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Abstract: In this age of globalization, EFL writing skills are essential for Chinese undergraduates, 
especially in the areas of communication, education and business cooperation. The objective of this study 
is to study and analyze EFL descriptive writing errors among Chinese undergraduates, according to 
gender and faculty of study. Descriptive research design was employed in this study. The undergraduate 
students in the study were given a descriptive writing test and their essays were marked by a lecturer 
using rubric provided by the researchers. The sample of the study consisted of 400 Chinese 
undergraduate students (200 males and 200 females,) from Hunan City University in Hunan Province, 
China. Stratified random sampling was employed in selecting the samples. Students’ errors in EFL 
writing were analyzed based on Corder’s error analysis and James’s classification of errors. The findings 
from quantitative data revealed that male students made significantly more errors than female students 
in their overall writing, mechanical, coherence and cohesion, grammar, lexical and sentence structures. 
There is also significant difference in the mean errors among students from the four faculties. Moreover, 
the results indicated that the students from the faculties of Education Management and Chinese 
Language Studies (social sciences) performed better than the students from the other faculties. In terms 
of pedagogical implications, the findings suggest that further research should be carried out to minimize 
male students’ errors in their writing skills as well as the students from the Information Technology 
and Civil Engineering faculties. 

Keywords: Error analysis, Descriptive writing, Gender, Undergraduates, Faculty, EFL, Chinese undergraduates. 

 
 
1. Introduction  
1.1. Background of the Study 

In the process of language learning, language learners inevitably commit errors. These errors 
convey information and messages about the process of language learning, learners’ language 
competence and the roots of those errors. Analyzing learners’ errors has become an essential 
requirement for answering some questions and proposing solutions to different aspects of language 
teaching. Therefore, error analysis (EA) as a diagnostic tool is a great help to the field of language 
teaching and learning (Boroomand & Rostami Abusaeedi, 2013). 

In the age of globalization, good English writing skills are essential for communication, education 
and business cooperation (Kelly-Riley, 2015). The essays written by ESL or EFL students who learn 
English as a second or foreign language usually contain different types of errors. In other words, 
acquiring English writing skills has always been a challenge for English learners. As an important skill, 
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writing needs to receive more attention. Therefore, by analyzing the writing errors committed by 
English learners, teachers can know the sources and types of these errors, so as to adopt more effective 
teaching methods and strategies and to improve the English writing ability of English learners (Hart 
Research Associates, 2015). 

As a result of researchers’ interest in the issue of gender differences from different aspects, it has 
become the subject of many studies for many years. Gender is an influential variable in nearly all social 
phenomena, including language, so it can be a  considerable source of variation among language learners 
and teachers must consider its impact on language learning.  

Gender differences have been the subject of many studies over the years. As a result, researchers 
have been interested in gender differences in many research issues. Gender is an influential variable in 
teaching and learning language (Corona et al., 2017). Therefore, it can be a considerable source of 
variation among language learners, and teachers must consider its influence on language learning 
(Voyer & Voyer, 2014).     

Khurshid and Mahmood (2012) indicated that educational discipline can influence differences in 
learning outcome and they found that learning styles vary between students from different faculties. As 
this variable has been found to affect learning, it follows that students of social and natural sciences 
should receive language instruction differently. 

There are only a few studies which have been conducted on aspects of gender differences or faculty 
differences in EFL learners’ writing skills in the field of error analysis. Following error analysis 
procedures, this study has taken college English learners from Hunan City University as the research 
subjects and analyzes the errors they make in the writing process, and compares the writing errors 
according to gender and faculty. Moreover, the results of this research are expected to help improve 
teaching and learning processes when an EFL teacher teaches students from different faculties English 
writing skills. 
 
1.2. Research Questions 

1. Is there a significant difference in the total number of writing errors in descriptive writing among 
Chinese undergraduates according to gender? 

2. Is there a significant difference in the number of mechanical errors in descriptive writing 
according to gender? 

3. Is there a significant difference in the number of coherence and cohesion errors in descr iptive 
writing according to gender? 

4. Is there a significant difference in the number of grammatical errors in descriptive writing 
according to gender? 

5. Is there a significant difference in the number of lexical errors in descriptive writing according t o 
gender? 

6. Is there a significant difference in the number of structural errors in descriptive writing according 
to gender?  

7. Is there a significant difference in the total number of writing errors in descriptive writing among 
Chinese undergraduates according to faculty? 
 

