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Abstract

This study aims to demonstrate the need for learner-corpus-informed applications
and proposes methods of application that promote the proper use of Korean topic
and nominative markers. This study extracted 3004 pieces of error from the error-
annotated corpus of the Korean Learners’ Corpus, the largest Korean learner corpus to
date. A detailed examination of the above data was conducted to subdivide the
types of substitution errors related to the topic and nominative markers, and to
analyze the error rate according to the type of error and level of proficiency. The
statistical data revealed no consistent correlation between the error rate and
proficiency level. Furthermore, based on the proportion of error types by proficiency
level, this study proposes the use of common mistake boxes with real errors; these
errors are generally committed by learners of all proficiency levels and are not
presumed problematic by grammarians or intuition-based teachers. These boxes can,
therefore, be utilized as a practical tool for inclusion in pedagogical materials, such as
learner’s dictionaries and textbooks.

Keywords: Nominative marker, Topic marker, Korean learners’ Corpus, Error analysis,
Common mistake box

Introduction
The Korean language is an agglutinative language with markers attached to nouns to

indicate the case. Therefore, understanding the use of case markers is critical to Ko-

rean language learners comprehending Korean sentence structures. According to sta-

tistics, based on the error-annotated corpus of texts by Korean language learners,

which was released in 2020 by the National Institute of Korean Language, errors in-

volving the use of nominative markers constituted the highest percentage of errors

among those related to case markers. Furthermore, as the Korean language is a topic-

oriented language (Li & Thompson, 1976), it is important that Korean language

learners acquire the use of topic and nominative markers. However, it may be difficult

for them to select and utilize the appropriate type of markers because, sometimes, a

topic marker can be attached to the subject of a sentence, instead of a nominative one.
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Regarding the above markers, the problem of substitution has been a long-term topic

of interest in the field of Korean language education, and three types of analysis have

been conducted in an effort to resolve the difficulties that language learners and

teachers face as a result. First, a teaching method was presented using an intuition-

based approach that was based on the analyses of the two markers that appeared in

textbooks (Ahn, 2009; Kim & Nam, 2002). Second, individual researchers analyzed the

substitution errors related to the two markers by using a small-scale collection of data

that was built using questionnaires and texts written by Korean language learners (Jung,

2004; Park, 2010). Third, researchers used the Korean Learners’ Corpus (KLC) (2020),

which had been in the process of being compiled, or a small-scale learner corpus they

had built, to analyze the frequency of error patterns that occurred due to substitution,

misformation, omission, and addition of grammatical markers (Jang, 2019; Kim, 2009).

However, the first and second types of research used artificial data that were a result of

highly controlled language tasks. Moreover, the issue of representativeness is a potential

limitation, as the two types of studies utilized a small collection of data. Furthermore,

the third type of research, the corpus-based studies, concluded after performing a

quantitative analysis and did not conduct further research regarding the pedagogical

applications of their findings.

Since the 1990s, it has been emphasized that the teaching of foreign languages should

move beyond intuition-based teaching and research and instead be based on the ana-

lysis of errors committed by language learners, as demonstrated in qualified, large-scale

learner corpora (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1998; Chambers, 2015; Conrad, 2005;

Flowerdew, 2012; Götz & Mukherjee, 2019; Granger, 1993, 2012, 2015; Meunier, 2002;

Meunier & Reppen, 2015; Mindt, 1996; Nesselhauf, 2004). The field of learner corpus

research is located in the intersection of corpus linguistics, second language learning,

and foreign language teaching (Boulton, 2017; Le Bruyn & Paquot, 2021; Rankin, 2015;

Vyatkina & Boulton, 2017). The findings of learner corpus analysis can provide teachers

and language learners with a more effective form of language education by focusing on

the grammatical forms and structures that learners find the most difficult. For example,

Mindt (1996) examined the modal verbs, future time orientation, and conditional

clauses that appeared in the native corpora of English and German textbooks that

taught English as a foreign language. As a result, it was revealed that the grading of

these grammatical items in textbooks was inconsistent with their use in corpus data.

