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Introduction 

orthographic errors in isiXhosa written texts present 
themselves as evidence of isiXhosa language incompetence 
from isiXhosa L1 learners at secondary school level. These 
errors include, but are not limited to, grammar, word division, 
spelling, punctuation, vocabulary, syntactical and semantic 
errors. Errors of this nature at secondary school level also 
raise concerns about the foundation of the language and 
whether the extent of learners’ language knowledge is 
sufficient for their grade level. The isiXhosa Curriculum 
Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) curriculum specifies 
the extent of language content knowledge which learners 
ought to have acquired when they are at a particular school 
level. hence, we as researchers believe that some amount 
of language knowledge and mastery is expected of learners 
at each grade, in this case, Grade 11. Therefore, if learners 
demonstrate insufficient content language knowledge 
for their school grade, this is associated with language 
incompetence, as their language usage is not at the 
expected level. Consequently, this language incompetence 
reflects in the form of errors identified in their essays written 
in isiXhosa. Moreover, learners’ language proficiency 
is not only important for maintaining the standard of the 
language, but for curriculum purposes in higher education 
as well, especially when learners intend to pursue careers as 
linguists and language teachers. As Xeketwana (2021) has 
demonstrated, lack of proficiency in isiXhosa L1 manifests 
itself in students who are pursing degrees in education. That, 
therefore, implies that there is a need to enhance isiXhosa 
L1 use for higher education. 

Written text errors are not only a challenge in isiXhosa, 
but in other languages, including english. Research studies 

conducted at university level, such as that of Akbary 
(2017), and in high schools, such as those of Ratnaningsih 
and Azizah (2019) and Fauzan et al. (2020), have found 
errors similar to the aforementioned orthographic errors in 
english language learning. In addition, Daries and Probert 
(2020) and Batubara et al. (2021) reveal that the challenge 
of errors in writing is also experienced at primary school. 
According to Daries and Probert (2020), the writing errors 
found at primary school level in isiXhosa home Language 
are spelling errors of omission. on the other hand, Batubara 
et al. (2021) report grammatical errors such as incorrect 
use of adjectives, conjunctions, present tense and the use 
of wrong words as writing errors that are found at primary 
school in the English language. 

nevertheless, there are many ways to minimise and 
prevent such errors. In relation to limited reading as a 
contributing factor to orthographic errors, Simon and Van 
herreweghe (2010) maintain that learners of a particular 
language can develop correct spelling in that language if they 
familiarise themselves with the orthography of that language. 
To the best of our knowledge, there is no empirical study that 
has proven that teachers contribute to the errors occurring 
in learners’ texts. however, Xeketwana (2021: 1–2) reveals 
that isiXhosa-speaking students in the African languages and 
education faculties have limited knowledge of isiXhosa with 
reference to ‘grammar rules (morphemes), such as subject 
or object concords, and cohesive sentence constructions’. 
This challenge was identified in the written essays of both 
the 3rd- and 4th-year students of the Bachelor of education 
(Bed) programme, and ‘their writing is not good at all’ 
(Xeketwana, 2021: 2). As Xeketwana (2021: 2) clarifies, the 
Bed programme students are the ‘pre-service teachers of 
isiXhosa’. This then makes it even more possible that some 
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of the writing errors made by the learners are inherited from 
the teachers. This possibility should not be overlooked, as 
teachers who have the task of developing learners’ language 
competence are responsible for helping to eradicate their 
errors; but the teachers themselves may not be aware of the 
errors in their own language usage (nkani, 1998). 

In this article, we examine errors that are presented in 
the writings of Grade 11 isiXhosa L1 learners with a view to 
establishing the nature and scope of these errors. Reference 
is made to aspects of the language such as grammar, word 
division, spelling, punctuation, vocabulary, syntax and 
semantics. This article reports on a pilot study for a PhD 
research project. From a theoretical perspective, this article 
draws on the work of hymes (1972) which not only has a 
direct bearing on issues of communicative competence, but 
also underpins the arguments advanced here. 

Literature review

IsiXhosa orthography
IsiXhosa is one of the 12 official languages of South Africa 
and is categorised as a nguni language, generally known 
as the Bantu language. This language was first captured 
as a written language by the Christian missionaries who 
used a Latin alphabetical system. The first printed work 
in isiXhosa was a grammar book published in 1834. The 
language then expanded, and, as declared by Kunju 
(2017), it now extends beyond South Africa’s borders. Like 
any developed language, isiXhosa has some dialects and 
those include Gcaleka, Thembu, Bomvana, Mpondomise, 
Mpondo, hlubi, Xesibe, ntlangwini, Cele and Bhaca 
(Gxilishe, 1996). According to Switzer (1984) and Gxilishe 
(1996), ngqika was initially adopted as the standard 
isiXhosa. It was therefore used for the first printed books 
in isiXhosa (Gxilishe, 1996). IsiXhosa is now one of the 12 

constitutionally recognised languages, and it maintains its 
development and status through national bodies such as 
the Pan South African Language Board (PanSALB) whose 
functions include, but are not limited to, the regulation of the 
use of languages (Musehane & Mathabi, 2016). IsiXhosa 
is also included in the South African education system as 
one of the subjects offered at school, a situation which 
arguably exists not only to recognise and pay respect to the 
language and its people, but also to ensure its preservation.

on defining orthography, various definitions relate to one 
important thought: it refers to written prescribed rules of a 
language. The Online Oxford English Dictionary (n.d.)1, 
refers to orthography as the ‘Correct or proper spelling; 
spelling according to accepted usage or convention. Also 
personified’. Corresponding with this definition, the Online 
Merriam Webster Dictionary2 further provides the origin and 
history of the term by stating that ‘orthography’ comes from 
the Greek words ‘orthos’ which means ‘right or true’, and 
‘Graphein’ which means ‘to write’. Probert and De Vos (2016) 
argue that one cannot use the orthography of one language 
to write another language. Thus, in practice, anyone who 
writes in isiXhosa is expected to follow the standardised form 
of the language as stipulated in the isiXhosa orthography, 
without any errors. Therefore, the following section will 
expand on giving more understanding of what constitutes 
errors.

