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Abstract: The average postgraduate student in Ghana has about 20 years exposure in 

English language, having been taught and instructed in English from primary to tertiary 

level. It is, therefore, not far-fetched to expect the postgraduate student to commit minimal 

to no errors in their L2 writings. The seeming consequential minimal scholarly attention 

on errors in postgraduate writings regardless of the many studies on students’ errors is 

therefore not surprising. This study is an attempt to identify, categorise and describe the 

errors in postgraduate dissertations in Ghana and highlight their implications for 

language teaching. This exploratory qualitative study carries out a content analysis of 20 

randomly selected MA, MPhil and PhD dissertations published between 2020 and 2021. 

The data are analysed using the theory of Error Analysis. After critically assessing the 

dissertations, seven (7) categories of concord errors were identified and recorded. These 

are; subject-verb concord errors, inverted subject concord errors, concord errors associated 

with ‘has’ and ‘have’, determiner-noun errors, concord errors on numbers, noun-pronoun 

antecedent errors and compound subject concord errors. This implies that postgraduate 

students are prone to errors, hence, the need to introduce or intensify the teaching of 

English at the postgraduate level. 

 

Keywords: Concord Errors, Error Analysis, Dissertations, Content Analysis, Language 

Teaching.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Writing is the most difficult language skill among the four language skills, that is, listening, 

speaking, reading and writing [1] [2] [3]. It becomes even more difficult when it is done in a 

second/non-native language [4] [5]. Writing is a more difficult skill because a good writing 

goes beyond linguistic knowledge to include knowledge on discourses and genres, the 

recognition of writing strategies and techniques and the awareness of cultural and social 

contexts [6]. Similarly, a good writing involves a good knowledge and effective control of 

writing elements such as vocabulary, mechanics, content and grammar [7] [8]. Of all these, 
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grammar is a major problem in students’ writing [9] [1]. The current study focuses on 

concord errors, which is a “prominent type” of grammatical error [10, p. 2]. 

 

Concord is defined as the “agreement between words in gender, number, case, person, or any 

other grammatical category that affects the forms of words that share a reference. It is a 

relation between two elements such that they match each other in terms of some grammatical 

features.” [10, p. 2). It reflects how the inflectional forms of the different sentence elements 

relate with themselves [11]. In other words, concord occurs when the morphosyntactic 

features of one sentence element agrees in number, tense, etc with the others (Mark & 

Kirsten, 2011). For instance, if an element in a sentence possesses an inflectional form such 

as a plural noun, the verbal element should be inflected to match with the plurality of the 

noun [13]. Therefore, a concord error occurs when an inflected subject does not agree in 

number, tense, etc with the verb or any other element it must agree with, such as a pronoun 

antecedent [14]. The fact that the writings of university students in Ghana are saddled with 

errors cannot be disputed [15] [16] [17]. It is against this background that the current study is 

conducted to reveal the systematicity of the errors in the writings of postgraduate students 

and its implications on the teaching of English at the postgraduate level. The specific 

objectives of the study are to; 

1. Describe the various concord errors in the theses of postgraduate students. 

2. Highlight the implications for teaching English at the postgraduate level. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Conceptual Framework 

Error Analysis (EA) is the underpinning framework for the study [18]. Errors are the 

systematic deviations or incorrect use of grammatical items that reveal a learner’s knowledge 

in the (second) language [19]. EA examines these deviations committed by the second 

language learner [20]. EA reveals how students learn the language, what they know and how 

they apply the knowledge of the second language [21]. Given that errors are indispensable in 

second language learning [17], it is important for a continuous empirical investigation into 

the types of errors ESL learners commit so that the appropriate strategies could be designed 

to mitigate the situation [18]. The outcome of an EA aids language instructors to identify, 

categorise and describe the errors committed in the learning of second language [22]. The 

data realised from EA can inform the language teachers on the most effective and efficient 

teaching methodologies, techniques, strategies and materials to adopt in the language 

classroom to help the students over their difficulties.  

