983). 

This one is of the view that errors are caused by at least three factors: 

carelessness (mostly caused by lack of motivation), first language 
interference (takes after the CA tradition, that a habit that has been 

learned earlier affects what is learnt later), and translation (from the 

mother tongue or other languages learned earlier). What Norrish describes 

as first language interference is what Johnson (2002:59-60) describes as 

transfer. He says there are two types of transfer; positive and negative. 

According to him, positive transfer is where the two habits share common 

aspects, such that knowing one language will help in learning the other, 

whereas negative transfer distorts the learning, and is also called 

interference. 

 

In essence, Richards‘ and Norrish‘s categories are not very different, except 

for the Norrish‘s first language interference which is typical of CA. This 

type of error category has also emerged in a work by Arabski (2006:12), 

which is language transfer. Language transfer according to Arabski can be 

understood as a habit through which ―….learners carry over what they 

already know about their first language to their performance in their new 

language‖.  

 

These categories are very important in the classification of errors in our 

corpus. All the types identified by these scholars are apparent in our 

corpus. We have categorized the errors as language transfer (under which 

there are concept transfer and vocabulary transfer), overgeneralization, 

translation, and carelessness. Under carelessness there are many sub-
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types of errors, including improperly learned structures, erroneous 

vocabulary choice, and fuzzy expressions. 

 
Language Transfer 

This is the habit of carrying over features in the first language to the 

target language. In our corpus we have identified three types of transfer: 

concept transfer, vocabulary transfer, and direct translation. The 

differences between these types are not very significant.  

 
Concept Transfer  

Language is an expression of a people‘s total way of life, and people use 

language to formulate concepts, and configure their own world. It takes 

conceited effort to be familiar with another community‘s linguistic 

repertoire which is also an expression of their culture. This is not to say it 

is impossible. With motivation and effort, it can be learnt with very 

minimal errors. Nevertheless, what is apparent in our corpus is something 

different. What we are presenting in this subsection is a gist of the actual 

level of failure to learn the cultural concepts presented in a way that would 

be expected of people who have been exposed to the language for at least 12 

years.   

 

 Then since AIDS spread loudly through out the country but much 
around the Lake zone and in high population such as Mwanza, Dar es 
Salaam e.t.c.  
Spread loudly is a bit confusing. It may mean with force (as the 

Swahili expression ―kwa sauti‖ (literally, with voice but semantically 

loudly) may be translated as ―kwa kasi‖ or a bit far fetched meaning 

may be ―spreading rapidly‖. 

 Drug abuse users and much drunk, this lead the human body to 
stimulate and need to participate in sexual habitual. 

 
Drug abuse here is transferred from the Kiswahili expression ―madawa ya 
kulevya‖ which are illicit drugs such as heroin, cocaine etc. 
  
 This most played by the ladies when you found different areas that 

those ladies take place for selling their bodies, this may cause the 
stimulation of the diseases of HIV/AIDS. 
 

 Selling their bodies is transferred from Kiswahili to mean 

prostitution whereas stimulation of the disease of HIV/AIDS is a 

transfer for sexual arousal which may lead to contracting the HIV 

virus. 

 To loose time, others youth says that the preventions of using 
condoms that you loose time and taken long periods to wear condom. 
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To loose time is used to mean to waste time, whereas long periods is used 

to mean a long time. 

 If your going to utilize this freedom given by the university in 
improper way, you will be a slave of sex. 

 

In Kiswahili a person who spends most of their time in search of 

sexual pleasure from whoever comes their way is nicknamed 

―mtumwa wa mapenzi‖, which literally means a person who has been 

enslaved by love/sex, but it is a Kiswahili concept. The concept would 

preferably be explained with the phrase ―sex maniac‖. 

 

 ...through the governments which fails to give early money (Loans) to 
the students tends Lacking some needs.  

 

Here there are two transfers give early money (Loan) and Lacking 

some needs. There are transferred from the Kiswahili phrase which 

means money given on time and Lacking some money which is taken 

straight from the Kiswahili clause ―kupungukiwa na mahitaji‖- which 

means to run short of important supplies. This would not be easy for 

a non-Swahili speaker to understand. This kind of transfer is what is 

referred to as interference or negative transfer. 