Errors 
A discussion of errors is incomplete without understanding 
the meaning of ‘errors’. This notion is confirmed in Brown 
(1941) who states that proper analysis of errors can be 
made through knowing the difference between an error 
and a mistake. The Oxford isiXhosa-isiNgesi: English-
isiXhosa School Dictionary (2014: 331) defines an error as 
a ‘mistake’. This definition follows after Brown’s explication 
of error and mistake in linguistics, referring to the latter (a 
mistake), on the one hand, as a ‘performance error that 
is either a random guess or a “slip”’ (Brown, 1941: 226). 
Furthermore, to reconcile the definition adopted here, 
Brown (1941) and as recently reiterated by Katiya et al. 
(2015), error is a deviation from a standard language rule 
that the writer failed to realise and correct until the written 
communication reached the intended receiver. 

Thus, in a school context, learners can only correct errors 
with the assistance of a teacher or peer. This therefore 
means that errors may not be corrected if a teacher is not 
aware of or cannot detect such an error. In this case, such 
an error may become permanent for the learner. 

earlier, we pointed out that errors cannot be self-corrected, 
whereas mistakes can be self-corrected if they are given 
attention. The literature reflects on the notion of editing 
as a device that is useful in correcting errors. The Oxford 
isiXhosa-isiNgesi: English-isiXhosa School Dictionary 
(2014: 325) refers to ‘editing’ as the process of checking 
and improving a piece of writing by correcting spelling 
and grammar, choosing better words, and arranging the 
information well. Correspondingly, editing is ‘a stage of the 
writing process in which a writer or editor strives to improve 
a draft by correcting errors and making words and sentences 
clearer, more precise, and as effective as possible’ 
(nordquist, 2019, par. 1). In addition, the process of editing 
involves adding, deleting and correcting spelling mistakes 
and stylistic problems (Bell, 1991). Anderson (2007), cited 
in nordquist (2019, par. 6), believes that ‘editing shapes and 
creates, refines and polishes writing’. Accordingly, editing 
is doable in a classroom environment. Anderson (2007) as 
cited in nordquist (2019, par. 6) states that

[m]ajor everyday editing instruction can take place in the first 
few minutes of class...Starting every class period with invitations 
to notice, combine, imitate, or celebrate is an easy way to ensure 
that editing and writing are done every day. 

Based on this observation, editing is arguably a skill a 
learner can acquire in class. This sentiment is in line with 
the prescriptions of the Curriculum Assessment Policy 
Statement (CAPS) (Department of education, 2011) in the 
isiXhosa curriculum which clearly stipulates proofreading 
and editing as among the steps for inclusion in the 
pedagogy of writing.

Theoretical framework

This study employs the communicative competence (CC) 
theory of hymes (1972) for three reasons. Firstly, CC is 
based on the competencies that include the following: (i) 
grammatical competence (the knowledge of lexical items 
and rules of morphology, syntax, sentence-grammar 
semantics and phonology) and (ii) discourse competence. 
Secondly, there are notable links between CC and the 
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Curriculum Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), including 
that CC theory stipulates the importance of communicating 
competently. According to the Department of education 
(2011), communicative competence is beneficial to learners 
in that it enables them to do numerous things, namely to 
acquire knowledge, achieve self-identification, manage 
the effective communication of feelings and thoughts and 
communicate with others. The Department of education 
(2011) outlines four skills which are necessary for the 
isiXhosa curriculum to develop communicative competence, 
namely listening and speaking, reading, and viewing, writing 
and presenting and the skill of language structures and 
conventions.

There are also some links between the CC theory and 
orthography, which are connected in that they both require 
correct use of the language and its rules. understandably, 
communicative competence may only be achieved through 
one’s linguistic competence and performance in all the CC 
components. With orthography, as mentioned in Musehane 
and Mathabi (2016), any violation to the standard rules of the 
language is considered ungrammatical and unacceptable. 
With regard to how communicative competence is used in 
home language teaching, it is for the reasons mentioned 
here that we believe that the CC components are compatible 
with the language skills prescribed by IsiXhosa home 
Language CAPS. Thirdly, CC is one of the theories that is 
more relevant to the focus of this study, because among 
others, it places an emphasis on the correct use of grammar. 
how different scholars have looked at communicative 
competence over the years has changed, and new insights 
and updates have been brought forward (Kenwit & Solon, 
2023). There have been some developments in the concepts 
of CC; however, they share similar insights as they still 
regard grammatical competence, discourse competence and 
sociolinguistic competence as part of the basic components 
of communicative competence. 

Research design and methodology

This case study adopted mainly a qualitative approach 
with the intention to investigate, unearth and analyse the 
orthographic errors in learners’ writing, as stated in the 
background of the study. A qualitative research design was 
selected with the understanding that it has the potential of 
providing a better comprehension and validation of the 
emerging themes which would hypothetically yield more 
accurate findings. A limited quantitative analysis was 
further adopted to enable a comparison of the nature and 
the scope of errors found in June and December exams’ 
learners’ scripts. An error analysis methodology by ellis and 
Barkhuizen (2005) was employed where the following error 
analysis steps were followed: collection of learner language 
(texts); identification of errors; description of errors; 
explanation of errors; and evaluation of errors. 