 

2.2 Relevant Previous Studies 

Research on error in second language writings has been conducted by many language 

scholars [1] [23] [13] [24] [25] [5] [17] [26] [27] [28]. Sermsook et al (2017) investigated the 

word level and sentence level errors in the writings of English major students in Thai 

university. Analysing 104 pieces of texts from 26 students, the study found that the most 

frequently committed errors were capitalisation, spelling, subject-verb agreement, articles, 

punctuation and fragments. The study also confirmed interlingual and intralingual 

interferences, limited knowledge on English vocabulary and grammar rules and general 

carelessness of the learners were the major sources/causes of the errors. 
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Nurmalia and Nuraeni (2020) examined the errors in the writings of students of Bina Sarana 

Informatika University. Selecting and analysing 10 essays, the study focused on the 

grammatical, semantic and substance errors in the essays. The outcome revealed that spelling 

error was the most dominant error, followed by fragment and punctuation errors. Also, 

adjective, subject-verb agreement and preposition errors were identified in the essays. 

Similarly, it was realised that the students committed capitalisation, tenses, verb and literal 

translation errors. For spelling, which is the dominant, the study reports that students either 

missed a letter in a word, added more letter, or exchanged a letter when spelling while with 

fragment errors, most students did not put a subject in a sentence.  

 

In the Ghanaian context, Boahemaa (2014) investigated concord errors in the writings of final 

year students of Koforidua Senior High/Technical School. After analysing 230 scripts of the 

students, the study found that subject-verb agreement was the most dominant concord error in 

the writings. The study also discovered other errors such as pronoun-antecedent errors, 

inverse subject errors, determiner-noun errors, verb-verb errors, relative pronoun-subject with 

singular verb errors, coordinated subject errors and construction with more than one concord 

error. The study also found the inadequate scope of concord topics in the syllabus and 

textbooks, the general negative attitude of learners towards the study of English, the learners’ 

difficulty in internalizing the concord rules and teachers’ ineffective teaching methods are the 

major causes of the errors. 

 

Similarly, Owu-Ewie and Williams (2017) investigated the grammatical and lexical errors in 

the essays of a purposively sampled 150 second year students from three Senior High Schools 

in the central region of Ghana. Using a content analysis approach, the qualitative study 

confirmed that the most dominant grammatical error in the writings was tense errors, 

followed by subject-verb agreement errors. The other errors identified were article errors, 

prepositional errors and number errors. The study also identified that the lexical errors were 

caused by homophone and semantic problems. Based on the findings, the study 

recommended that language should have understanding of l1/l2 interferences, have sufficient 

knowledge of students’ writing errors and employ effective language teaching methods. 

 

The earlier studies have focused on pre-tertiary students (Boahemaa, 2014) and 

undergraduate students [26]. Errors in the writings of postgraduate students have not received 

maximum attention [14]. In the Ghanaian context, where English is a second language, 

classroom instructions are done in English from the basic to tertiary level. Aside that, English 

is studied as a core subject from the basic to tertiary level. Therefore, a student at the 

postgraduate level ideally has about two decade exposure in English. It is, therefore, expected 

that such learner would be perfect or near-perfect in the target language. Hence, it is not 

surprising that language scholars have not deemed postgraduate writings to be error prone 

worthy of scholarly attention [14]. The current study highlights the errors in postgraduate 

writings and its implications for language teaching in the Ghanaian context. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

The study aims at identifying and describing the concord errors in the theses by conducting a 

content analysis of selected theses authored by Ghanaian students in Ghanaian universities. 

To achieve this, Israel’s (2020) exploratory qualitative design is adopted. The exploratory 

qualitative design helps researchers to explore a particular phenomenon, identify the 

systematicity of the phenomenon and be able to ascertain, if applicable, the cause and effect 

of the phenomenon. This aids researchers to be able to come out with robust findings that can 

enhance or curb the phenomenon. 