Accordingly, Mindt asserted that the use of corpus-based descriptions contributes to

the effectiveness of foreign language education and the compilation of textbooks that

include the use of actual English. However, “pedagogical ‘implications’ are much more

numerous than ‘applications’ […] Learner corpus researchers should do more than

point to some vague pedagogical implications” (Granger, 2015, p. 507). Therefore, a

balance must be found between the frequency, difficulty, and pedagogical relevance of

target grammatical items for the education of foreign languages. To strike a balance be-

tween these three elements, learner corpus research is a necessity (Meunier, 2002).

In May 2020, the National Institute of Korean Language introduced the KLC, a large-

scale corpus that would have been difficult for individual researchers to build. The KLC

is the most extensive Korean learner corpus to date, with 3,784,091 words in the raw

corpus. In addition, the KLC includes an error annotated corpus that provides the basis

to observe the characteristics of errors committed by Korean language learners.
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Based on the extensive KLC, this study aims to demonstrate the need for learner-

corpus-informed applications and proposes methods of application that promote the

proper use of Korean topic and nominative markers by addressing the following re-

search questions:

1) Is there a correlation between the error rate and proficiency level regarding the use

of Korean topic and nominative markers?

2) How does the learner corpus-based description differ from the existing intuition

based one?

3) How can the corpus-based empirical findings apply to pedagogical materials?

To investigate these questions, the substitution errors of topic and nominative

markers are extracted from the KLC. In contrast to previous studies, the present study

does not merely depend on error annotated data or stop with demonstrating the fre-

quency of substitution error patterns for topic and nominative markers. Instead, in the

Results section, it presents the analysis of the correlation between the error rate and

proficiency level of language learners, according to the (sub-)categorization of substitu-

tion errors of topic and nominative markers. In the Discussion section, based on the re-

sults of the statistical analysis, this paper proposes the use of common mistake boxes

that could be applied to pedagogical materials.

Literature review
Difficulty of correct usage of the topic and nominative markers

The following two sentences extracted from the KLC demonstrate the unavoidable dif-

ficulty that Korean language learners face in their selection of topic -n(un) and nomina-

tive markers -i/ka.1 The underlined constituents of (1a) and (1b) are both subjects, and

each shows a substitution error.

1a. substitution of a nominative marker for a topic marker

(sample number 1549)

chinkwu-nun(*ka) k-pop-ul cohaha-nta

friend-TOP(*NOM3 k-pop-ACC like-PRES.DEC

“My friend likes k-pop”

1b. substitution of a topic marker for a nominative marker

(sample number 5592)

myechil cen kkumccikha-n sako-ka(*nun) ilena-ssda

a few days ago be terrible-ADN accident-NOM(*TOP) happen-PST.DEC

“A few days ago, a terrible accident happened”

Regarding (1a), the context prior to this sentence refers to the relationship between the

“friend” and speaker of this sentence. Moreover, this sentence is also talking about the same

1These markers have variants: the word that ends with a vowel + − nun (TOP) or -ka (NOM), and the word
that ends with a consonant + − un (TOP) or -i (NOM).
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friend. Accordingly, the “friend” naturally becomes the subject of the sentence in addition

to being the topic. However, when a nominative marker is affixed to this constituent, the

meaning becomes inconsistent with the implied context of the sentence. This is because a

nominative marker basically indicates the focus of a sentence (Jun, 2015). Contrary to the

sentence in (1a), that in (1b) is the opening sentence of a conversation. Therefore, a topic

marker cannot be affixed to the subject “terrible accident.” On the other hand, the use of a

nominative marker is appropriate when speaking the sentence in (1b), as it indicates the

focus from the perspective of information structure.

In summary, substitution errors of the two markers are a common problem for

language learners for two main reasons. First, a nominative marker reflects the

grammatical function (subject) and the information structure (focus). Second, besides

generally indicating the topic of a sentence, a topic marker can also be attached to a

subject constituent in place of a nominative marker. Thus, to use these two markers

accurately, learners need to understand the sentence structure as well as the context.

