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Abstract 
 
Writing is one of language skills to be learned in English mastery. As the expectation 
of curriculum, writing skill is taught to High School students in Indonesia. However, 
for most of the students writing is considered as the most frustrating skill. They often 
made lots of errors in their writing composition. This research was aimed at 
describing the errors made by grade XI students of SMA Negeri 10 Banda Aceh in 
writing. The design of this study was a descriptive qualitative study. The writers used 
document analysis to obtain the data. The result of document analysis in this study 
shows that the highest percentage of writing error made by students was 
grammatical error and the lowest was in organization.  
 
Keywords: errors, writing, EFL students. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Background of Problem 
 English is learned in the context of Foreign Language for Indonesian students. 
Writing is one of the four language skills (i.e. listening, writing, speaking, and 
reading) which have to be mastered in learning English. For English as Foreign 
Language (EFL) learners, writing skill is crucial (Harmer, 2004, p. 3). As EFL learners, 
Indonesian students are expected to be able to write or express their ideas in English 
texts well as stated in the latest Indonesian Curriculum of 2013 Curriculum of 
Indonesia expects the students. Various English text types (such as hortatory 
exposition, reports, narrative, etc.) have been introduced in teaching writing to High 
School students in order to meet the curriculum expectation.  
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 Hedge (2005, p. 5) says that “effective writing requires a number of things: a 
high degree of development in the organization of ideas and information; a high 
degree of accuracy so there is no ambiguity of meaning; the use of complex 
grammatical devices for focus and emphasis; and careful choice of vocabulary, 
grammatical patterns, and sentence structures to create a style which is appropriate 
to the subject matter and the eventual readers”. It needs to be noted, however, that 
writing is considered difficult for most students. The researchers conducted a 
preliminary study by interviewing two English teachers in Senior High School (SMA) 
10 Banda Aceh regarding to students’ problems in writing. The informal interviews 
revealed that students faced problems in writing skill. The two major problems were 
grammar and word choice. 
 Moreover, most of Indonesian students especially in Aceh get little exposure to 
write in English during their time at school. In one week, students learn English for 
three hours or 180 minutes for each meeting (Grade XI English Syllabus of 2013 
Curriculum). In spite of the limited exposure, the teachers put greater emphasis on 
grammar teaching than developing students’ language skills such as writing. 
Undoubtedly, the students get difficulties in dealing with word choice, correct 
grammar, generating ideas, and ideas organization while writing in English. 
 There have been many cases of writing difficulties and this problem happens not 
only in Indonesia but also in many others around the world. One of the examples is 
as stated by Aragón Jiménez, et al. (2013, p. 6) that in the United States in 1874, 97% 
of the nation’s high school graduates entered college. However, their writing skill 
was poor although they were native speakers of English. Tangpermpoon (2008, p. 1) 
also agrees that writing is the most difficult skill since it requires the writers to focus 
on lexical and syntactic knowledge of organization in L2 to produce a good writing. In 
addition, a study by Fhonna (2014, p. 23) revealed that the area in which students 
made most errors were in agreement/verb tense (43.4%), followed by spelling 
(20.5%) and article/determiners/plurals (18%). Few errors were found in lexical 
choice (9.2%), preposition/collocation (6.3%) and the least in pronoun (2.4%).  
 Referring to the above theories, context analysis, and previous result of studies, 
therefore in this study, the writers were interested in finding the errors made by the 
students in writing. 
 
Research Problem 
 Based on the background described above, this research focuses on: What are 
the writing errors made by students of Senior High School 10 Banda Aceh?  
 
Research Objective 
 The research objective in this study is to describe the writing errors made by 
students of Senior High School 10 Banda Aceh in Indonesia. 
  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Writing 
 Sokolik and Nunan (2003, p. 98) define writing as a combination of process and 
product. The process refers to the act to invent ideas, arrange them into paragraphs, 



Proceedings of the First Reciprocal Graduate Research Symposium between University Pendidikan Sultan 
Idris and Syiah Kuala University, February 26-28, 2016, Tanjong Malim, Perak, Malaysia 

                                             

231 

 

and edit them until comprehensible to the readers. It is a progressive activity which 
is obtained through several steps.  
 Writing is considered as a difficult process even in the first language and 
become more complicated in a foreign language (Hourani, 2008, p. 1). Writing in a 
foreign language often presents the greatest challenge to the students at all stages, 
particularly essay writing because in this activity, writing is usually extended and 
therefore it becomes more demanding than in the case of writing a short paragraph. 
 
