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Abstract. EFL students' writings indicate that stylistic problems are the area of difficulty. In this 
way, this study is designed to explore register errors in EFL students' writings. The subjects of this 
study are 40 third-year English Iraqi students at Thi-Qar university. Thus this research aims to 
indicate stylistic difficulties which Iraqi EFL students face in their English writing, explain the main 
reasons lead the students to fall in register errors. The study hypothesizes that incompetence in using 
and writing English appropriately is potentially the major possible source of the registry errors. The 
second hypothesis is that most Iraqi English students are unable to distinguish between oral and 
written style. The results of the study indicated most Iraqi EFL students’ written performance was 
similar to their spoken language. They wrote in the same way they spoke. 
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1   Introduction 

EFL students face difficulties which lead them to fall in errors. Register errors are one of these errors. 
These errors happen as a result of mixing different types of register errors in their writing. AL-
Qaraghooly and Sultan (2008:4) emphasize that this problem may be attributed to several reasons, chief 
among which is the fact that English writing is characterized by some linguistic and stylistic 
peculiarities which, among other things, add more difficulty to the students. 

The difficulty may also be due to the gaps languages manifest in their linguistic structures (Baker, 
1992: 100). Accordingly, as English and Arabic are genetically distinct languages showing many 
linguistic gaps, a lot of mistakes will inevitably result in our students' writing, unless the well- form of 
English writing is taken into consideration. 

1.1  Definition of Basic Terms 

The basic terms, which are related to the present study, are included in this section. 
1.1.1 Error 

An error is "a deviation in learner language which results from lack of knowledge of the correct rule" 
(Corder, 1967 as cited in Ellis, 1994: 700). Corder (1973: 259-60) also defines errors as 'breaches of the 
code' and refers to them as 
"those features of the learner's utterances which differ from those of any native speaker". 
1.1.2 Error analysis 

Error analysis "involves a set of procedures for identifying, describing and explaining errors in learner 
language" (Ellis, 1994: 701). It provides a comparison of the language of the learner at some particular 
point in his course with the target language (Corder, 1973: 149). 
1.1.3 Register errors 

It is a stylistic error where different levels of language are mixed. Register is the manner of speaking 
or writing specific to a certain domain of communication (Vinay and Darbelnay, 1963:21). This way of 
communicating is determined by how much a writer chooses to distance himself from his reader and 
topic. Relatively, the term register has been defined by many sociolinguists; for instance, Hudson (1996: 
23) defines it as “varieties according to use.” in this definition, one can note that register is the way that 
language use varies according to situations; that each type of register is used to fulfill a type of 
communication purposes, in order to fit each register to the situation which needs that type of register. 
We find in the literature four broadly defined registers: Familiar, Informal, Formal and Ceremonial (Al-
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Samarrai, 2003:32). To these very classical registers, we can suggest: the technology and the scientific 
registers which do have their own internal logic and textual organization. In most languages from Asia, 
register is often paired with the honorifics level, which then introduces another, orthogonal, register level 
within the English language academic community, the conventions of formal register are generally 
followed. The choice of register for a particular text, part of text, or spoken presentation will vary 
depending on genre and audience, but it is important not to mix registers up (Chuquet and Paillard, 
1989:23). 
1.1.4 Style 

According to Richards & Schmidt (2002, 522) style is a “variation in a person’s speech or writing”. 
Style similar to register varies from casual to formal according to situations Some linguists use the term 
‘register’ for a stylistic variety. One can note that both terms are similar to each other, but the term 
style can be considered as more general than register. In other words register is narrower than style 
(cited in Biber, 1995:9). 

2   Formality & Informality in English 

Some kinds of writing are always written in formal English (e.g. some kinds of essay). However, some 
writing is usually informal (e.g. notes). (1) In this way, the EFL students mix different register types in 
their writing leading them to fall in register errors (Hammadou, 2000:44). Generally, the features of 
formal English are normally found and more frequently in writing; features of informal English are 
normally found more frequently in speech. The most common characteristics of EFL student have in 
their writings are: 

2.1  Imprecise Language 

Many students use long sentences. This leads their writing is difficult to understand. For example: 
(1)*The theory is simple, harvest the free light and the heat of the sun, then either directly 
heat water running through pipes of high heat absorptive through irradiation or convert it into 
electricity through photovoltaic cells to heat stored water by means of a heating element. 
(2) These sentences are incorrectly joined together with commas. Such a long sentence is 
difficult to understand. However, good English writing contains short clear sentences, e.g., (2) 
*This character has a proclivity for screwing up everything. 

In (2) example, there is register error because of being long and having informal words e.g., 
"proclivity" and "screwing up". 

(3) This character tends to wreck everything. 
The sentence above is easy to understand because of being clear and short, (Vinay and et al, 1963:30). 