Participants
Study participants were the secondary school Grade 11 
isiXhosa L1 learners studying at a township school in the 
Western Cape area of nyanga. As mentioned earlier, this is 
a pilot study for a PhD research project. Learners’ original 
isiXhosa essay scripts were collected from the selected 

school in the Western Cape. however, the five learner 
participants, comprising both males and females, were 
systematically selected from the data of five Grade 11 
classes of one school in 2016. The medium of instruction 
at the school is english; only isiXhosa is taught and learnt 
using isiXhosa language (and they learn it at first language 
[L1] level). 

Sampling 
Duplicates of the learners’ original isiXhosa essay scripts 
were accessed from their school through systematic 
selection: one script was selected after 10 counted scripts 
from each set out of five sets of data for the five Grade 11 
classes’ June exam data. Thus, the set of data comprised 
five paper 3 essays from June and five paper 3 essays 
from December of the same five learners whose scripts 
were selected in June, totalling 10 scripts for analysis as 
data units for this study. Further to the reason provided 
above, collecting data from two different periods (June 
and December) was to determine whether there was any 
improvement based on the feedback which was provided by 
the teachers for learners to use for language development 
over that time. The systematic selection procedure was 
meant to prevent bias and ensure the highest degree of 
representation of all data sets of five Grade 11 classes’ 
June data for us. 

Data capturing
As mentioned, the data source was learner essays. The first 
author personally visited the school to collect the duplicated 
scripts of the learners’ systematically selected original test 
essays. The essay scripts for each learner were from both 
the June and December examinations of 2016. Thus, there 
were 10 scripts, two written by each of the five learners, 
i.e., five June exam essay scripts and five December exam 
essay scripts. The intention and expectation was that, 
through feedback, learners’ language would improve with 
regard to the orthographic errors they make in their writings.

Data analysis 
Corder’s (1981) error analysis model is adopted as an 
analytical framework. This type of analysis is used for 
analysing texts for grammatical correctness and the 
correctness of words and their meaning in a sentence. 
Where deviations, discrepancies and errors are identified, 
a well-formed reconstruction of a word or sentence is made 
for comparison to see the difference in the application 
of the orthographic rules based on the rules of isiXhosa 
standard orthography, as stipulated in the IsiXhosa Old 
Orthography (PanSALB, 1976) and Satyo (1996). In the 
analysis process, the essays were read through using the 
error analysis method of ellis and Barkhuizen (2005). The 
determining factor that decided whether a learner had made 
an error or a mistake was editing: if a learner had made a 
mistake and was able to detect and correct it, that correction 
automatically fell under the category of a mistake, not an 
error. Where no correction was made by a learner, an error 
was identified and an identification mark was made.3

After the errors were identified, there followed 
an explanation (where necessary)4 and a sentence 
reconstruction where the correction of errors is made. A 
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comparison to see which errors had been made by each 
learner was also made. All this was done through a recording 
process, with data relating to each learner captured in a 
table next to that learner’s name. The recording was done 
according to the following categories: the use of grammar; 
spelling; punctuation; word division; syntax; semantics; and 
vocabulary. errors, deviations and discrepancies in the use 
of isiXhosa in texts were identified in all seven of these 
aspects of a language. 

Lastly, all errors identified in the learners’ scripts were 
counted and the numbers in each category were totalled 
to determine the frequency of each type of error. This was 
also done to identify the grammatical rules that had been 
violated (and which were violated more often than others). 
The frequency of rule violation and error frequency also 
determine the seriousness of a rule violation and the extent 
to which such errors may be addressed, as well as the 
possibility of eradicating a particular error in the teaching and 
learning of isiXhosa. 

Data presentation and analysis of learner errors

As mentioned earlier, this article examines writing errors 
with a view to establishing the nature and scope of these 
errors. This section presents and analyses the errors 
detected in the learners’ written texts. errors detected in 
the essays from both June and December exams were 
seen in different language components, namely grammar, 
spelling, punctuation, word division, syntax, semantics 
and vocabulary. Anomalies such as multiple errors 
(more than one error in a word) were also detected. The 
communicative competence (CC) theory also guided the 
error detection, particularly with regard to grammar and 
discourse. Thus, the errors made in the different language 
components which are the focus of this study will be 
regarded as violations in isiXhosa orthography. Further 
to that, such errors are understood to provide insights into 
the level of communicative competence of the participants 
of this study. As noted in the theoretical framework section, 
there have been some developments and new insights on 
the conceptualisation of CC. however, there are still some 
similarities in these insights. Kanwit and Solon (2023) say 
that authors have different concepts in the construct of 
communicative competence. however, it is notable from 
their concepts that they recognise linguistic or grammatical 
knowledge and contextualised language use as some of the 
key elements. Thus, these elements will be considered here 
as the features that ones’ language use ought to display to 
be considered communicatively competent. 

Grammar
Table 1 presents an error of grammar where there is 
a replacement of a vowel in a verb. This replacement 
affects the tense which changes from the past to present 
continuous and this affects the grammar in the sentence 

where this verb used. errors pertaining to verbs with 
irregular forms have been mentioned in Ratnaningsih and 
Azizah (2019) as errors found in writing, while errors of 
verb tense were found in their research in english writing in 
Grade 11. In addition, errors pertaining to the present tense 
are mentioned in Batubara et al. (2021) as grammatical 
errors that are found in the writings of primary school 
learners in the English language. 