2. Review of Literature  
According to Divsar and Heydari (2017), writing skills require more effort to master than other 

language skills because writers must compose sentences and be knowledgeable of appropriate 
vocabulary to convey his/her intended meaning in an organized and coherent format. Due to the nature 
of writing, which requires a range of vocabulary, syntax and morphology, EFL learners often make 
errors in writing (Cumm ing, 2003). Students’ writing errors stem from their inability to generate ideas, 
organize discourse, control sentence structures, choose appropriate vocabulary, and use effective styles 
(Mohammed, 2014).  
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2.1. Error Analysis 
Generally speaking, error analysis is an approach which became a theory in the 1960s with Corder 

(1967) The Significance of Learner’s Errors. According to Corder (1981), error analysis is a kind of 
bilingual comparison between learners’ inter language and target language. In short, error analysis is a  
process of collecting learners’ language samples, identifying errors in the samples, describing these 
errors, classifying them according to the assumed reasons and assessing their seriousness (James, 2013). 

Christine (2016) thinks that error analysis can help to enhance teaching and learning of a second 
language or a foreign language through investigating errors made by learners. Therefore, error analysis 
might be one of the ways to enhance the target students’ English Language proficiency. According to 
Zafar (2016), only by identifying errors students can minimize them. He also pointed out that classifying 
and analyzing errors can show students and teachers which errors occur more frequently and why they 
occur. 
 
2.2. Classification of Errors 

According to James (1998), linguists are always trying to categorize the errors that language 
learners make and this is the most helpful way for applied linguists to find out the problems. Dulay, 
Burt, and Krashen (1982) pointed out that when learners specially and systematically changed the 
surface structure of the target language, errors would occur. Therefore, whatever the form and type of 
errors, they represent the damage level of the target language. 

Richards and Schmidt (2002) classified errors into two categories: inter lingual errors and intra 
lingual errors, referring respectively to the negative effects of the speaker’s native language and the 
target language itself. Christine (2016) adapted categorization of errors by both James (1998) and Dulay 
et al. (1982) and categorized the errors into three levels: first, substance (mechanics); second, text 
(grammar and lexical errors) and third, discourse (pragmatic errors and coherence). In this study, errors 
in substance and text and discourse levels will be identified. 
 
2.3. Gender and Error Analysis 

Many studies on the existence and nature of differences between men and women from different 
perspectives have been carried out, and language as a social phenomenon hasn’t been an exception. Men 
and women tend to function differently in their brain and language functions and these functions may be 
more organized in women (Dingwall (1998) cited in Chiu (2008)). Montenegro and Jankowski (2017)  
claimed that females are better than males in first and second language acquisition. Gray (2013) 
reported higher mean scores for females than males in a Japanese language class. A study by Salem 
(2006) showed significant differences between males and females in their use of memory and cognitive 
and compensation strategies, and the results were in favor of females. A study by Ginting (2018)  also 
revealed that females use more lexical density than males in their descriptive writing. However, 
findings by Vaezi and Kafshgar (2012) showed that there was no significant difference between males 
and females on lexical complexity (diversity and density) in their descriptive writing. 

Researchers have been studying whether there is a proficiency difference in second language 
learning between genders. Most research findings indicate female language learners are more proficient 
than their male counterparts. However, most studies have concentrated on describing the differences 
between students’ conversational speech errors (Alhaisoni, Al-Zuoud, & Gaudel, 2015). Bevilacqua 
(2017) was under the impression brain functions differ between men and women, and f ound language 
function may be more organized in women.  

Although the issue of gender differences has received considerable attention in the context of second 
or foreign language learning and teaching, few studies on the relationship between gender and EFL 
learners’ written errors have been carried out in China. As such, the current study has focused on the 
types of errors made by EFL undergraduates according to gender.   
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2.4. Undergraduates’ Writing Proficiency  
Usman, Muslem, and Mustafa (2019) pointed out that one of the characteristics that contributes to 

differences in language learning outcomes is academic discipline, which indicates that students from 
different faculties may obtain difference language proficiency. According to Schmitt (2000) and 
Sahragard, Khajavi, and Abbasian (2016), academic discipline is related to language exposure and 
learning strategies, and language exposure leads to differences in vocabulary learning. Furthermore, 
Durrant (2016) revealed that students’ from different faculties have different vocabulary knowledge and 
this difference affects students’ reading comprehension as well as writing ability. In addition, Nation and 
Waring (1997) found vocabulary usage is different across different faculties.  