Errors 
 Richards (1971, p. 3) classifies three sources of error, i.e. interference, 
intralingual, and developmental. Interference error results from the mother tongue 
interference. This happens when the learners' native language patterns, systems or 
rules interferes the acquisition of the patterns and rules of the second language.  
 The second one, intralingual error, reflects the incorrect generalization of the 
rules within the target language. These kinds of error have no relation to the native 
language, but due to the language being learned (target language). Being 
independent from the structure of the mother tongue, intralingual errors resulted 
from generalizations based on partial exposure to the target language. 
 The last source is developmental. This error occurs when the learners 
hypothesize about the target language based on their limited knowledge. The 
developed hypotheses by the learners corresponds to neither the mother tongue 
nor the target language 
 
The Difference between Errors and Mistakes 
 A difference between errors and mistakes has been made clear by Norrish (as 
cited in Hourani, 2008, p. 5). He claims that an error is made when a learner has not 
learnt something and consistently gets it wrong. The learners make the errors 
because have not learnt the correct form. On the other hand, a mistake occurs when 
learners have been taught a certain correct form, and they use one form sometimes 
and another at other times quite inconsistently. James (1998, p. 76) also 
differentiate mistakes and errors that a mistake can be self-correction is possible 
when making mistakes, but not in errors. Errors are likely to happen regularly and 
are not recognized by the learner. 
 
Writing Errors 
 It is not surprising that errors in EFL students’ writing are unavoidable as it is 
generally accepted that writing in English is a complex process for EFL learners. 
Msanjila (2005, p. 18) analyzed some studies about categories of learner’s errors by 
Lado (1957), Richards (1971), Ho-Peng (1976), and Abbott (1981). Those experts 
classified the learner’s errors into two general categories: those which result mother 
tongue interference and those which result from within L2 interference system itself. 
Both categories of writing problems were then discussed and grouped by Msanjila 
(2005, p. 18) into:  
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1. Capitalization: Capitalization is one of required norms in writing. The failure to 
capitalize letters correctly in writing often leads to misinterpretation of 
information.  

2. Punctuation: Poor punctuation occurs when students misuse or neglect the use 
of full stops, commas, and other punctuation marks. This problem reduces both 
understanding and accuracy of the writing. 

3. Inexplicitness/Fuzziness: It is important to appreciate the value of explicitness in 
written communication. Readers are left to infer when the relationships of 
elements in writing are not clearly marked.  

4. Poor organization: Coherence and cohesion are hardly found in poor writings. 
The ideas in writing should be effectively presented or expressed and organized 
in a logical sequence. 

5. Spelling: Wrong spellings make the words difficult to understand especially for 
the readers. Also, the intended meaning of words would be hardly conveyed to 
the readers. 

6. Grammatical errors: Knowledge about grammar and the rule of sentence 
constructions are vital for writers. A good writing required the use of correct 
grammar, such as, correct tense, pronoun, agreement, etc.  

 
METHODOLOGY 
Research Method 
 This was a qualitative study and the researchers used descriptive qualitative 
research. To deal with the research design, description about students’ errors in 
writing was provided by the writers. 
 
Technique of Data Collection 
 This qualitative research was conducted at SMA Negeri 10 in Banda Aceh. The 
researchers collected some documents on students’ writing on hortatory text from 
the teacher and later analyzed them. There were four classes of Grade XI. They 
collected a total of 20 students’ writings by randomly choosing five students’ writing 
from each class of Grade XI.  
 
Technique of Data Analysis 
 The writers analyzed the collected documents and classified the data into the 
students’ writing errors adapted from Msanjila (2005, p. 18). Later, percentage of 
the errors was calculated to find out the main until the least errors on their writing.  
 
FINDINGS 
 The following table shows the frequencies and percentage of errors made by 
students in writing. 
 

Table 1. Students’ errors in writing. 
Categories of Errors Frequencies of Writing Errors Percentage of Writing Errors 

Capitalization  27 8.01% 

Punctuation 54 16.02% 
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Table 1 continued… 
Organization 22 6.53% 

Spelling 30 8.90% 

Grammatical Errors 175 51.93% 

Word Choice 29 8.61% 

  
 Table 1 revealed that the students made six categories of errors in writing. It 
showed that the highest percentage of students’ error belonged to grammatical 
error (51.93%). The second major error was punctuation which covered 16.02 %. It is 
followed by errors in spelling (8.90%), word choice (8.61%), and capitalization 
(8.01%) which had only slight difference. Lastly, poor organization became the least 
error students made in writing (6.53%).  
 