 
Vocabulary Transfer 

Vocabulary transfer is a common phenomenon in second and foreign 

language learning. It is done because, in the course of learning, learners 

already have a sizeable vocabulary in their own languages. Another reason 

which Arabski (2006:15-16) provides for transfer of lexical items is the 

emergence of new political and economical situations, technological 

developments, and life styles. To add to that, in cases where new 

significant social events emerge, it is also common that new vocabulary 

would be conjured up. This is apparent in the following examples from our 

corpus:  

 But according to the measurement through voluntary measurement 
or measuring statistics show that in 2007 33 millions of people are 
living with AIDS. 

 Measurement here is used instead of testing/ voluntary testing. 

 HIV/AIDS by long term it refer to the acquired immuno deficiency 
 Long term here is used to mean the full form. Long and full may have 

one word in Kiswahili but not in English in this specific context. 

 To loose time, others youth says that the preventions of using 
condoms that you loose time and taken long periods to wear condom. 
In Kiswahili, there is one word ―poteza‖ which may mean waste or 

lose (and not loose). Due to improper learning of the language the 

writer does not differentiate between waste time, which would be 
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suitable here, and lose which may mean slightly different things in 

this specific context. 

 Hence this led to girls looking for men such as Fatakis in order to get 
money. 

 The term Fataki is used to refer to amorous men who would go with 

any woman whom they see, ranging from school children to adults. It 

originates from a famous HIV slogan cum jingle in Tanzania. 

 Sometimes people charts and sending the sexual intercourse 
photograph in the internets.  

 The student is translating the physical action of doing sexual 

intercourse for pornographic photos or pictures. This is also a 

consequence of lack of the right lexical item to be used in the right 

place. 

 Foristance now days I heard from mass media (press) that Papa 
Benedict xvi has allowed the use of condoms. 

 Papa is the Kiswahili word for Pope. This is lack of awareness that 

Papa is a Kiswahili word, and that there is an English word for the 

word.  

 

Direct Translation  

This is direct translation from the mother tongue or from other languages 

learned earlier. As will be apparent in the corpus, this is not totally 

different from transfer. 

 Also to make the law which govern the prostitutors who use their 
bodies in order to get salary. 

 In Tanzania AIDS was termed to be discovered in 1983. 
 Thirdly is desire, this is among very serious and uncontrollable 

problem facing the ones that make to control spreading of HIV/AIDS. 
 The first case for the presence of HIV/AIDS on the surface, reported 

early in 1980‘s. 
 Many youth get that disease by using corruption for example when a 

youth need to get employment some institutions have people who 
need corruption of sexual intercourse 

 To be aware of chacking filam, video, internate, magazine and other 
attractions which can contribute the youth to be not aware. 

 Controversy arise a year later when the United States announces 
their scientist isolates a retrovirus that he claims is responsible for 
AIDS. 

 The possible solution formular the youth to escape the problems 
occurred early faster to youth is that 

 And this is reported by a certain grandfather in Bukoba who 
explained about his son sufering and died with the disease there now 
AIDS became in country wide  

 Some of the students are users of drugs abuse 
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Spelling Errors  

There are many spelling errors in the data. Most of these are due to 

mother tongue phonological interference. Students who made these 

mistakes somehow know the pronunciations of the words but they have not 

made efforts to know how they are spelt.  

 

However, several of these errors result from carelessness. Knowing that 

this is a second or foreign language, one would be expected to make efforts 

to learn how to spell the words correctly. Interestingly, some of the spelling 

mistakes are not just spelling, but the way these words have been spelt 

suggests that even in the pronunciation there would be significant 

deviations.  

 

 Student they brow‘s (for browse) through internet they watching 
pornography film. 

 Government should make the law which may panish (for punish) the 
people who engaged in prostution (for prostitution). 

 Most girls they wear short and tite (for tight)clothes which attract 
boys in doing sexual intercourse 

 To be aware of chacking (for checking) filam (for film), video, 
internate (for internet), magazine and other attractions which can 
contribute the youth to be not aware. 

 More over (for moreover) due to existance (for existence) of AIDS in 
high amount ……. 