Table 2 presents errors of grammar in plural forms. There 
is an omission of a second vowel that shows a plural prefix 
in a noun, or prefixed formatives in other parts of speech 
where there should be doubling, as presented in this 
table. Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019) mention singular-
plural grammatical error as one of the errors found in the 
writings of Grade 11 english learners. This error is similar 
to the omission of a second vowel identified in this research 
because vowel doubling in isiXhosa is an indication of the 
plural form in the words that are presented in this table. 
This grammatical error also relates to the errors of grammar 
mentioned in Xeketwana (2021), where he attributes the 
grammatical errors made by the students to the lack of 
knowledge of the grammatical rules. 

Table 3 presents errors of omission of conjunctions 
such as ukuba, kunye and ngokuba, which affect sentence 
coherence. errors in writing the conjunctions are mentioned 
in Batubara et al. (2021) as grammatical errors that are found 
in the writings of primary school learners in english. Similarly, 
Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019) mention connectors as a 
type of error that is found in the writing of Grade 11 learners.  

Table 4 presents the errors in the use of concord in nouns 
such as in ufunda and ibisi. These errors are also evident 
in the use of verbs such as yenza. on the other hand, 

Table 2: Plural forms 

Learner Error Correction
One impahla iimpahla
Two ngenyawo ngeenyawo
Four intsuku iintsuku
Five imali iimali

Table 3: omission of conjunctions or demonstrative pronouns

Learner Error Correction
Two …ibangele umntwana… …ibangele ukuba 

umntwana…
Three …ungazithengela nendlu 

nantoni…
…ungazithengela nendlu 
kunye nantoni…

Four   …ndithethe abantu… …ndithethe ngokuba 
abantu…

Table 4: Deviation from the use of proper concords in nouns and verbs

Learner Error Correction
One …ufuna ufunda… …ufuna ukufunda…
Three …imfundo yenza izinto 

uzibone…
…imfundo ikwenza izinto 
uzibone…

Five  …alikhalelwa ibisi esele 
lichithekile…

…alukhalelwa ubisi esele 
luchithekile…

Table 1: Verb tense 

Learner Error Correction
One bafumane bafumene
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Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019) mention word form and 
word choice as types of errors that are found in the writings 
of Grade 11 learners. The identified errors may also be 
associated with the selection of an incorrect word or form. 
These words are the correct words or forms that exist in 
isiXhosa that could have possibly been used without proper 
grammatical knowledge of how they should be used. 

Table 5 presents errors of addition in words such as wu in 
owuzifunayo, and ela in zokufundela. These errors are found 
in adjectives and affect the grammar of the sentence in that 
they cannot be grammatically accounted for in isiXhosa 
grammar. In the case of zokufundela, the addition of a 
suffix extends the adjective and gives it a completely wrong 
meaning that does not even exist in isiXhosa. The errors 
displayed on this table are what Ratnaningsih and Azizah 
(2019) refer to as production of a wrong communication 
effect in respect of pragmatic error and lexical error which 
pertain to a violation of rules of speaking and vocabulary. 
errors in the use of adjectives were also found in the 
research results of Batubara et al. (2021). Ratnaningsih and 
Azizah (2019) also present errors pertaining to the writing 
of verbs, even though they are of a different nature from the 
ones presented in this table.

Spelling
Table 6 presents spelling errors in respect of substitution, 
omission and addition. According to Daries and Probert 
(2020), substitution refers to replacing certain graphemes 
with incorrect ones. This is exactly what is presented in this 
table as three errors show substitution and one of these 
three, ungumhlali, completely changes the meaning of the 
word. Daries and Probert (2020) also present errors of 
omission, while mentioning errors of addition (insertion) in 

their classification of errors. however, the errors of omission 
that they present differ from the ones presented in Table 
6. Meanwhile, the data analysed in their research did not 
reflect the spelling error of addition. According to Daries 
and Probert (2020), insertion refers to addition of incorrect 
graphemes. This is exactly what is presented in this table. 
In addition, Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019) report spelling 
as one of the language components where errors were 
found in the Grade 11 learners’ english writing. however, 
they do not clarify which types of spelling errors those were. 

Punctuation
Table 7 presents errors in the use of punctuation marks 
and capitalisation in respect of the following: incorrect use 
of capitalisation; substitution of a full stop with a comma; 
failure to use capitalisation on national/tribal designations; 
failure to use a hyphen in compound words and to avoid 
vowel juxtaposition in a word; and omission of a full stop. 
As indicated in Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019), errors 
of punctuation are among the errors found in writing. 
These authors confirm this through their findings where 
punctuation errors were reported to be part of the writing 
errors in the writings of Grade 11 english learners. 

Table 5: Addition of a consonant, syllable and a suffix.

Learner Error Correction
Three  …uyazazi izinto 

owuzifunayo…
…uyazazi izinto ozifunayo…

Five …izixhobo zokufundela… …izixhobo zokufunda…

Table 7: use of punctuation marks and capitalization

Learner Error explanation Correction
One iAfrikaans …kwindawo abahlala kuyo, 

banethamsanqa…
Failure to use a hyphen to avoid vowel 
juxtaposition. Substitution of a full stop 
with a comma.

i-Afrikaans [however, this is not appropriate 
isiXhosa; it is also a deviation from 
isiXhosa vocabulary. See vocabulary errors 
in Table 11] …kwiindawo abahlala kuzo. 
Banethamsanqa…   

Two …kuyiwe eDiphini… Incorrect use of capitalisation. …kuyiwe ediphini…
Three …kwaye ke lithi elamaxhosa…  Failure to use a capital letter on the tribal 

designation.
…kwaye ke lithi elamaXhosa…

Four …abayiboni njengento… ebalulekileyo 
imfundo ulutsha…

omission of a full stop. …abayiboni njengento…   ebalulekileyo 
imfundo. Ulutsha…

Five Inkxasomali  Failure to use a hyphen in a compound 
word.