 

20 theses consisting of 7 MA, 12 MPhil and one Ph.D were randomly selected for the study. 

87 expressions containing concord errors were extracted from the selected theses and 

analysed and categorised according to the different types of concord errors [13]. For each 

faulty expression, the researchers propose the correct form. Anonymity and confidentiality of 

the writers are ensured since the ultimate goal of the study is not to condemn any 

postgraduate student but rather make a case for the introduction or intensification of English 

language course (s) at the postgraduate level.  

 

The study adopted the four steps described by Hassan et al (2020) in the analysis of the data. 

The steps are: 

 

1. Collection of sample   

20 random theses published between 2020 and 2021 from 6 universities in Ghana were 

collected. As earlier stated, the 20 theses specifically consisted of 7 MA, 12 MPhil and one 

PhD dissertation. All the theses were completed in 2022, which makes them current materials 

relative to the time of this study. The currency of the materials helps to determine the current 

trends of errors that persist in the present academic dispensation. So that timely interventions 

could be developed, where necessary, to address the errors.   

  

2. Identification of errors  

The researchers read all the theses for the identification of concord errors. Each of the theses 

was read multiple times by both researchers. Apart from the researchers, two other lecturers 

of English were also recruited to read the materials and help in the identification of the errors. 

The structures that contained the errors were underlined with pencil for easy identification 

during the description, categorisation and analysis of the errors. 

  

3. Description of errors  

After the errors were identified and underlined with pencil in step 2 above, they were 

classified and categorised according to the types of concord. The description and 

categorisation of the errors were done in consonance with Alghazo and Alshraideh (2020) 

and Israel (2021). The approaches used by these scholars in categorising errors and 

describing them were adapted in the study. These categorisation are proven to be effective 

and efficient classification of errors, hence, it became ideal to adapt them for a similar study 

like the current one. 
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4. Implications of errors  

The systematicity of the errors was highlighted and discussed. Indeed, one important 

characteristic of errors is how systemic they are. That is actually what seems to distinguish an 

error from a mistake. Therefore, the researchers did not just underline the wrong structures 

and label them as errors. The researchers went ahead to establish if the wrong structures are 

systemic in the theses before classifying them as errors. After identifying, categorising and 

describing the errors, the researchers also examined how the result should have implications 

for the teaching of English at the postgraduate level.   

 

4. RESULT 

 

Figure 1.1 below illustrates the number of the sampled theses that contained concord errors.  

 
Figure 1.1 Source: Fieldwork, 2021 

 

From the figure above, it is clear that out of the 20 theses assessed, 70% representing 14 

contained concord errors while the remaining 30% representing 6 had no concord errors 

though they contained some other forms of errors. While emphasising that every single theses 

contained one or two errors such as spelling errors, punctuation errors and tense errors, not all 

the theses recorded concord errors though a significant number, 70% did. This confirms the 

assertion of Alghazo and Alshraideh (2020; p. 1) that “errors occur in the writing of almost 

all [majority] of non-native writings”.  

 

After critically assessing the theses, eight (8) categories of concord errors were identified and 

recorded. These are 

1. Subject- Verb Concord Errors   

2. Inverted subject Concord Errors  

3. Concord Errors associated with ‘has’ and ‘have’ 

4.  Determiner-Noun Concord Errors 

70%

30%

Identification of concord errors

Concord errors

No concord errors
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5. Concord Errors on Numbers 

6. Noun-Pronoun Antecedent Concord Errors  

7. Compound Subject Concord Errors  

 

For each of these thematic areas, relevant excerpts and sentences containing the concord 

errors are cited to explain the themes. The correct forms have been suggested as well. 

