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Accuracy in spoken learner English at B2 and C1 levels (and future inclusion of
A2 and B1 levels)

Tomas Graf, Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic

Lan-fen Huang, Republic of China Naval Academy, Taiwan

One of the many aspects of spoken learner language mentioned in the CEFR (Council
of Europe, 2001; 2018) is accuracy. It characterizes B2 speakers as having “a relatively
high degree of grammatical control” and no longer producing errors which cause
misunderstandings. C1 speakers are characterized by “a high degree of grammatical
accuracy” with rare, difficult to spot, and generally corrected errors. As this cursory
description deals with only grammatical accuracy, the present study explores the
accuracy of B2 and C1 spoken learner English more broadly, including grammatical,
lexical and lexico-grammatical errors, and aiming to identify which types of errors
characterize each level, and which errors either disappear or persist at level C1. Also
considered is the effect of task design, and of the two typologically different L1s of the
learners. This research is unique in that it exploits corpora which have been assessed
for proficiency and thus provides an empirical basis for the understanding of CEFR B2
and C1 accuracy, and identifies particular areas of difficulty for speakers at these levels.

The data derives from the Czech (Gréaf, 2015a) and Taiwanese (Huang, 2014)
components of LINDSEI*- These two subcorpora have been rated for accuracy by
professional IELTS examiners who also received a special CEFR rater-standardisation
training (Huang et al., 2018). The size of the dataset and the distribution of levels is
shown in Table 1. B1 and C2 speakers were excluded from the analysis. The
transcriptions of the remaining 89 speakers’ 15-minute interviews were error-tagged
using the Louvain error-tagging manual (Dagneaux et al., 2008) extended by Gréaf (2015)
to include 59 error types at grammatical, lexical, lexico-grammatical, and syntactical
levels and taking into account characteristic features of speech grammar and of the

genres determined by the tasks.

! Louvain International Database of Spoken English Interlanguage (Gilquin et al., 2010)
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B1 tokens | B2 Tokens | C1 tokens | C2 tokens | Total

(n) (n) (n) (n) tokens
Czech 0 0 13| 24,165 35| 66,305 2 5,499 95,969
Taiwanese 9| 10,028 39 | 55,707 2 3,785 0 0 69,520
Total 9| 10,028 52 | 79,872 37 | 70,090 2 5,499 | 165,489

Table 1. Size of the dataset: numbers of speakers and of tokens the speakers at different proficiency

levels produced.

A total of 5,108 errors was identified. The comparison of error rates (errors per 100
words, henceforth phw) between the two levels of proficiency showed that B2 speakers
produce errors at a higher frequency (6.7 errors phw at B2 and 1.9 errors phw at C1),
and this was similar for the performance in the three different tasks (monologue,
dialogue and picture description). Grammatical errors are the most frequent, followed

by errors of lexical nature. Other types are much less frequent (see Table 2).

Morphological | Grammar | Lexical Lexico- Word Infelicities
errors errors errors grammatical | order
errors errors
B2 7 3,023 701 152 196 76
(0.2%) (72.5%) (16.8%) (3.7%) (4.7%) (1.8%)
C1 3 558 277 55 34 13
(0.3%) (59.4%) (29.5%) (5.9%) (3.6%) (1.4%)

Table 2. Representation of error types at B2 and C1 levels.

As for grammar, article and verb tense errors are the most frequent for both groups.
At C1, these are less frequent and also some types of errors common at B2 do not appear
here. Persistent errors typically involve the use of articles, of the present perfect, and in
tense agreements. Differences also occur between Czech and Taiwanese speakers. The
latter produce errors at a higher frequency and are more prone to commit errors in areas
which the English Vocabulary Profile classifies as B1. Lexical errors involve mostly
those affecting single lexemes (esp. prepositions).

Qualitative analysis of a selection of these errors reveals that none of these errors
impact intelligibility. While the CEFR claims that at C1 errors are generally corrected,
this is not the case here: most of the errors still seem to be errors of competence rather
than performance and the speakers do not appear to be aware of them and are thus

suitable targets for pedagogical intervention.
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