 But the most way of solving this problem is by abstraining (for 

abstaining) from sex. 
 Religion believes (for beliefs) is also a great problems as some 

Religion (for religion) believes (for believe) that it is illegal to use 
condoms 

 Students should be trustfull (for trustful) in love.  
 Students should have one partiner (for partner) not more than. 
 Parnchality (for punctuality) can make the student to know where 

and what to due (for do) and observe its time and university 
regulation. 

 Self displine (for discipline) and motivation also can make the 
performance of the student to be good. 

 Every student should stick in his/her intension (for intention) of study 
and not on unnecessary leissures (for leisure).  

 Everyone must put into emplementation (for implementation) the 
statement that ―Graduate with A‘s not with Aids‖. 
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Rule Overgeneralization  

Students have overgeneralized rules pertaining to the application of the 

use of various suffixes such as …ful, ..er, ..or, … ness, …an, and … ment  
together with the ..ing form of the verb. This is typical of rule 

overgeneralization in children‘s speech. There are a number of these in the 

essays, and here we identified some of them: 

 

 It is happiful if all student graduate with A‘s. 
 Promisecuting as the major means of spread of HIV/AIDS due to 

having more than one partner. 
 And proudness is another reason which cause the youths to get 

HIV/AIDS. 
 Also to make the law which govern the prostitutors who use their 

bodies in order to get salary. 
 More over, for those graduaters who already has a family and 

graduate with A‘s have high ability to control their family. 
 If a graduator is in marriage, one day in the future his/her family will 

be single parented. 
 …since she is not having money to buy luxurian clothes and hair 

styles she decides to sell herself. 
 Conducting sexual intercourse by using condoms shows unbelieveness. 
 Graduate it is means that to cerebrate the final year for 

completement of your at certain course. 
 

Ignorance of Rule Restrictions 

This is caused by failure to observe the restrictions of existing structures in 

the target language. This was the most common of all the errors identified. 

Essentially this ignorance is caused by improper learning possibly due to 

the reasons that are internal or external to the students. Such errors 

include errors in the use of adjectives, verb to be, use of past tense, tense 

agreement, vocabulary choice, use of prepositions and use of articles. We 

will categorize such errors according to their similarities: 

 
Use of Adjectives  

Here the observation is either the adjective is not in agreement with the 

noun it modifies or the wrong word has been used in the place of an 

adjective. In many cases nouns which could be changed into adjectives 

have been used erroneously as adjectives. 

 

 Difference group are good maner they for through your group it is 
simple to join with bad group 

 Religion believes is also a great problems 
 The fluid can be pass people in variety ways including, having un 

protected sex. 
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 Another big problem of control this disease is lack of obedient to the 
law of God which say stop sex before marriage. 

 Also many student want prestige over other student.  
 Generally this situation causes the spread of some diseases for 

example AIDS which is dangerously diseases.  
 This disease getting into the human body, through sex intercouse, 

blood transfusion, sharing a sharp instrument,.... 
 That life make people to have more than one partiner and are not 

faithfully in their marriage. 
 In Tanzania historical background it seems that 3 first cases was in 

1983 at Kagera region at Ndolage Hospital which is in Muleba 
district  by surgeon Nyamulyange: up to 1986 reported from 
difference regions 

 At the first HIV/AIDS was identified in Tanzania in 1983  
 This is because to sharing sexual intercourse between difference 

people it is high risk to be affected. 
 

The Use of the Verb to be 

Here we are considering the auxiliary be as used in conjunction with its 

associates. There are many instances of errors which are to do with either 

combining the wrong subject with the wrong form of be or the wrong form 

of be in conjunction with the wrong number of object, thus causing concord 

anomalies.  

 

 That is occur when student graduate with AIDS 
 The following are historical background of HIV/AIDS 
 The disease are mainly caused by different ways example unsafe 

sexual intercourse 
 Promiscuity in the society are the very big problem 
 Graduate it is means that to cerebrate the final year for 

completement of your at certain course. 
 Then in 1982 AIDS disease was emerged in European countries and 

in African countries 
 This can be occur due to the mob cycology then it can appear read you 

affected 
 The Tanzania government was distributed ARVs freely for those 

people who have HIV/AIDS 
 The Tanzania government was establish the system of measurement, 

for those pregnancy mothers in order to help for them when they have 
Aids. 