Similarly, Peacock and Ho (2003) revealed that the use of language learning strategies is another 
factor that differentiates language learning across faculties. Students from social science faculties are 
more likely to use cognitive, compensatory, meta cognitive and social strategies, while those from 
natural sciences have a higher tendency to use affective strategies. However, in the research of Harish 
(2014), it was also found that social strategies are popular among students from natural science faculties. 
The contradictory results in previous studies were influenced by other variables, such as English 
proficiency of the research sample. There is a consensus that advanced learners use more strategies than 
lower level learners (Hashemi & Hadavi, 2015; Salahshour, Sharifi, & Salahshour, 2013).  

Nancy and Day (2012) carried out a research on “how to improve the English writing levels of first-
year non-English majors”.  The researchers designed a series of writing courses for the students from 
different faculties. Moreover, they tried to improve the writing skills of students of specific faculties in a  
similar way by analyzing the reading and writing abilities of high-level students. The outcomes of this 
study provided guidelines for teachers of writing across faculties, and reflections on how to better 
mobilize students’ reading and writing skills so as to achieve educational goals.   
 

3. Methodology  
This study uses the descriptive research design. The study was conducted at Hunan City University 

which is situated in the northern part of Hunan Province of China. The population at the university is 
about 4,000 students and they are non-English major students, freshmen in Hunan City University, 
aged between 18 to 20 years old and enrolled in the academic year 2020. Stratified random sampling 
was used to select 400 samples for this study.  
 
Table 1.  
Sample of the study. 

 Subject 
Gender 

Nature Science Social Science 
Total Civil 

Engineering 
Information 
Technology 

Chinese 
Language Studies 

Education 
Management 

Male 50 50 50 50 200 

Female 50 50 50 50 200 
Total 100 100 100 100 400 

 
Table 1 explains the details of the sample. The sample comprised 200 male and 200 female first-year 

non-English major undergraduates from four different faculties (Civil Engineering, Information 
Technology, Chinese Language Studies and Management). The researchers selected 100 
undergraduates from each faculty (50 male and 50 female). 

The descriptive writing test was used as the instrument to collect the quantitative data. The 
students were given a descriptive writing test of 350 words to be completed within 90 minutes. The 
students’ essays were marked by a lecturer using the rubric provided by the researchers and their errors 
were recorded. 

The 400 students’ writing errors (quantitative data) was analyzed using the Statistical Package for 
the Social Sciences (SPSS) among which Inferential Statistics were analysed using the Independent 
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Samples T-Test and Descriptive statistics were analysed through Mean and Standard Deviation. The 
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to determine the significance of variation in the mean 
total number of writing errors in relation to the four different faculties. 

 
4. Results and Discussion 

RQ1. Is there a significant difference in the total number of writing errors in descriptive writing 
among Chinese undergraduates according to gender? 

 
Table 2.  
Comparison of the total number of writing errors between male and female students in their descriptive writings. 

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Mean Difference t-value df p-value 
Male 200 17.84 5.160 

2.765 5.415 398 0.000 
Female 200 15.07 5.053 

Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05 

 
Table 2 shows that the total number of errors for the male students is higher (Mean=17.84, 

SD=5.160) than the female students (Mean=15.07, SD=5.053). Findings from the independent sample t-
test showed that the female students made significantly less errors than the male students in their 
descriptive writings (Mean difference=2.765, t=5.415, df=398, p=0.000). Therefore, the findings 
answer Research Question 1. These findings are consistent with findings by Alhaisoni et al. (2015)  and 
Bevilacqua (2017) which stressed language function is more organized in females than males.  
RQ2: Is there a significant difference in the number of mechanical errors in descriptive writing 
according to gender? 
 

Table 3. 
Comparison of mechanical errors between male and female students in their descriptive writings. 

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Mean Difference t-value df p-value 
Male 200 2.87 1.895 

0.515 3.134 398 0.002 
Female 200 2.36 1.345 

Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05. 

 
Table 3 shows that the mean number of mechanical errors for the male students is higher 

(Mean=2.87, SD=1.895) than the female students (Mean=2.36, SD=1.345). Findings from the 
independent sample t-test showed that there is a significant difference in the mean number of 
mechanical errors between the male and female students in their descriptive writings (Mean 
difference=0.515, t=3.134, df=398, p=0.002). Therefore, the findings answer Research Question 2. 
These results support findings by Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) which claimed that females are 
better than males in first and second language acquisition.  

RQ3: Is there a significant difference in the number of coherence and cohesion errors in descriptive 
writing according to gender? 
 

Table 4. 
Comparison of the mean number of coherence and cohesion errors between male and female students in their 
descriptive writings. 

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Mean Difference t-value df p-value 
Male 200 3.36 1.236 

1.130 10.198 398 0.000 
Female 200 2.23 0.964 

          Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05. 