Inkxaso-mali

note: on the error of the use of a hyphen made by Learner one and on the error of substitution of a full stop with a comma made by Learner 
Two grammatical errors have also been attended to even though they have been addressed in the tables where errors of grammar are 
addressed. Attending to grammatical errors in this table is meant to avoid confusion. Thus, the number of grammatical errors that will be 
added on the number of errors identified will exclude the ones in this table since adding them would be repetition and may negatively affect 
the accuracy of findings with reference to the frequency of grammatical errors.

Table 6: errors of substitution, omission, and addition

Learner Error explanation Correction
One abapho Substitution of a 

vowel.
Abaphe

Two umnu omission of a 
consonant.  

umntu

Three uyindinge Addition of a 
consonant.

Uyidinge

Four ungumhlali 
webhola

Substitution of 
consonantal a 
sound.

ungumdlali 
webhola

Five ukwenzele Substitution of a 
vowel.

Ukwenzela
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Word division
Table 8 presents word division errors of conjunctivism 
regarding unnecessary division, and disjunctivism regarding 
incorrect division and joining of words that should be written 
separately. In his research, Xeketwana (2021) reports that 
errors of word division are some of the errors found in the 
writings of isiXhosa-speaking students at university and 
have a high frequency. These errors pertain to joining 
words that should be written separately with specific 
reference to demonstratives and nouns. Van Wyk (1995) 
speaks of isiXhosa as a conjunctive and agglutinative 
language. This means that the words that are written 
separately in other languages are written together in 
isiXhosa. Word division errors in respect of unnecessary 
division and incorrect division are not reported on the 
literature studied here, but that does not mean that they 
are not part of the errors found in the writings of learners or 
students, and the data in this study has proven that. 

Syntax 
Table 9 presents syntactical errors pertaining to 
redundancy. other types of errors such as unnecessary 
word division, omission of conjunctions, incorrect use 
of punctuation marks and incorrect word construction 
are also found alongside redundancy. In their research, 
Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019) found word order errors in 
the writings of Grade 11 english learners which are of the 

same nature as syntactical errors because they are errors 
of incorrect word organisation in a sentence. Xeketwana 
(2021) also found errors pertaining to cohesive sentence 
construction in the writings of isiXhosa-speaking university 
students and they affect sentence connections in some 
paragraphs. however, the errors of coherence in this study 
pertain to lack of coherence within sentences, caused by 
incorrect word organisation, improper selection of parts 
of speech, use of incorrect concord and the addition of 
unnecessary words. 

Semantics 
Table 10 presents semantic errors pertaining to the 
substitution of consonantal sounds, incorrect use of concord 
which changes the intended meaning, incomplete words, use 
or selection of words and addition or omission of other parts 
of speech which leaves the sentence incomplete. These 
errors affect sentence coherence and meaningfulness. 
The parts of speech referred to include verbs, adverbs, 
adjectives, relatives, copulatives sentence connectors and 
conjunctions. In some instances, some of these types of 
errors are found in one sentence and impact heavily on the 
meaning of the sentence. Some of these are mentioned in 
Ratnaningsih and Azizah (2019) as types of writing errors. 
These authors report errors of word choice, addition of 
words, omission of words and unclear meaning found in the 
writing of Grade 11 english learners. Similar to these errors 

Table 8: Conjunctivism and disjunctivism

Learner Error explanation Correction
One bangayi fumaniyo Unnecessary division bangayifumaniyo
Two abalemihla Failure to divide a possessive pronoun and 

a noun.
abale mihla

Three Usukaphi njenga lemoto Failure to divide a verb and an 
interrogative. Incorrect division.

usuka phi?
njengale moto

Four ndisikhethi leyo
Kwesisihloko

Unnecessary division. 
Failure to divide a locative demonstrative 
and a noun.

ndisikhethileyo 
Kwesi sihloko

Five kwa kuba 
bayakuzikhalela

Unnecessary division. 
Failure to divide a helping verb and a verb.

Kwakuba 
baya kuzikhalela

Table 9: Redundancy, with other types of errors such as unnecessary word division, omission of conjunctions, incorrect use of punctuation 
marks and incorrect word construction5

Learner Error explanation Correction
One …ngoku fumana umasilingane kwaye 

baze bafumana imfundo…
unnecessary word division and 
redundancy.

…ngokufumana umasilingane, 
bekwafumana nemfundo…

Two Abalemihla umntu uvuka nokuba 
kungabani na ixesha, avuke futhi 
abukele…

Failure to divide words as per the 
isiXhosa grammatical rules, and 
redundancy

Abale mihla abantwana bavuka nokuba 
kungabani na      ixesha, baqwele 
ngokuvuka babukele...

Three Ngoku ukuze ibekanti uyafakwa 
emsebenzini kufuneka ubenebanga 
elineshumi-linambini.

Failure to divide words as per the 
isiXhosa grammatical rules, use of 
hyphenation, incorrect concord and 
redundancy.

Ngoku, ukuze ube kanti uyaqe- shwa 
emsebenzini kufune- ka ube nebanga 
leshumi elinambini.

Four …abantu bayawadelela amandla 
abanawo ngokuba umntu ukuba 
angakwazi ukunyamezela imfundo…

Redundancy and selection of an 
unsuitable word.

…abantu bayawadelela amandla abanawo, 
ukanti ukuba bangakwazi ukunyamezela 
imfundo…

note: Table 9 presents examples of sentences with syntactical errors. however, not only syntactical errors are found in these sentences but 
other errors such as unnecessary word division, omission of conjunctions, incorrect use of punctuation marks and incorrect word construction 
are also found. Thus, this table has an explanation column where all the errors found in each sentence are explained.
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and the ones displayed in Table 10 are the ones reported 
by Xeketwana (2021), namely incorrect subject or object 
concord and cohesive sentence construction as errors found 
in the writings of university students.   