 Historically HIV/AIDS has been first discovered  in 1981 
 For example some can be HIV victims from when they have been born 

so they spread this disease just to die with others 
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 The virus is caused desease only in people 
 
The Use of the Present Tense  

There are many instances of wrong use of the present tense. We are 

presenting some of these here: 

 We knows that in high education we are studying in way of doing 
what we want 

 Some says that if you conduct sexual intercourse by the use of 
condoms means you are not believing each other. 

 Some tribes believes that having many wives is the prestage and 
shows menhood. 

 Also I do here that girls says you must be having three men so that if 
one will distort then you will going on.  

 Some adults kidnappes youth by the use of money. 
 Onother is drug abuse this can leads to a number of problem finally 

can cause the student to get HIV/AID 
 Hence illiteracy contribute much in minimizing the rate of controlling 

HIV/AIDS 
  

Tense Agreement 

In this category there were many instances of confused verb forms. They 

include the following: 

 They died because they didn‘t discovered it was what kind of disease 
 The fluid can be pass people in variety ways including, having un 

protected sex. 
 Now why these youths contracting the desease? 
 Apart from that the government has been concentrate much on the 

manner how to reduce… 
 The government and others institutions was not provided the 

education to the higher education students concerning about AIDS. 
 At first they think the disease is cancer 
 They have not belive the preachers the word of God 
 Prostitution, many women and girls in town most probably plays this 

game of prostitution saying they are in job … 
 Hence illiteracy contribute much in minimizing the rate of controlling 

HIV/AIDS 
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The Use of Its 

This was either confused for it is (it‘s), it or completely wrongly used.  

  
 From that period the AIDS was spread for another part in Tanzania, 

example up to 1983 three cases its was reported in Kagera religion 
 Many youth they have not use condom when they have sex due to the 

reasons that to use condom is not good and then its not sweet when 
the action of sex continue. 

 From that period the AIDS was spread for another part in Tanzania, 
example up to 1983 three cases its was reported in Kagera religion 

 As they come in these institutes they meet with different people from 
different side of the world and every one has its own behaviour 

 Government must play it‘s parts by ensuring the counselling 
management is improving day to day. 

 
Vocabulary Choice 

Vocabulary choice was another area that featured throughout the data: 

 

 HIV/AIDS is more affective to youth 
 It was first discovered in chimpanzee and it jumped to human race. 
 Since the disease transmitted from Uganda through Lager to our 

country, the person who experienced with the infection the disease in 
our country was from Bukoba. 

 Tanzanian government curb the spread of the disease by providing a 
HIV day 1/12 each year, people get education in that day and the 
number of HIV/AIDS is reduced. 

 

The Use of Prepositions 

Wrong use of preposition was also a common phenomenon in the corpus: 

 Tanzania government also tries to emphasize on the makes choice to 
one partner you love so that to avoid the sharing of different partner 
may causes ease spread of HIV/AIDS 

 Some of university students they believe that to the stage that have 
reached what decide in their brain is always right things example the 
decision of having partiner it may lead into a position of acquiring the 
HIV/AIDS disease. 

 And at 1984 HIV/AIDS was began to be testing 
 At worldwide HIV discovered at America in 1980‘s. 
 At East Africa first reported at Uganda in 1981‘s.  
 Tanzanian government curb the spread of the disease by providing a 

HIV day 1/12 each year, people get education in that day and the 
number of HIV/AIDS is reduced. 

 The first case were reported at Kagera region 
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The Use of Articles 

Both definite and indefinite articles were very often wrongly used: 

 

 At the first HIV/AIDS was identified in Tanzania in 1983  
 AIDS is the world pandemic but still is protected by either abstaining 

from sex, using condoms effectively or being faithful and staying with 
one faithfully partner and even those already infected they can 
manage to survive for all their life time. 

 Tanzanian government curb the spread of the disease by providing a 
HIV day 1/12 each year, people get education in that day and the 
number of HIV/AIDS is reduced. 