Description of the topic and nominative in pedagogical materials

In this section, we will succinctly examine how textbooks, pedagogical grammar reference

books, and learner’s dictionaries explain the use of topic and nominative markers. Let us

begin by examining four textbooks: Ewha Korean (2011), Sejong Korean (2019), Seogang

Korean (2015), and Yonsei Korean (2013). These textbooks shared two similarities. First,

while Korean language textbooks are generally categorized into six levels, from Level 1

(beginner) to Level 6 (advanced), according to the proficiency level of learners, the

grammatical description of the two markers only appeared in the Level 1. Second, the

explanation of topic markers appeared earlier in the textbooks than that of nominative

markers.2 However, while some studies have shown that the occurrence of case-marking

errors for topic markers decreases as language learners advance to the intermediate and

advanced proficiency levels (Kim, 2009; Ko et al., 2004), other studies have determined

that the rate of occurrence increases as learners progress from the intermediate to ad-

vanced level (Kim & Nam, 2002; Lee, 2002). Similarly, while a study has found that the

error rate for the use of nominative markers decreases as language learners progress from

the beginner to advanced level (Ko, 2002), research has also shown that the substitution

error rate increases when learners are at the intermediate level than when they are at the

beginner level (Kim & Nam, 2002). These findings demonstrate that adequate explana-

tions regarding the use of these two markers are needed for textbooks of every level, in

addition to Level 1.

Next, a review of two learner’s dictionaries, the Learner’s Dictionary of Korean (2008)

and Korean Learners’ Dictionary (2020), and three grammar reference books, Baek

(1999), National Institute of Korean Language (2005), and Lee and Lee (2006) revealed

that an intuition-based approach was being used to arrange the diverse uses of topic

and nominative markers. For example, in the Korean Learners’ Dictionary (2020),

which was published by the National Institute of Korean Language, the uses of topic

and nominative markers are described in the following way (Fig. 1 and 2).

2This seems to be because, with the Korean language, a speaker generally uses a topic marker instead of a
nominative marker to introduce information, such as their name and nationality.
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In this dictionary, topic and nominative markers are divided into three senses and

described accordingly. The division of these markers into senses, the ordering of these

senses, and the relevant definitions included in this dictionary are consistent with those in

the Standard Korean Dictionary (2020), which was published for native Korean speakers by

the same publisher, the National Institute of Korean Language. That is to say, this method

of describing the two markers does not significantly differ from that of traditional

lexicographers or grammarians, who describe based on their intuition or knowledge.

Pedagogical materials for language learners must closely analyze which areas learners

realistically have difficulty with and demonstrate them. It is crucial that these materials

demonstrate which of the diverse uses of topic and nominative markers must be selected

and taught to learners at appropriate levels, according to the importance of use. Moreover,

it would be greatly beneficial to learners if pedagogical materials compared related

grammatical items, such as topic and nominative markers, and presented their differences.

To achieve this, researchers must move beyond the traditional approach, analyze

high-quality learner corpus data, and actively use the findings for the development of

reference and instructional materials. It is expected that a thorough analysis and

utilization of learner corpus data would provide detailed help regarding which gram-

matical items to select, and how they should be described and presented (Granger,

2015; McEnery et al., 2019; Meunier, 2021).

Learner-corpus-informed approach and its pedagogical application

Learner corpus research began to emerge as a new field of research in the late

1980s. The research primarily focused on English as the target language, and the

representative corpora include the International Corpus of Learner English and

Cambridge Learner Corpus. Also, as illustrated by the diagram below, it is

possible to use a learner corpus to create learner’s dictionaries, textbooks, and

pedagogical grammars that reflect the errors committed by language learners

(Fig. 3).

As the multilingual population continues to grow, the learner corpora of diverse

languages are developing, alongside the English language learner corpora. In Korea,

there has also been an increase in learner corpora since the 2000s. To date, besides the

KLC, the following learner corpora have officially been published: the Yonsei Learner’s

Corpora (2002) and Korean University Learner Corpus (2006), which contain about

Fig. 1 Description of the nominative marker in Korean Learners' Dictionary

Fig. 2 Description of the topic marker in Korean Learners' Dictionary
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500,000 words each. Many previous studies have used learner corpora such as these to

examine the substitution errors involving topic and nominative markers (Han, 2016;

Jang, 2019; Kim, 2009, among others). However, it was found that, while previous

studies demonstrated the aspects of frequency and difficulty, they did not examine the

aspect of pedagogical relevance, especially with regard to the applications.