Vocabulary
Table 11 presents vocabulary errors. IsiXhosa Old 
Orthography (n.d.) and Satyo (1996) consider vocabulary 
as one of the important components of isiXhosa. The use 
of words from other languages while isiXhosa has a word 
of its own is considered an error in this article. The use of 
words from other languages is generally normal. however, 
language users should only practise borrowing in the 
absence of a term for which the borrowed term refers to in 
their language. According to nordquist (2023: 1), language 
borrowing is also known as ‘lexical borrowing’ and in 
linguistics it refers to ‘the process where a word from one 
language is adapted for use in another. The word that 
is borrowed is then called a borrowing, a borrowed, or a 
loanword’. emphasis is placed on the fact that language 
borrowing happens freely among languages, and generally, 
this happens when there is a newly invented object, or a 
newly established institution and the borrowing language 
does not yet have a word of its own for the invention or 
development (Britannica, n.d.). This is not the case with 
what is presented in the table above because isiXhosa has 
words for all the borrowed words used, as shown on the 
correction column.

Multiple errors
Table 12 presents a combination of deviations from the 
rules of the language aspects investigated in this study. The 
combinations of these include the categories and nature of 
errors displayed in all the previous tables. Such deviations 
are at word, phrase, or sentence level. These deviations 
are not mentioned anywhere in the literature.  however, the 
existence of this category of errors may not be overlooked 
as they could indicate a serious challenge in teaching and 
learning of isiXhosa. 

Findings and discussion5

This section discusses the findings about the following 
language components: grammar, spelling, punctuation, 
word division, syntax, semantics and vocabulary. It 
specifically compares the proportion and frequency of 
different types of errors made by learners in June and 
December exams regarding these language components. 

Proportion and frequency of different types of errors in 
June exam essays

Grammatical errors
Figure 1 shows that grammatical errors were found in all the 
essays in June. Learner Three made the most grammatical 
errors, while Learner Five made the fewest. Moreover, 
grammatical rules were the second most violated item, 
compared to the rules of the other language aspects.

Spelling errors
Figure 1 shows that spelling errors were found in all five 
learners’ essays. Learner Three made the most spelling 
errors, while Learner one made the fewest spelling errors. 
Moreover, spelling rules were less frequently violated 
compared to grammar, punctuation and word division rules, 
but were more frequently violated compared to syntax, 

Table 10: Deletion and/or substitution of a sound or incorrect use of concord which changes the intended meaning; incorrect use of a word and 
omission of other parts of speech, such as verbs and adjectives.

Learne Error explanation Correction
One …ngoba benzelwa nezikolo ezintle 

ezise mgangathweni ophezulu nemfudo 
ephezulu.

Substitution of a sound, incorrect use of 
a concord and omission a verb, a relative 
and a descriptive copulative.

…ngoba benzelwa nezikolo ezihle 
nezisemgangathweni ophezulu bafumane 
nemfu- ndo ekwizinga eliphezulu.

Two Abalemihla umntu uvuka… Incorrect selection of words. Abale mihla abantwana bavuka…
Three …ndiza kuthetha ngalomba ungasentla 

ndivokotheke ngawo…
use of incorrect concord, addition of 
unnecessary instrumental adverbs. 

…ndiza kuthetha ngalo mba ungasentla 
kuvokotheke.

Four Abantu mabaye ukuzijo- ngela phantsi… Incomplete verb. Abantu mabayeke ukuzijo- ngela phantsi…
Five Koko mabalisebenzise ithuba 

abalifumanayo…
Incorrect conjunction. Ngoko ke, mabalisebenzise ithuba 

abalifumanayo…

Table 12: A combination of different errors in words, phrases and sentences

Learner Error explanation Correction
One Untwana Incorrect capitalisation in the middle of the sentence and incorrect spelling. umntwana
Two imfono-mfono Failure to use capitalisation on the first word of the sentence and incorrect use of a 

singular form.
Iimfono-mfono

Three Isona unnecessary capitalisation in the middle of the sentence and incorrect spelling. isonka
Four nakhwenkwe use of incorrect concord and incorrect spelling. nenkwenkwe
Five i Sebenzisa Incorrect capitalisation and unnecessary division isebenzisa

Table 11: use of words from other languages

Learner Error Correction
One iAfrikaans isiBhulu
Two yi-technology bubuchwepheshe
Three Iprofession ikhondo
Four Oktobha EyeDwarha
Five mahala simahla
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vocabulary and semantics rules, with just Learner Three 
making more errors in spelling and semantics. 

Punctuation errors
Figure 1 shows that punctuation errors were also found in 
all five essays. Learner Four made the most punctuation 
errors, while Learner Three made the fewest punctuation 
errors. Moreover, punctuation rules were more frequently 
violated compared to spelling, syntax, semantics and 
vocabulary rules, but less frequently violated compared to 
grammar and word division rules. 

Word division errors
Figure 1 shows that word division errors were also found in 
all five essays. Learner Three made the most word division 
errors, while Learner Five made the fewest word division 
errors. Moreover, word division rules were more frequently 
violated compared to the rules of all the other language 
aspects.

Syntactical errors
Figure 1 shows that syntactical errors were found in four of 
the five essays. Learner Five’s essay was the only essay 
with no syntactical errors. Learners Three and Four made 
the most syntactical errors equally, while Learner one 
made the fewest syntactic errors. Moreover, the syntax 
rules were more frequently violated compared to vocabulary 
and sematic rules, but less frequently violated than 
grammar, spelling punctuation and word division rules.