 

The Use of Resumptive Pronouns 

There are also errors related to the use of resumptive pronouns. In the 

corpus, this is also caused by ignorance of rule restrictions possibly due to 

improper learning. Examples of these from the essays are also many. They 

include the following: 

 

 Most girls they wear short and tite clothes 
 Most of students from O-level or A-level they have been living  

there with some rules that rule the. 
 Some of the students they are loose. 
 Therefore these investigators they came up with the 

conclusion…. 
 
Carelessness 

Carelessness as explained by Norrish (op. cit.) is caused mostly by lack of 

motivation. There are at least two categories under this category: unedited 

words and fuzzy expressions. This is a significant source of the errors we 

have observed.  

 

Unedited Words 

The following are examples of unedited words found in the data: 

 

 The first part of AID discovered were in Kagera religion and continue 
to spread more for another parts in Tanzania 

 Also leaving very far from their partners 
 Some tribes believes that having many wives is the prestage and 

shows menhood. 
 When after that catch a chimpazee he kill an animal from there blood 

get into cut or wounds to the spread of HIV/AIDS from chimpazee to 
human being during the late 19thC early 20thC (1915-1941). 
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Fuzzy Expressions 

These might in a way be caused by the influence of Kiswahili on the 

language or possibly by other unknown causes. It may also be the case that 

learners process language in Kiswahili and transfer it into English. From 

the corpus they include the following: 

 

 When after that catch a chimpazee he kill an animal from there blood 
get into cut or wounds to the spread of HIV/AIDS from chimpazee to 
human being during the late 19thC early 20thC (1915-1941). 

 Due to the prevention of corruption can reduce the HIV/AIDS. 
 Since the discovered of HIV/AIDS in 1981 to the reach of 1987 

HIV/AIDS was reached all over the world. 
 But according to the background held above was said that the first 

man, to be predicted to brought the HIV/AIDS in Tanzania was from 
Uganda. 

 By conclusively most collier who is coming from poorer family such 
kind of people get AIDS/HIV 

 The most of them (the youths) in the world and in Tanzania they are 
going to internet or TV to watch ponographic picture instead of other 
program which are very important to the learning subject to the 
school, college. 

 

Other Types of Errors 

In addition to these lists, there are other types of errors which we could not 

provide in lists because of their volume. Some errors are apparent, and 

could be provided in lists but some are unclassifiable. For example, some of 

those which we couldn‘t provide in lists are conceptual issues but some are 

merely mechanical.  

 

The conceptual errors include the non-use of cohesive devices such as 

transitional words (e.g. as such, firstly, as a result etc.) which would show 

both the flow of ideas and their logical order. This absence denies the 

reader the opportunity to see how ideas in the essays unfold and build up a 

connected whole. Consequently, most of the essays look fragmented and 

unrelated pile of sentences. We will present at least two paragraphs from 

one essay to exemplify what we mean here: 

 

―AIDS is the acquired immune deficiency syndrome. Is the 
inability of body to resist different diseases due to weakening 
of immunity system. 
 
Poverty is the main cause of spread of disease because few 
fund or money do not meet some students need thus preshed 
to have many partners or even conduct prostitution to get 
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enough money to satify their needs. So it is better to give 
them money accordingly.‖ 

 

To say the least, the essay from which the above extracts were taken can 

be regarded as among the ―good‖ ones. It is good because at least 

communicatively the ideas are accessible, regardless of the many formal 

errors. Nevertheless, technically, the paragraphs lack the flavour that 

would have been there had there been some of the ingredients mentioned 

above. The most important ones are the cohesive devices which would 

relate the paragraphs. As they are now, each paragraph looks unrelated to 

one another. 

 

Another apparent error in writing is not addressing the question. Students 

were asked to write about ―Graduating with A‘s not AIDS‖, but most of the 

responses were about general issues that lead to HIV/AIDS infections but 

not specific to matters relating to students in institutions of higher 

learning. The following is an example of the case in point taken from a 

paragraph in one of the essays: 

 

Traditional beliefs; this refers to those societies which still 
believes in some deeds, and at the same time those deeds 
cause the HIV/AIDS to spread from one person to another. 
Example is some societies they do female genital mutilation 
which is illegal and they use the same cutting instruments 
for both, which simply spread the HIV/AIDS through blood 
transmission. 