 
Table 4. shows that the coherence and cohesion errors for the male students is higher (Mean=3.36, 

SD=1.236) than the female students (Mean=2.23, SD=0.964). Findings from the independent sample t-
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test showed that there is a significant difference in the mean number of coherence and cohesion errors 
between the male and female students in their descriptive writings (Mean difference=1.130, t=10.198, 
df=398, p=0.000). Therefore, the findings answer Research Question 3. The findings of the current 
study indicate that male students made significantly more coherence and cohesion errors than their 
female counterparts. These findings are parallel with findings by Salem (2006) which indicated that 
females are better than males in their use of memory, cognitive and compensation strategies.  
 RQ4: Is there a significant difference in the number of grammatical errors in descriptive writing 
according to gender? 
 
Table 5. 
Comparison of the mean number of grammatical errors between male and female students in their descriptive writings . 

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Mean Difference t-value df p-value 
Male 200 3.17 2.559 

0.590 2.348 398 0.019 
Female 200 2.58 2.465 

Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05. 

 
Table 5 shows that the mean number of grammatical errors for the male students is higher 

(Mean=3.17, SD=2.559) than the female students (Mean=2.58, SD=2.465). Findings from the 
independent sample t-test showed that there is a significant difference in the mean number of 
grammatical errors between the male and female students in their descriptive writings (Mean 
difference=0.590, t=2.348, df=398, p=0.019). Therefore, the findings answer Research Question 4 .  The 
current findings indicate that female students performed significantly better than male students in 
grammar in their descriptive writing. Errors in this area are found in word form, articles, prepositions 
and conjunctions. These findings are parallel with findings by Montenegro and Jankowski (2017) which 
indicated that females are better than males in first and second language acquisition. 

RQ5: Is there a significant difference in the number of lexical errors in descriptive writing according 
to gender? 
 

Table 6. 
Comparison of the mean number of lexical errors between male and female students in their descriptive writings . 

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Mean Difference t-value df p-value 
Male 200 5.25 2.703 

0.950 3.318 398 0.001 
Female 200 4.30 3.016 

           Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05. 

 
Table 6 shows that the mean number of lexical errors for the male students is higher (Mean=5.25, 

SD=2.703) than the female students (Mean=4.30, SD=3.016). Findings from the independent sample t-
test showed that there is a significant difference in the mean number of lexical errors between the m ale 
and female students in their descriptive writings (Mean difference=0.950, t=3.318, df=398, p=0.001) . 
These findings are not consistent with findings by Vaezi and Kafshgar (2012) who found that there was 
no significant difference between male and female on lexical complexity (diversity and density) in their 
descriptive writing. 
RQ6: Is there a significant difference in the number of structural errors in descriptive writing according 
to gender? 

Table 7 shows that the mean number of structural errors for the female students is higher 
(Mean=3.62, SD=1.747) than the male students (Mean=3.20, SD=1.907). Findings from the 
independent sample t-test showed that there is a significant difference in the mean number of structural 
errors between the male and female students in their descriptive writings (Mean difference=-0.420 , t=-
2.297, df=398, p=0.022). As such, the findings answer Research Question 6. Among the errors made by 
students in sentence structures are sentence formation, incomplete sentences, lack of proper instruction 
styles and failure in the proper utilization of compound and complex sentences. Therefore these findings 
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support findings by Ginting (2018) which indicated females write with more lexical density than males 
in their descriptive writing. 

RQ7: Is there a significant difference in the total number of writing errors in descriptive writing 
among Chinese undergraduates according to faculty? 
 

Table 7.  
Comparison of the mean number of structural errors between male and female students in their descriptive writings. 

Group N Mean Std. Deviation Mean Difference t-value df p-value 

Male 200 3.20 1.747 
-0.420 -2.297 398 0.022 

Female 200 3.62 1.907 
        Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05 

 
Table 8. 
Comparison of the mean total number of writing errors among students from different faculties in their 
descriptive writing. 

Faculty Mean 
Education Management 15.53 
Chinese Language 15.32 
Civil Engineering 17.32 
Information Technology 17.64 
Total 16.45 

 
Table 9.  
Results of One-way ANOVA showing writing errors among students from different faculties. 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 429.628 3 143.209 5.293 0.001 
Within Groups 10713.470 396 27.054   
Total 11143.098 399    

                  Note: Level of significance is at p<0.05. 

 
Table 10.  
Results of Tukey HSD test comparing students’ errors from different faculties. 

