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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to introduce the BUiD Arab Learner Corpus (BALC), a new learner corpus of school examination essays in English, written by 16-year-old Arabic first language speakers at different English L2 proficiency levels. The development of version 1.0 of BALC represents the first stage of an ongoing collaborative research project currently being conducted by researchers working at the British University in Dubai, The United Arab Emirates, and the University of Birmingham, UK. One of the aims of this project is to use corpus tools and methods to study the particular difficulties faced by Arab learners as they learn to spell in English, a language that is very different from Arabic both morphologically and orthographically. We are developing an annotation system which allows the user to see whether an error was corrected, and if so, exactly how it was corrected. In this paper we discuss the issues involved in cross-linguistic spelling and describe the corpus. We then go on to present our preliminary observations as to what such data reveal about Arab learners’ difficulties in acquiring English spelling. We will conclude by outlining some of the future directions that our project will take.
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Introduction
Second language (L2) literacy has long been the ‘Cinderella’ of TESOL research and practice compared to its importance in first language pedagogies. Given the fact that L2 learners are likely to have established literacy skills in their L1, it has generally been assumed that these skills can be transferred to the L2 without specific training. Also, the dominance of the communicative paradigm within TESOL for the last 30 years with its emphasis on (often oral) communicative competence has re-enforced this prevailing attitude towards the (lack of) necessity of training in L2 literacy skills and with it, indifference to the L2 learners’ specific problems with the orthography of English. Whilst this is now changing, and more attention is being paid to the cognitive problems of L2 readers in cross-linguistic environments (see e.g. Koda 2005), the emphasis is often on reading and word recognition; the issue of spelling still receives little attention.

This neglect of spelling possibly derives from its lack of ‘glamour’ as a classroom activity and possibly from its perceived lack of communicative importance. After all, the lack of ability to spell often does not interfere with general communication. Brown (1988), for example, noted problems that his Singaporean sample had with words such as hyacinth, hardly a high frequency word or one that is crucial for communication in most contexts. Brown’s study, one of the few studies to examine second language corpora for spelling, illustrates another of the problems with the use of second language corpora to study spelling development: the fact that the corpora consist of texts written by relatively competent writers, often middle intermediate language learners and above. The International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), for example, comprises texts written by ‘advanced students’ who are defined as ‘university students of English in their 3rd or 4th year of study’ (Granger 2009). Examinations of such texts can provide cross-linguistic comparisons of competent language users, but are less useful for the purposes of examining spelling development. The corpus which we are describing here has the special feature of being collected from a wide range of students with a variety of language competencies from the near beginner to the upper intermediate.

Whilst the existence of resources such as ICLE has enabled cross-linguistic comparison between L2 writers of English, the types of analysis for which it has been used are at a much more sophisticated level than that of simple spelling errors (Granger, 2003). However, spelling is a major concern for TESOL professionals working in the Arab world, and it is widely recognised that L1 Arabic speakers have major problems with spelling in English (Swan and Smith 2001). It is possible that such difficulties arise from the contrastive cognitive processes involved in reading and writing in English and Arabic. It has been agued elsewhere that spelling difficulties can derive from the often profound linguistic differences between English and the second language (Randall, 2005) and that the spelling problems of Arab L1 users of English as a L2 can be predicted from a contrastive cognitive analysis of English and Arabic (Randall, 2009). This approach to the study of spelling errors is very much a ‘top-down’ approach. It derives from linguistic theory, a symbolist approach, and the predictions that it makes need to be tested empirically. 

One approach to this problem is to use a quasi-experimental research design using a targeted dictation methodology. Such an approach was used in Randall’s investigation of the spelling errors of Bahasa Malaysia and Mandarin speakers (Randall, 2005). A small-scale investigation using the same methodology with Arabic learners was carried out by Saghwani (2002). This investigation confirmed some of the predictions which derive from a contrastive analysis of English and Arabic. However, whilst a quasi-experimental design allows the researcher to target words which otherwise might be avoided by students in free composition, it can only target a limited number of words and error types. The verification of such errors in a large-scale corpus analysis of Arab learners is an important step in deciding on the types of errors produced.