 

1. Errors Associated with Subject- Verb Concord  

Quirk and Greenbaum (2000) believe that subject-verb concord or the concord of number 

between the subject and verb is the most important concord issue in grammar. The general 

anticipation is that, a singular subject would select a singular verb while a plural subject 

selects a plural verb. However, an examination of the scripts reveals that it is not all the time 

that the post graduate students complied with the principle. Excerpts 1 to 4 illustrate the 

errors. 

Excerpt 1 

The speaking of English occur at the latter part of the teaching and learning process.  

Excerpt 2 

The initial message provide details of the received language.  

Excerpt 3 

The contexts of an utterance largely determines whether it flouts the politeness theory or not.   

Excerpt 4 

Their perceptions about the L1 influences their attitude towards it.  

 

A look at excerpts 1 and 2 reveals that the subjects are singular, so the singular forms of the 

verbs, that is, occurs and provides, should have been selected but the students used the plural 

forms of the verb. Similar principle applies to excerpts 3 and 4 where the plural verbs 

determine and influence should have been selected to correspond with the plural subjects. 

 

2. Inverted Subject Concord Errors  

In inverted subject constructions, the noun phrase that follows the verb is the subject. Hence, 

the verb must agree in number with the noun phrase that comes after it. 

Excerpt 5 

There is insufficient teaching and learning materials on language. 

Excerpt 6 

There have been an increase in the patronage of the L1. 

 

Excerpts 5 and 6 are inverted constructions. The subjects are “teaching and learning 

materials” and “an increase” and should match with the verbs are and has respectively. 

 

3. Concord Errors Associated with ‘Has’ and ‘Have’ 

‘Has’ is a singular verb and must match with a singular subject while ‘have’ is plural and 

must match with a plural subject. However, in excerpts 18 and 19 below, the principle is 

flouted. 

Excerpt 7 

One of the languages have become nearly extinguished in the society. 

Excerpt 8 
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The illiterate market woman have had some informal training in the second language. 

 

Excerpts 7 and 8 have ‘one’ and ‘woman’ as the subjects respectively, hence, should match 

with the verb has but the students violated the principle and used have instead.  

 

4.  Determiner-Noun Concord Errors  

This is where a singular determiner item is followed by a plural count noun and vice versa, as 

illustrated in excerpts 9 to 11. 

Excerpt 9 

This two languages have proven to be difficult for early grade learners. 

Excerpt 10 

He could use these skill to persuade the listeners. 

Excerpt 11 

Those antecedent must be taken into consideration. 

 

Clearly, these, this and that are the appropriate determiners for the nominal expressions in 

excerpts 9, 10 and 11 respectively. 

 

5. Concord Errors on Numbers 

When specific numbers are involved, the quantity of the number should agree with the noun 

that follows it. Hence, if the number is singular, the noun that follows must be singular too 

and vice versa.  

Excerpt 12 

Every multilingual society speaks three or more language or dialect. 

Excerpt 13 

English is learnt as a subject in the first three year of the child’s education in Ghana. 

 

The structure of excerpts 12 and 13 are wrongly stated. While excerpt 16 should read ‘three 

or more languages’, excerpt 13 should read ‘first three years’ 

 

6. Noun-Pronoun Antecedent Concord Errors  

Ordinarily, a singular pronoun should have a singular noun as referent while a plural pronoun 

should have a plural noun [30]. In excerpts 16 and 17, the students have applied the principle 

wrongly. 

Excerpt 16 

I needed to understand lexical items and its formation processes. 

Excerpt 17 

Every decision has their consequence. 

 

In excerpt 16, lexical items is the antecedent for the pronoun its. In the context, such 

correlation is wrong since the nominal is a plural item and the pronoun is singular. 

Appropriately, its should be replace with their. Similarly, in excerpt 17, every decision should 

ideally have its, not their, as the pronoun antecedent. 
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7. Compound-Subject Concord Errors  

A coordinated subject is expected to be treated as a plural subject and must go with a plural 

verb but excerpts 18 and 19 below flouts the principle. 