(I) Faculty (J) Faculty 

Mean 
Difference 

(I-J) 
Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower 
Bound Upper Bound 

Education 
Management 

Chinese Language 0.210 0.736 0.992 -1.69 2.11 
Civil Engineering -1.790 0.736 0.073 -3.69 0.11 
Information Technology -2.110* 0.736 0.022 -4.01 -0.21 

Chinese Language Education Management -0.210 0.736 0.992 -2.11 1.69 
Civil Engineering -2.000* 0.736 0.034 -3.90 -0.10 
Information Technology -2.320* 0.736 0.009 -4.22 -0.42 

Civil Engineering Education Management 1.790 0.736 0.073 -0.11 3.69 
Chinese Language 2.000* 0.736 0.034 0.10 3.90 
Information Technology -0.320 0.736 0.972 -2.22 1.58 

Information 
Technology 

Education Management 2.110* 0.736 0.022 0.21 4.01 
Chinese Language 2.320* 0.736 0.009 0.42 4.22 
Civil Engineering 0.320 0.736 0.972 -1.58 2.22 

Note: *. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 
Table 8 shows that the overall mean errors of the 400 students is 16.45. As for the writing errors in 

the four faculties, the students from the faculty of Chinese Language Studies made the least number of 
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errors in their writings (Mean=15.32), followed by the students from the faculty of Education 
Management (Mean=15.53) and Civil Engineering (17.32). The students from the faculty of 
Information Technology made the most number of errors in their writings (Mean=17.64). Table 9 
shows the results of One-way ANOVA which indicate that there is a significant difference in the mean 
errors among the students from the four different faculties (df=3, F=5.293, p=0.001). 

Findings in Table 10 reveal that there is a significant difference in writing errors in descriptive 
writing between the  faculty of Education Management and Information Technology (p=0.022), Chinese 
Language Studies and Civil Engineering (p=0.034), and also Chinese Language Studies and Information 
Technology (p=0.009). Therefore, the findings clearly indicate that there is a significant difference in 
the mean of writing errors among students from different faculties. These findings are consistent with 
the findings by Usman et al. (2019) who pointed out that students from different faculties obtain 
different language proficiency. Moreover, their findings also indicated that the students from the 
faculties of social science significantly outperformed their counterparts from the faculties of natural 
sciences. As stressed by Peacock and Ho (2003), students from Faculty of Chinese Language Studies and 
Education Management made minimum errors because they have better writing strategies than 
students from the Information Technology and Civil Engineering faculties. 
 

5. Conclusion 
The findings of the quantitative data of the current study reveal that female students made 

significantly less errors than their male counterparts in the overall number of errors as well as in 
mechanics, coherence and cohesion, grammar, lexical items and structure. This study also indicates that 
students from different faculties perform differently in their descriptive writings. Students from the 
Faculty of Chinese Language Studies and Education Management made significantly less errors than 
the students from the Information Technology and Civil Engineering faculties. 

In terms of theoretical implications, the findings indicate that students made most errors in lexical 
items, followed by coherence and cohesion, structure, grammar and mechanics. These findings are in 
accordance with the ‘Model of Errors’ proposed by James (2013) in which he also highlighted the same 
types of errors (mechanics, grammar, coherence and cohesion, lexical items and structure). 

Moreover, these findings also have strong pedagogical implications for EFL lecturers in the 
colleges and universities of China. The findings suggest that EFL lecturers should employ appropriate 
pedagogy to minimize male students’ errors in their writing. Based on these results, lecturers should 
also utilize effective methods to improve the male students’ English writing skills. In addition, ESL 
lecturers should adopt creative and different teaching strategies while teaching students from different 
faculties because they tend to show different results in their descriptive writings. 

It is also important to note that there are limitations in the study. First of all, the sample size of this 
study only consisted of 400 undergraduates from one Chinese university. As such, it is hoped that future 
studies will involve a larger sample from different universities in other provinces of China. In addition, 
this study only analyzed one genre of writing, which is descriptive writing. In order to obtain more 
comprehensive data on students’ writing errors, it is suggested that future researchers may conduct 
similar studies on other genres of writing, such as argumentative writing, narrative writing, and factual 
writing. Moreover, this research only pointed out that there are significant differences in the writing 
ability of students from different faculties but it did not specifically analyze the cause of students’ 
writing errors. In addition, it is suggested that future researchers can conduct quasi -experimental 
studies on the effectiveness of utilizing the process approach and the product approach to minimize 
students’ errors in writing and improve their writing skills. It is also hoped that future researchers will 
design ESL writing courses for students from different faculties to minimize students’ errors and 
enhance their writing skills.  
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