Semantic errors
Figure 1 shows that semantic errors were also found in 
all five essays. Learner Three made the most semantic 
errors, while Learners one and Two made fewer semantic 
errors compared to Learners Three and Four. Moreover, 

semantic rules were more frequently violated compared 
to vocabulary, but less frequently violated than grammar, 
spelling, punctuation and word division rules.

Vocabulary errors
Figure 1 shows that, out of the five essays, vocabulary errors 
were found in three essays (Learners one, Two and Five). 
In the essays of Learners Three and Four, no vocabulary 
errors were found. Learner Five made the most vocabulary 
errors, compared to Learners one and Two who made an 
equal number of vocabulary errors. Moreover, there was less 
deviation from vocabulary rules compared to the violation of 
the rules of all the other six language aspects.

Proportion and frequency of different types of errors in 
December exam essays

Grammatical errors
Figure 2 shows that grammatical errors were found in 
all essays of the five learners. Learners Two and Four  
made many grammatical errors equally, compared to the 
other three learners, while Learners one and Three made 
fewer grammatical errors than Learner Five. Moreover, 
grammatical rules were the third most violated language 
rule, followed by spelling, while vocabulary was less 
violated than syntax and semantics.

Spelling errors
Figure 2 shows that spelling errors were also found in all 
five essays. Learner one made the most spelling errors, 
followed by Learner Four, while Learners Two, Three 
and Five made fewer spelling errors equally. Moreover, 
spelling rules were less frequently violated than grammar, 
punctuation and word division rules, but more frequently 
violated than syntax, semantics and vocabulary.
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Punctuation errors
Figure 2 shows that punctuation errors were also found in all 
five essays. Learner Two made the most punctuation errors, 
while Learner Three made the fewest punctuation errors. 
Moreover, punctuation rules were more frequently violated 
compared to the rules of all the other six language aspects.

Word division errors
Figure 2 shows that word division errors were also found 
in all five essays of the five learners. Learner Three made 
the most word division errors, while Learner one made 
the fewest word division errors. Moreover, word division 
rules were more frequently violated compared to those of 
grammar, spelling, semantic, syntax and vocabulary, but 
less frequently violated than punctuation rules. 

Syntactical errors
Figure 2 shows that syntactical errors were found in only 
two of the five essays (Learners Three and Four). no 
syntactical errors were found in other learners’ essays. 
Learner Three made more syntactical errors than Learner 
Four. Moreover, syntax rules were more frequently 
violated than vocabulary rules, but less frequently violated 
than grammar, spelling, punctuation, word division and 
semantic rules.

Semantic errors
Figure 2 shows that semantic errors were found in four of 
the five essays (Learners one, Two, Three and Four). 
Learners Three and Four made the most semantic errors 
equally, while Learner Two made fewer semantic errors 
than Learner one. Moreover, semantic rules were more 
frequently violated than syntactical and vocabulary errors, 

but less frequently violated than grammar, spelling, 
punctuation and word division rules.

Vocabulary errors
Figure 2 shows that vocabulary errors were found in only 
two of the five essays (Learners Three and Four). Learner 
Three made more vocabulary errors than Learner Four. 
Moreover, there was less deviation from the vocabulary 
aspect than all the rules of the other six language aspects.

Implications for teaching and learning 

The findings of this study reveal that some learners were 
struggling to master the language, as reflected in the forms 
of errors they made in respect of the language aspects 
that were researched in this study, namely grammar, 
spelling, punctuation, word division, syntax, semantics and 
vocabulary. These are some of the errors that the literature 
outlines as the errors that are common in learners’ written 
texts. Some language aspects were more problematic to 
master than others. Additionally, some of these learners 
had a good command of some language aspects, while 
they had a limited command of others. There was also 
inconsistency in their usage and mastery of isiXhosa, if 
one considers the changes in the use of language between 
June and December as shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

Regarding grammar, these learners showed some 
incompetency, even with basics such as sentence 
construction, the use of concord and the application of some 
parts of speech. Word division also seemed to be a challenge 
for all five learners. The learners’ challenge of mastering 
the basics of the language such as sentence construction, 
concord and verb tense has also been mentioned in the 
literature. As mentioned earlier, two different sets of data 
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(from the June and December exams) were analysed. The 
purpose was to determine whether these learners’ writing 
would improve in terms of the errors made in June and those 
made in December. 

There is an issue of teacher feedback which was not 
mentioned earlier. Ideally, the feedback given by teachers 
after June should have assisted learners to correct the 
errors they have made in their writings then. Although efforts 
have been made by teachers to address orthographic errors 
through providing feedback to learners, the findings of this 
study suggest that there is no improvement in how these 
learners write in relation to the errors that they make when 
writing. As the results show, the frequency of errors in the 
June data is higher than in the December data. The effects of 
these errors on teaching and learning, language development 
and language conservation from the findings of this study 
have many implications, linking the failure to address errors 
made by learners prior to their passing Grade 12 to: 
(1) The danger of an increased isiXhosa subject failure rate; 

and
(2) The creation of language problems, especially with the 

current debates about decolonising the curriculum and 
use of African languages in higher education. 

Also, in relation to language conservation and proficiency, 
the findings are not convincing regarding effective learning 
and teaching. Reference can be made to anomalies such 
as multiple errors which were also identified. This leaves 
the language foundation questionable in terms of preparing 
learners for higher grades and effectiveness of knowing 
the language as their mother tongue. This therefore raises 
some questions about their communicative competence 
pertinent to the core elements of CC, namely linguistic or 
grammatical knowledge, and contextualised language use. 
This is because the errors detected in their writing include 
grammar, vocabulary and semantics, which we consider to 
bear some relevance to these elements of communicative 
competence. When putting all these implications together, 
they raise concerns about the deterioration of the isiXhosa 
language and the achievement of the expected language 
standard at learner level. It is most obvious that more 
attention needs to be given to the teaching and learning of 
isiXhosa in all the language aspects to maintain those that 
are less of a challenge and to improve those that seem to 
be more of a challenge. 