2.2  Purposefully Vague Language 

This includes very frequent nouns such as thing and stuff and phrases such as I think, I don’t know (i.e., 
expressions of opinions) and personal pronouns: 
2.2.1 Expressions of opinion 

This includes a very frequent use of phrases such as I think, I believe, we argue, etc. which serve to 
approximate and to make statements less assertive. Similarly, Hearst and Text Tiling (1997) indicate 
there are a number of forms that need some forms of polishing or care. For example, expression of 
opinion needs a lot of care. Note the following example which is cited from Prakken (2006): 

(4)*I believe NATO’s strategy was poorly designed and carelessly implemented. 
(5)*We argue that NATO’s strategy was poorly designed and carelessly implemented. 
(6)*You can see that NATO’s strategy was poorly designed and carelessly implemented. 

In all the examples above, the student believes that NATO’s strategy was poorly designed and 
carelessly implemented. To increase formality, impersonal structures are required. This can be done in a 
variety of ways. First, an opinion can be stated directly. It should be obvious what the student believes 
if she/he writes: 

- NATO’s strategy was poorly designed and carelessly implemented. 
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2.2.2 Personal pronouns 
This includes the frequent use of personal pronouns, especially I and you and we, often in a 

contracted form such as I’d or we’ve. The pronouns I, we and you are not always appropriate in formal 
written register. 

Damen (2002:21) emphasizes that formal language works best when it appears to be impersonal, 
driven not by opinion but fact. That entails creating distance between the reader and the writer, in that 
such a posture makes a statement seem more objective. 

1. Among other things, objectivity precludes the use of personal pronouns like "you" and 
"yours" which bring reader and writer into direct contact. This also includes imperative 
(command) forms which imply "you." Examples of such imperative forms are "Remember how 
important it is...," "Bear in mind that this is true...," "Take for example..." and "Note the ways 
in which Sophocles uses character." (ibid) 
2. For the same reason, "I/me/my" and "we/us/our" should also be avoided as much as 
possible. (Devlin and Waters, 2012:10). 

For examples: 
(7)*You put the chemicals in the test tube. 
(8)*We used two different methods research. 

However, (7) and (8) examples are incorrect, they should be written in the following forms: 
- The chemicals are put in the test tube. 
- There were two different methods of research. 

2.3  Clause Structure Which Often Consists of Several Clauses Chained Together 

For example: 
(9)*I’m sorry but I can’t meet you tonight and the cat’s ill which doesn’t help but call me 
anyway. 

The example above should be written as it follows: 
-I cannot meet you tonight because the cat is unfortunately unwell. However, please do call me 
anyway. 

The last form is correct because clause structure does not consist of clauses chained together as in (9) 
example. 

2.4  Contractions 

Whenever two words are merged into one to form a shortened form, or contraction, the apostrophe 
indicates the letters skipped in the process of merging. For example formal writing often doesn't use 
contractions .This means that contractions must be avoided in academic writings. 
Examples: can + not = can't 
 did + not = didn't 
 I + will = I'll 
 it + is = it's 
Here are some more: couldn't, wouldn't, shouldn't, hadn't, shan't, don't, could've, would've, should've, 
etc. 

Hammadous' study (2000) emphasizes that register errors also include the need to distinguish between 
oral style and written style. These two types of writings have their own conventions .In written style, a 
number of elements of oral style should not be used such as contractions: 

(10)*The English Monarchy wasn't responding to the needs of the population. 
The example above should be written as it follows: 

- The English Government was not responding to the needs of the population. 

2.5  Single Words or Short Phrases Are Used in EFL Students' Writing 

For example: Absolutely, Exactly, I see, No, Yes, Of course, etc. 
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(1)* We must do anything to help our parents... We must help our parent and remember what 
they did to us when we are children... We must do anything to make them happy. 
(2)* I refuse that English language should be the national language of my country... Our 
language is Arabic. That is why, we should refuse... 

The examples above, which are written by the subjects, should be written as it follows: 
- Helping the parents is one of the sons' duties towards their parents... 
- Arabic is the national language of Iraq. Other languages such as English cannot be the 
national language the country... 

4.1.2 Errors in the use of expressions of pronouns 
These errors occupy the second rank in this category. Their total number is 187 with a percentage of 

24.540. 
(3)* My opinion is Iraq needs to make English as a national language beside Arabic, because 
our country needs to contact with other countries... 
(4)* I think that belief is false because the grades encourage the student to develop his level... 

The examples above, which are written by the subjects, should be written as it follows: 
- Iraq needs to make English as a national language beside Arabic, because any country needs 
to contact with other countries... 
- That belief is false because the grades encourage the student to develop his level... 