Grammatical Errors 
 The problem of grammatical errors ranks the first in the hierarchy in terms of 
raw frequencies. The following are some typical grammatical errors noted (S refers 
to Sentence): 
 
S1: Most kids, teenagers, and adults have smartphones. 
S2: Smartphone more easy to use than notebook. 
S3: them to ignorance the teacher’s explanation during the class. 
 
 Sentence 1 indicates grammatical error that student made in subject-verb 
agreement. Since the sentence has plural subject, ‘has’ should be used instead of 
‘have’. Error contained in sentence 2 shows that the student had problem in the use 
of comparative degree. ‘Easier’ is the correct form of comparative degree as the 
word ‘easy’ has two syllables. Meanwhile, the student in sentence 3 made error in 
selecting appropriate word form. This sentence requires a verb rather than a noun, 
thus ‘ignore’ (verb) should be written in the sentence. 
 
Punctuation Error 
 As the second major error made by students in this study, the example of 
students’ problem in using punctuation could be seen in the sentence below. 
 
S4: Students disagree about that rule, because smartphone is important. 
 
 The error is located in the use of comma in the sentence above. There is no 
need to put commas before the connector ‘because’ since the dependent clause 
does not precede the sentence 
 
Spelling Error 
 The following is an example of spelling errors noted in the corpus. 
 
S5: Smartphone is still eligible for students 
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 In the sentence above, the student made error in spelling the word in bold. The 
student should omit the ‘a’, therefore, the correct spelling is ‘eligible’. 
 
Word Choice Error 
 The students tended to choose words which were not suitable for the context 
they brought about. It could be seen clearly in the following example. 
S6: School will support by serving Wi-Fi.  
 
 The student seemed to misuse the word “serving” in sentence 6. This indicates 
that the student faced difficulty in choosing the proper word to the sentence. The 
word ‘serving’ is not appropriate to be used before ‘Wi-Fi’. Therefore, the 
appropriate word used in the sentence is ‘providing’. 
 
Capitalization Error 
 Students’ errors regarding to the use of capital letters can be seen from the 
example below. 
  
S7: It is called browsing. The other benefit is… 
 
 It is noted that the student used small letter after a full stop in the sentence. 
The ‘T’ letter is supposed to be capitalized because it started a new sentence. 
 
Poor Organization 
 For example, the relationships of elements within and across the sentences 
were not effectively exploited. See the example of some paragraphs in the student’s 
essay below. 
 
S8:  Smartphone is an electronic media to communicate with people in long 

distance by series features available inside. Those are: social media, messages 
box, news update, etc.  

  But the school forbids students to bring smartphones and we as student 
disagree about that rule, because smartphone is important for us to 
communicate with other students. 

  In the other side, smartphone help student to know news update about 
education, economic, kurs, politic, electronic, etc. 

  Otherwise, smartphone can help students to make study group or other 
organization by social media that available inside. 

  
 The above paragraphs show that the movement from one idea to the next does 
not follow a clear logic. Transitions used in the paragraphs do not help the reader 
determine relationships among ideas. While the student used transitions to help 
move the reader through the response, these transitions do not succeed in 
connecting ideas. For example, the third paragraph used contrastive transition, 
whereas the ideas in paragraph 3 seem to support paragraph 2. The same condition 
also occurs in paragraph 4. 
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DISCUSSION 
 The question that may arise by looking at the result of this study is why writing 
errors still persist among students of SMA Negeri 10 Banda Aceh. The situations in 
which learners are unable to distinguish between the written and spoken form of 
language become the factor of the persistent of such errors (Msanjila, 2003, p. 23). 
The students seemed to have less knowledge about the differences between written 
and spoken English. Also, they do not know the appropriate form to be used in 
formal or informal setting. Students therefore tend to write as they would speak. 
 Another point to be discussed is the most errors did by the students, i.e. 
grammatical error. The teaching of grammar needs to be integrated into the actual 
writing process. Chin (as cited in Shen, 2012, p. 77) agrees that student's writing is 
the most beneficial basis used to improve students’ grammar in writing. Thus, the 
teacher should integrate writing and grammar instruction by discussing grammatical 
concepts using students’ writing compositions. Brief grammar rules may also be 
essential to help learners in realizing their errors which results from 
overgeneralization and wrong analogy.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 This study has revealed the writing errors made by the students of grade XI SMA 
Negeri 10 Banda Aceh. The errors in writing are particularly found in spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation, word choice, organization, and grammar. Among those 
errors, grammatical error was at the highest rank of the hierarchy. On the other 
hand, organization was the least error found in students’ writing. As it stands now, 
the writing courses need to be improved so that students can benefit more from 
them. One of the recommendations for improving the students writing is a writing 
lab. 
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