To date, there have been few analyses of spelling errors with Arabic users of English as an L2. Haggan (1991) examined a sample of Arabic speaking university students written scripts. However, the corpus used in this study was relatively small, and although it did compare remedial with more competent fourth year students it basically examined more sophisticated writers at the middle to upper intermediate level,. Furthermore, the corpus was not computerized, which means that the researcher was not able to make use of corpus linguistic tools and methods of analysis. The project described in this paper thus marks a clear advance on this previous work.

In the remainder of this paper we describe the British University in Dubai (BUiD) corpus of Arabic learner English, and some preliminary observations which we have drawn from it.

The Corpus

The BUiD Arab Learner Corpus (BALC) consists of 1,865 texts written by either first year university students or third secondary school students (year 12 – the last year of schooling). It comprises 287,227 word tokens and 20,275 word types. The texts themselves fall into three types: texts collected by MEd students in secondary schools, retired first year university test essays, and texts sourced from retired CEPA examinations
. The scripts were all hand written and then converted into text files for incorporation into the corpus. The CEPA texts from the Ministry of Higher Education and Research were also available as scanned image files.

The majority of the CEPA files were supplied by the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research and had been scored and assigned to ‘bands’ from 1 to 6. To give an idea of the range that this covers, consider the following examples of texts and criteria from bands 1 and 6 respectively:

Criteria Level 1: 
· Can convey information by positioning words correctly e.g. name, title.

· Essentially unable to make sentences or multi word messages.

· Can write words from memory in a limited range e.g. name, address, job.

· Can form letters accurately, independently, but confuses upper and lower case except when copying.

· Can copy words accurately, but has great difficulty spelling words not given.

· Text is so short that only evidence of letter formation or word copying can be assessed.

Sample essay (level 1):
I am enjoy to the family in the holiday to the went in Oman.

The went there withe Father and sister, you sow and did marshanat the shopping. I am very nice wonderfoul.

Criteria Level 6: 

· Overall meaning of complex communication adequately conveyed.

· Main and subsidiary points generally clear.

· A range of cohesive devices is used appropriately.

· Generally accurate use of simple and complex sentences. Errors rarely impede understanding.

· Vocabulary choice generally accurate.

· Most of the time, appropriate choice of words, idioms and register gives the text a feeling of fluency.

· Occasional errors in spelling may still occur.

· Punctuation is used appropriately.

Sample Essay (level 6):
In the last summer after finishing my school, my brother suggested traveling to Britian so we all agreed..

After one week we were ready for the jounrey, we prepoired out laggages,passports, the rentable home in Britian and my brother had already booked the tickets.. In Abu Dhabi Airport we saw our relatives off and get on the plane.. Actually the journey was tiring because it 

lasted for eight hours almost although the services were comfortable ..Any way I'd like to mention the first terrible thing which was forgetting my brases on the lunch plate, really it was mess and I've got punished from my mother.. Finally, after a long trip we arrived safely to the U.K Airport.. The most different thing there was the weather, Really it was cool and fine..It's worthy to mention that, we had such a great time there, we visited the Art Museum,the Hyde Park, Oxford ST, the Natural History Museum,Safari Park and the Marible Arch..Alos, we visited my brother's friend family, they were so kind and they treated us nicely..After one monthe of having fun, we dicided to return back home.. So, we prepared ourselves for the journey, our laggages,passpots and everything and then we arrived to the airport.. While my brother was checking our laggages, he forgot our passports 

on one of the waiting chairs and they were stolen..In fact, we stuck there for the whole day until my brother called the Embassy of Emirates there.. The next day, Finally we got a permission to returen back home .. That was the worst vacation I'v ever had !! 

It can be seen that the corpus contains essays that cover a very wide range of writing – and thus spelling – proficiency. 
The Research Questions

Our primary interest is in spelling and the types of error produced by Arab learners in free composition. Specifically we are interested in answering the following questions:

1. What specific errors are produced by 3rd secondary/1st year university students in the UAE?

2. Are there common error types? What orthographic rules are known/not known by these students?

3. What analytic categories best describe the errors? 

4. How and to what extent do these errors map on to a contrastive cognitive analysis of Arabic and English?

5. What can be inferred about spelling development from the examination of different levels of writing?

Although the data is not longitudinal, the fact that we have a wide variety of language levels in the data should enable us to ascertain the types of error produced at different stages of proficiency/learning.