 

Other errors observed are to do with haphazard mixing up of small and 

capital letters. This has featured in many of the essays. Examples of these 

include: 

 

Although the Nation of Tanzania works through to Control 
the Spread of HIV/AIDS among students and communities 
there are hindrance factors. 
 
Also Traditional beliefs, there are some societies in Tanzania 
which practise Female genital Mutilation. 

 

There were also errors in noun number (singular and plural). This 

kind of error was prevalent everywhere in the corpus, and we will 

not cite them here. 
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Discussion 

We are reminded that errors hold vital clues about the processes of foreign 

language learning. To start with, we can address the issue of errors in two 

different but related perspectives. One is the formalist perspective which 

treats language as a code – thus assessed against native speakers‘ 

command. The second is the functionalist approach which views language 

on the basis of its communicative function in different specific contexts 

(Myles, 2002). 

 

While these two perspectives seem to focus on two different values, in a 

formal educational setting both are valuable. At the university level, both 

perspectives must go hand-in-hand. Indeed, ideas need to be communicated 

well both formally and communicatively. The aim is not to produce native-

like users of a language, but users who can both understand and be 

understood correctly.  

 

In the Tanzania‘s context, students are exposed to English since primary 

school level all the way to the university. By the time they are exposed to 

the university level, their exposure is of at least 11 years. This is a reason 

enough to believe that at the university level students would be proficient 

enough both formally and functionally but this has not been the case. 

Theoretically, the length of time of exposure is not an assurance of mastery, 

but if one is exposed to formal training for this entire time then low levels 

of mastery should attract attention. This is why we are arguing that the 

nature of errors we have identified need rethinking as to the effectiveness 

of the courses our universities offer. The courses being offered in 

communication skills classes should ideally be remedial of the gaps, but 

advance further communicative skills of all kinds. 

 

The bad thing about such errors is that they do not only interfere with the 

students‘ internal morphological, spelling, and syntactic structure but at 

times they also affect how readers (and listeners) understand what they 

communicate. For example, from the essays the following text contains 

several levels of errors: 

 
The HIV/AIDS in Tanzania was started or began in Kigoma 
around the year of 1983‘s and it caused by the businessman 
who move from Tanzania to another Central African 
countries. 
 

Leaving aside many grammatical errors from the text above, one is made 

to believe that the disease started in Kigoma (factual error) as its real 

origin, which is not the case. Secondly, by saying that it was caused by a 

businessman who moved from Tanzania to other Central African countries, 
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one is made to believe that Tanzania is one of the Central African 

countries, which is not the case again.  

 

Our impression is that the teaching of communication skills does not 

address actual issues of communication, but it is there to just fill course 

unit vacuums. Effective communication skills teaching should be based on 

communication needs of learners, and course outlines should be based on 

such needs. 

  

Conclusions 

An important observation that can be made is that students lack skills, 

both in writing and in the other skills in general. Many errors in spelling, 

vocabulary choice, together with language transfer are indicative of serious 

problems even in other subjects. Nevertheless, as research on second 

language acquisition suggests (e.g. Flower, 1994), process approaches to 

writing instruction, which are least known in Tanzania, have the potential 

to provide learners with useful hands-on learning opportunities. 

Additionally, such learning opportunities can be interesting, involving, and 

reflective. 

 

However, imported approaches come with their own challenges. One 

outright challenge for Tanzanian universities remains to be big numbers of 

students in communication skills classrooms. For example, it is not 

uncommon to find a class with 500 to 800 students. Such are not ideal 

classes for process-based approaches to learning. 

 

It is our strong opinion that the secondary school level is the best avenue 

for this kind of teaching and learning. In these schools, at least in private 

secondary schools, the numbers of students are relatively manageable. 

 

The repercussion of not having the right skills in the globalised world can 

be horrendous. This is more daunting for Tanzanians, particularly with the 

opening up of the job market accompanying the East African Community. 

In this kind of integration what matters is what one can do rather than 

what kinds of certificates one is holding. Language skills are the most 

immediate indicators of a person‘s intellectual capacity, even if these may 

not always be the right indicators. 
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