Excerpt 18 

Mensah and Obeng (2014) postulates that speaking is an essential language acquisition skill. 

Excerpt 19 

My mother and adviser stay abroad, where English is L1 while I live in Ghana.  

 

Excerpt 18 has a compound subject and should attract postulate but the student selected the 

singular counterparts rather. However, in 19, even though the subject is coordinated, it refers 

to the same person, hence, the use of singular verb stays is appropriate. 

 

5. DISCUSSION AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

English is a second language in Ghana [17]. It is taught and studied in schools, from the basic 

level to the tertiary [24]. The current structure of education in Ghana indicates that a 

postgraduate student would have been taught, studied and instructed in English language for 

18 years (6 years primary, 3 years JHS, 3 years SHS, 4 year undergraduate and 2 years 

master’s). It is therefore worrisome that, after 18 years of formal exposure in the language, a 

postgraduate student would still commit errors. Even though errors are inherent in second 

language learning and usage [17], when they are committed by postgraduate students, it sends 

signals of the falling standards of English [13] [24].  

 

Errors are supposed to be systematic [23]. In the data, some of these systematicities are 

revealed. First, majority of the sentences are complex [14]. Complex sentences are basically 

made up of clauses joined together with a subordinating conjunction. Clearly, the formation 

of complex sentences proves challenging for the postgraduate students. Second, majority of 

the sentences do not have the subject and verb juxtaposed close to each other [31]. 

Obviously, when other sentence elements come in between the subject and the verb, students 

tend to confuse the subject with some of the elements and end up choosing a wrong verb 

form. Third, the interference of the L1 in the formation of L2 structures cannot be 

overemphasised [1] [32]. Fourth, over generalised application of the concord rules. For 

instance, in “My mother and adviser stay abroad…” (exerpt 19), the writer has applied the 

compound-subject principle, meanwhile, notionally, the coordinated subject refers to the 

same person. This shows that the students have not sufficiently internalised the rules of 

English concord [13]. 

 

From the foregoing, it is clear that postgraduate students are not immune to concord errors. 

This has implications for language teaching and learning at the postgraduate level. First, 

English teaching must be introduced/intensified at the postgraduate level. It should not be 

taken for granted that postgraduate students have sufficient exposure in the language so 

anything superficial is enough. Universities must introduce core English courses at the 

postgraduate level and ensure that all students awarded with postgraduate certificates have 

gone through the course and passed. Second, data indicate that certain topics such as complex 

sentences, compound/coordinated subjects, etc prove to be quite difficult for ESL learners, 

even at the postgraduate level. Therefore, teachers of English should prioritise these 
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challenging topics and teach them well. Third, the writing of theses and other formal 

materials should be supervised, inspected and reviewed by professional proofreaders [10]. 

Students, regardless of whatever level, should take the learning of English more seriously as 

well.  

 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

 

This qualitative study has explored the concord errors in the postgraduate theses and 

dissertations in Ghana, using 20 master’s and PhD dissertations. Far from recording the 

frequencies of occurrences of the errors as done in many of the earlier studies, the current 

study sought to identify, categorise and describe the concord errors and highlight their 

implications for language teaching. Seven categories of concord errors where identified and 

discussed. These seven are;  

1. Subject- Verb Concord Errors   

2. Inverted subject Concord Errors  

3. Concord Errors associated with ‘has’ and ‘have’ 

4.  Determiner-Noun Concord Errors 

5. Concord Errors on Numbers 

6. Noun-Pronoun Antecedent Concord Errors  

7. Compound Subject Concord Errors  

 

As typical of qualitative studies, it is difficult to generalise the findings. It is, therefore, 

recommended that future studies on concord errors could adopt quantitative or mixed 

methods so that the sample could be more representative and the outcome generalizable. 

Again, a future study may also consider the other aspects of grammatical errors such as 

spelling, punctuation and tense errors. 
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