4.1.3 Clause structure containing many clauses within it 
These errors occupy the third rank in this category. Their total number is 150 with a percentage of 

19.685. 
(5)*The parents usually encourage their sons to complete their study and to be successful 
persons in the future. 
(6)* When the students get a high marks in the exam, this encourages them to work hard in 
order to take a higher marks but when the teachers give... 

The examples above should be written as it follows: 
- The parents usually encourage their sons in their study because this makes their sons 
successful persons in the future. 
- Getting a good mark, in the exam, will encourage the students to study hard next exam. 

4.1.4 Contraction 
These errors occupy the fourth rank in this category. Their total number is 120 with a percentage of 

15.748. 
(7)* When they become old I didn't let them because my parents give me love and... 
(8)* I'll give him a care which means... I'll tired to make her happy. 

4.1.5 Single words 
These errors occupy the sixth rank in this category. Their total number is (44) with a percentage of 

5.774. The following examples are the subjects' errors in this category. 
(9)*No, I don't agree that English be national language of Iraq because when... 
(10)*Yes, of course, I agree with the opinion to encourage learning... 

4.2  Discussion of Results (Explanation of Errors) 

The data show that a large number, that is, thirty-seven, i.e., (92.5%) of the subjects use first person 
pronouns in their writings. (See Table 1). As has been indicated in the preceding section, the most 
frequency errors, in the subjects' writings, are in using first person pronouns. That is why, the total 
frequency of these errors is (261), i.e., (34.251) in the subjects' writings. Bakir and Lazims' study 
(2003:11) indicate some errors, which are committed by students, are either attributed to their 
incompetence in English, or to their unawareness of rules of English essay writing (see examples (1),(2)). 
As result shows, many subjects commit errors in using expressions of pronoun (i.e., (31), that is, (77.5%)) 
and clause structure (i.e., (29), that is, (62.5%)). This may due to the subjects' poor writing and their 
lacking of reading authentic texts (Ahmed, 2011:205) .That is why, the total frequency of the errors is 
(187), i.e., (24.540%) in the written products from the Iraqi EFL students at Thi-Qar university, College 
of education. (see examples (3), (4), (5) and (6)). Thus, the first hypothesis which states that, 
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incompetence in using and writing English appropriately is potentially the major possible source of the 
register errors, is accepted. 

Register errors also include the need to distinguish between oral and written styles. These two types 
of writings have their own conventions (Flower, 1966:65). In written style, a number of elements of oral 
style should not be used such as contractions in English. However, the data demonstrate that (24), i.e., 
(60%) of the subjects use contractions in their writing. That is, the total frequency of their use of 
contractions is (120), i.e., (15.748) in writing (See examples (7), and (8)). Similarly, (11), i.e., (27.5%) of 
the subjects use single words in their writings because of their mixing oral and written styles in their 
writings. These two types of writings have their own conventions .In oral style, e.g., you can answer on 
the question of someone by using "yes" or "no". It is, however, wrong to do the same in written style. 
The subjects' total frequency of single words is (44) with a percentage of (5.774) (See Table 2). Thus, 
the second hypothesis, which states that most Iraqi English students are unable to distinguish between 
oral and written styles, is accepted. 

4.3  Conclusion 

Many EFL students fall in register errors as result of inability of distinguishing between their oral and 
written performance. In this way, this study is designed to explore the different types of register errors 
in Iraqi EFL students' writings .This is a really challenging, since there are very few works in this area. 
The findings have then presented the register errors in the students' written products and their possible 
corrections. Six categories are studied to determine how the subjects tend to use them inappropriately 
(i.e., informally) in their writing. Using English properly entails appropriate choices in formality. 
However, the limited knowledge of the main characteristics of good English writing (i.e., formal English) 
seems clear in the students' writing products in the findings of this study. The results of the study 
indicate most Iraqi EFL student are incompetents in writing English appropriately and unable on 
distinguishing between oral and written style (e.g. when their teachers ask them to write about a certain 
topic). Also they make indiscriminate use of different elements which belong to different types of register. 
That is why, they fall in register errors. 

Evaluating the performances of such system is necessary but raises many problems, in particular due 
to the difficulty of detecting and analyzing errors: our linguists disagree from time to time: this 
motivates our interactive approach where the student gets arguments for or against a certain correction. 

4.4  Recommendations 

The syllabus designers and the textbook writers should revise the composition and essay syllabus and 
textbooks by devoting some chapters including how to write English in an appropriate and good way. 
To do this, more details and examples must be provided in the syllabus referring to a number of oral 
style elements should not be used such as contractions in written style. In order to prepare students 
with a good amount of knowledge concerning different kinds of languages, syllabus designers are 
required to include materials under the title ‘language situations. By doing this, the syllabus designers 
will indicate the differences between oral style and written style. 
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