Tagging for self-correction

In addition to using conventional concordance software to produce word lists which will indicate the types of error and their persistence across different levels of language, some of the CEPA texts (levels 1 – 4) have also been tagged for evidence of self-correction. Following the current TEI Guidelines for the mark-up of altered, corrected and erroneous texts (Burnard and Bauman 2008, Section 11.3), we distinguish the following categories:

· DELETION (i.e. words/letters crossed out): <del>, </del>

· ADDITION (i.e. words/letters inserted: <add>, </add>

· SUBSTITUTION (i.e. words/letters overwritten): <subst>, </subst>

Deletions, additions, and substitutions of letters are signalled within conventional word lists either by the tags themselves or as ‘fragments’, when crossings out, insertions and overwritings occur within words. By examining such fragments we hope that it will be possible to provide insights into the orthographic knowledge (competence) of the writers, i.e. by examining where the students have edited their original text.

However, there are problems with this tagging process involving the interpretation of the changes made by the students (Somers, 2005). If we compare a typical plain text file version of a student essay with the original image file, this problem of interpretation can easily be seen:

Correction-tagged text file 

One day <add>me & my family</add> decided to go on a picnic at the weekend . So my mum strated to prepare food & drink to take with us. I felt very glad & said to myself:"I will go to our farm & I will have fun". Every body were very habby.When we were there preparing our lunch the rain started to <add> fuldown</add> <subst>A</ subst>s a result, we were have to leave <subst>b</subst>efore the weather getting much worse.On the way to home the car`s motor brokebown & there wasn`t anybody to help us.So we were had to stay in the car till the rain stop.After three hours the rain finally stopped & my father took one hour to repair the car. Finally we went back home after spending the worst holiday ever!

Scanned Image file
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The insertions “me & my family” and “fuldown” are clearly indicated in the hand-written text, although there are indications from this text that both of these insertions are, in fact, edits. Unfortunately, the original words have been rubbed out. Note also that the transcriber has decided that the “A” in “As” and the “b” in before are overwritten (as indicated by the bold script), yet there are clearly other candidates for considering as overwriting, “much worse” and “brokedown”.
In summary, then, searching for <del>, <add> and <subst> in a concordance will direct attention to the points in the texts where, in the view of the person entering the data, editing has happened. However, it is clear from the scanned text that there are many different alterations made by the student during the composition process. Thus it is also useful for the researcher to look at the original text to make an independent assessment of the type of edit. This is similar to the problems with a database like VOICE (2009), where tagging has been undertaken to express the manner in which the text was produced e.g. “said in a laughing manner”. This type of tagging is not only extremely time consuming in the data entry process, but also has reliability problems. We feel that as a research tool it would therefore be better to make the original text (in this case the scanned image) available for researchers as well as the tagged text.

Some preliminary findings
To date a detailed analysis has been undertaken of errors occurring more than 10 times in the corpus. An illustration of the analytic categories which have been used in this analysis can be seen in the various spellings of the word FRIEND. Table 1 indicates the type of errors and their frequency which were found in the data, together with possible explanations:

	Token
	Type
	Possible cause
	Token
	Type
	Possible cause

	68
	frind(s)
	Phonological. Arabic does not have an /i/ /e/ distinction
	3
	frandes
	Phonological + cluster

	40
	frend(s)
	Orthographic - digraph
	3
	franed
	Phonological + cluster

	16
	firend
	Cluster epenthesis + digraph
	1
	freined
	Letter reversal + cluster epenthesis

	21
	frand(s)
	Phonological no /a/ /e/ distinction
	1
	freneds
	Orthographic + cluster

	20
	fraind(s)
	Orthographic; digraph
	1
	frenids
	Orthographic + cluster

	14
	frined
	Phonological/orthographic and cluster epenthesis 
	1
	frieand
	Orthographic 