Conclusion and recommendations 

Conclusion
In this article, we set out to focus on examining errors 
presented in the writings of Grade 11 isiXhosa L1 learners 
with a view to establishing the nature and scope of these 
errors. Three conclusions can be drawn from this analysis: 
firstly, some of the learner errors pertain to grammar, 
spelling, punctuation, word division, syntax, semantics 
and vocabulary. however, these errors are probably not 
committed intentionally. Lack of orthographic knowledge 
seems to be the main cause of these errors. This claim 
is based on the identified errors, such as incorrect 
construction of plurals, incorrect word division and incorrect 
use of capitalisation which ideally should not have been 
committed by a Grade 11 isiXhosa L1 learner.  

Secondly, deliberate efforts were made in terms of data 
selection, using the June and December exam scripts. As 
mentioned earlier, the intention – and expectation – was 
that, through feedback, learners’ language would improve. 
Feedback on the June and December scripts was, of course, 
provided by the teachers. To our surprise, as is evident 
from this study, there was no improvement whatsoever, as 
learners did not address their errors. It is not known whether 
this failure can be attributed to the type of feedback provided 
by the teachers, or by the unresponsiveness or attitude 
of the learners towards the given feedback. This naturally 
requires future research.

Finally, to some extent, the findings of this study and 
the implications drawn from them assist in alerting the 
readership to the dangers of what may occur if orthographic 
errors persist without being addressed. These dangers 
include the compromised quality of the isiXhosa language 
at school level, an increased failure rate, obtaining low 
marks in assessments of isiXhosa as a subject, and a lack 
of proficiency in isiXhosa as a first language. All of these 
raise questions about the grounding of isiXhosa as a subject 
and the deterioration of isiXhosa as a language, which 
might possibly make it difficult for isiXhosa L1 learners to 
use isiXhosa proficiently for curriculum purposes in higher 
education.

Recommendations 

Schools are the appropriate spaces to learn any language, 
and the only spaces where the standard form of isiXhosa 
can be learnt so that anyone who has learnt isiXhosa can 
use standard isiXhosa orthography and grammar, whether 
in speaking or writing. It is therefore recommended that, 
firstly, learners should correct orthographic errors in their 
texts before they hand their texts in to the teacher, as 
per the CAPS prescriptions. This is important since the 
evidence of a learner’s editing can help a researcher and 
a teacher analyse errors in texts and discern whether a 
learner has committed a mistake or an error. Secondly, 
learners should be encouraged to write short paragraphs as 
informal tasks (those can be in the form of writing lessons) 
and to read more isiXhosa material outside school hours. 
These exercises will teach learners about the importance 
of following the orthographic rules when they write and 
thus educate them about the importance of isiXhosa and 
its maintenance in our communities and countrywide. 
Thirdly, teachers should give attention to errors identified in 
learners’ texts and address them properly to minimise the 
possibility of errors compromising the language standard 
which may finally lead to language deterioration. Fourthly, 
spelling tests and lessons should be conducted regularly 
in isiXhosa classrooms in both the General education and 
Training (GeT) and Further education and Training (FeT) 
phases. Fifth, schools and the curriculum should provide 
for reading periods during contact time. These periods will 
assist learners to participate in isiXhosa spelling, reading 
and writing competitions which should also be introduced 
in schools as a form of extrinsic motivation. In addition, 
these competitions will enable learners to pass the isiXhosa 
Systemic tests6 which we also recommend be introduced 
in schools as a way of addressing learners’ orthographic 
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errors. Lastly, teachers, especially the novices should be 
provided with language workshops to close any language 
gaps that they might have. This will help them to avoid 
transferring any orthographic errors to learners. 

It is important to note that the data used in this study is 
from 2016, and the orthography used for analysis is the 
one that was current at the time this study was conducted. 
A new orthography different from that used at the time this 
study was conducted was launched in 2019. Thus, some 
of the corrections made in the analysis of this study may 
be based on the orthography which was applicable when 
this study was conducted since it coincided with the study 
commencement. Therefore, others who use this article 
are advised to familiarise themselves with the current 
orthography so that they are fully knowledgeable about all 
the changes that exist. 
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Notes

1  https://www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?scope=entries&q=ortho
graphy [Accessed 9 July 2024]

2 h t t p s : / / w w w . m e r r i a m - w e b s t e r . c o m / d i c t i o n a r y /
orthography#:~:text=a,by%20written%20or%20printed%20
symbols [Accessed 14 July 2024]

3 Tables 3, 4, 5, 7, 9 and 10 ellipses are used to show that the 
errors presented were extracted from the middle of the sentence. 
using ellipses also helps to give clues about the structure of the 
sentence to understand why the detected errors are considered 
errors.

4  Tables 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 12 are lengthy because they present 
many examples of errors. Some of these tables present words, 
phrases and sentences which contain more than one type of 
error. Thus, these tables have an explanation column so that it 
becomes easy to read and understand. 

5 The tables in the data presentation and the analysis of learner 
errors section present only a fraction of the errors found in the 
data. Data was selected and presented so that it is sufficient to 
emphasise the contents and arguments of this article. however, 
the findings presented in the graphs are based on the entire data 
as collected and analysed.

6 Systemic tests refer to assessments of learner performance to 
determine the extent to which the education system achieves 
the set social, economic and transformational goals. These 
assessments also consider the context in which teaching and 
learning take place.
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