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Learners’ native language (L1) significantly affects them during the second language (L2) 

acquisition process. This cross-linguistic effect can manifest through interference of the L1 with 
learners’ developing L2 knowledge (known as “interlanguage”), leading to specific error patterns 
(Gudmestad, 2012; Huang, 2009; Sersen, 2011).1 

Currently, most studies on the topic are limited in scope, as they tend to either focus on a 
small sample, a single L1, or on a narrow range of proficiency levels (Bhela, 1999; Darus & Ching, 
2009). One way to overcome these issues is through the use of large scale learner corpora (Römer, 
2009), such as the Education First Cambridge Open Language Database (EFCAMDAT).  

The EFCAMDAT consists of short essays on a variety of topics, submitted by learners of 
English as a second language to the EF online English course (Geertzen, Alexopoulou, Baker, Jiang, 
& Korhonen, 2013). The course spans 16 proficiency levels, which cover the full range of foreign 
language proficiency, as defined by the Common European Framework of Reference for languages. 

The current study analyzes a sample of ~360,000 texts from the EFCAMDAT, written by 
~55,000 learners, with seven different dominant L1s, and across all proficiency levels. The study 
focuses on four error types in order to examine the effect that learners’ L1 has on their interlanguage 
errors. Comparison of the values for the relevant features for each error was performed using the 
World Atlas of Language Structures (Dryer & Haspelmath, 2013) for all errors but capitalization 
errors, where a more qualitative approach was adopted due to structural constraints. 

The results of the study show that learners’ L1 significantly affects the makeup of errors in 
their interlanguage, and that this effect depends on the relationship between the L1 and the target L2. 
This influence varies across error types; in certain cases, the more dissimilar the L1 from the L2, the 
higher the rate of interference, so learners make more errors in that area, while in other cases the 
opposite is true, and the greater the dissimilarity between the L1 and the L2 the lower the rate of 
interference. The nature of the error and the degree of dissimilarity also influence how this effect 
varies across the different proficiency levels. 

Overall, the scope of the current study in terms of number of learners, diversity of L1s, and 
wide range of proficiency levels, produces a valuable contribution to the field of L2 acquisition 
research, by furthering our understanding of the effects of L1 interference on learners’ interlanguage. 
These findings are valuable not only from a theoretical perspective, but also from an applied 
viewpoint, as awareness of interference errors has been shown to aid learners during second 
language acquisition (Huang, 2009; Sersen, 2011). 

  

                                                 
1 There are of course additional factors which affect second language acquisition (Gudmestad, 2012; Lekova, 2010). 
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