	14
	frinde(s)
	Phonological + cluster 
	1
	frien
	Cluster simplification

	9
	freand(s)
	Orthographic - digraph
	1
	frienb
	Letter reversal

	5
	farend
	Cluster epenthesis + phonological
	1
	frinedd
	Phonological + added letter


Table 1: Analysis of misspellings of FRIEND in BALC

When these analytic categories are applied across all the errors with a frequency greater than 10, the following pattern emerges:
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Table 2: Number of errors occurring more than 10 times within different categories, Token (Type)
The initial analysis is consistent with what has been found in other studies, for example Haggar (1991) and Saghwani (2002). However, it has confirmed these findings over a much large dataset. It confirms the existence of the problem Arab readers and writers are often said to have with vowels, a problem often referred to as “vowel blindness” (Hayes-Harb, 2006, Ryan and Meara, 1991). Conversely, there are many fewer consonant errors, reflecting the fact that Arabic, as a ‘consonantal’ script directs Arab readers’ attention to consonants rather than vowels. 
Within the category of vowels the “orthographic’ subcategory is by far the largest. This subcategory contains all the misspellings of vowels, particularly vowel digraphs, and reflects the lack of transparency in English orthography in the spelling of different vowel sounds. Thus the analysis reveals that the spelling of diagraphs causes major problems for L1 Arabic EFL learners. 

However, it is also clear from the analysis of “friend” above, that a number of interlocking spelling strategies are involved, both visual (the presence of “I” and “E” in many of the misspellings) and phonological. The visual is combined with a phonological component. The /e/ phoneme does not exist in the Arabic phonological inventory, thus a difficulty in deciding between “I” and “E”. There is no /i/ /ǽ/ distinction, which could be a reason for the presence of “A” in many of the spellings. 
In contrast, the consonants are almost universally correct except that there is a great deal of epenthesis signalled by the appearance of a vowel between the consonants in the two clusters reflecting the CVCV structure of Arabic and the lack of clusters in general.. There is also no evidence of awareness of the common English rime pattern VCe where the post-consonantal ”E” would change the pre-consonant vowel from a short pure vowel to a diphthong. The complexity of the competing processing strategies is not often captured by mere macro analysis of categories and it is a mixture of categorical analysis, combined with a more qualitative analysis, which we feel will be possible using this corpus.

Conclusion and future developments
The first task is to extend this preliminary analysis to cover less frequent misspellings to try to build up a picture of the types of error and in particular the orthographic patterns which cause problems for Arabic speaking learners of English. This will also involve a comparison between the error types of the less and more proficient users to ascertain those errors which are more persistent. Further light on this issue may be provided through an analysis of the self-corrections carried out by the writers. Such an analysis will assist in the design of pedagogic materials to improve the spelling and word recognition skills of Arab learners. Such language-specific programmes are important as it is clear from this and other analyses that different L1 language users have different problems when faced with English orthography and these are linked to wider cognitive processing differences between languages as well as phonological problems (Brown 2005). 

It is also intended that the corpus itself will be made available on the web for other researchers to examine different aspects of writing produced by novice and low level Arab writers. 

At present, copies of the current version of the corpus is available on request from mick.randall@buid.ac.ae
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Vowel orthographic 	763 (43)


Vowel phonological	183 (15)


Vowel short		566 (30)


Vowel long 		243 (21)





Syllable rime		34 (4)


Syllable juncture 		76 (7)


Syllable elision 		157 (10)





Cluster epenthesis		38 (3)


Cluster reduction 		85 (5)


Consonant doubling	118 (7)





Words			255606 (1949)





Orthographic errors 	15084 (120)





Homophone		161 (11)


Punctuation 		960 (29)


Proper nouns 		382 (20





Vowels 			946 (58)      	84%





Consonants		184 (13)  	16%
































� The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has a university gateway examination in English and Mathematics called CEPA – The Common Educational Proficiency Assessment. All school students need to take this test and the school scripts were written in response to ‘retired’ CEPA test items as preparation for the examination.
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