Next, we examine existing grammar reference materials based on small-scale and native

corpora. Lee and Lee (2006) is not different from dictionaries in general, apart from the

fact that the former included examples from small-scale learner corpora. The Learner’s

Dictionary of Korean (2008) is based on native corpora. While the purpose of this diction-

ary was to provide a list of widely used terms, the selection of vocabulary words was not

based on the words that appeared in a corpus with the highest frequency; instead, it was

based on words selected by Korean language education experts or commonly determined

to be important by existing learner’s dictionaries of the Korean language. Simply put, al-

though it is a corpus-informed dictionary, it does not contain sufficient information that

could be obtained from a corpus.

An issue could be raised regarding the discrepancy between the contents of intuition-

based grammars and the types of errors observed in learner corpora. For example,

Tognini-Bonelli (2001) observed that almost 50% of the occurrences of any were not con-

sistent with the relevant explanations in pedagogical grammars. Similarly, Biber et al.

(1998) found that several English language textbooks did not describe the discourse func-

tion of that-clauses, which are placed in the subject position. Meanwhile, the results of

corpus analysis revealed that that-clauses appear in the subject position under certain

conditions. These examples show that it is necessary to develop pedagogical materials

based on corpus-based information, instead of the traditional intuition-based approach.

Method
The corpus: Korean learners’ Corpus

The KLC is a large-scale learner corpus that was constructed as a government-led pro-

ject, and was funded by the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism; the process took

Fig. 3 Uses of relevant corpora for language teaching (Johansson, 2009)
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approximately 5 years, from 2015 to 2019.3 The KLC was created with 26,152 samples

of 93 language groups and 142 countries, and it was composed of raw (3,784,091 words

from 26,152 samples), morph-tagged (2,629,261 words from 18,521 samples), and

error-annotated (793,374 words from 4903 samples) corpora that included samples of

both the written and spoken language.4 The tests for spoken and written data were

conducted according to the level of proficiency for the duration of 60 weeks. The writ-

ten and spoken data were obtained from written compositions, and presentations and

interviews that lasted for five to 10 min, respectively.

In the case of the error-annotated corpus, detailed annotation statistics are presented

by proficiency level and language group, so that users could utilize the corpus as a ref-

erence material based on their objectives. Error tags are categorized to indicate error

forms, patterns, and levels. Of the groups of lexical and grammatical items, the concept

of error forms in this study refers to topic and nominative markers. Error levels are di-

vided into categories of pronunciation, form, syntax, and discourse, and the annotation

of errors regarding pronunciation are limited to spoken data. Error patterns compare

error and corrected items to describe errors of omission, addition, substitution, and

misformation. Of the categories of error levels and patterns, this study focuses on those

of form and substitution, respectively. The error of substitution occurs when the mean-

ing and function of grammatical markers are not sufficiently understood, and of the dif-

ferent types of grammatical marker errors, the error of substitution occurs the most

frequently.

Data collection and analysis procedure

This study extracted a total of 3246 items of data regarding the errors that occurred

when topic markers were substituted for nominative markers and vice versa, from the

KLC’s error annotated corpus. However, instead of using the extracted data as is, this

study put the data through a process of data cleansing, because certain items were

repeated and erroneously analyzed. Accordingly, 242 items of data repetition and

erroneous analysis were deleted (see Table 1). As a result, this study began analysis

with a total of 3004 error items.

Based on the 3004 error items that had undergone the data cleansing process, this

study carried out a (sub-)categorization process for substitution errors, or put

differently, conducted a qualitative analysis with a bottom-up approach.5 This process

of categorization is not based on the content of existing grammars and textbooks;

3In 2002, a learner corpus of 500,000 words was constructed in a project that was led by the Ministry of
Culture, Sports and Tourism, but the corpus could not actually be distributed and used, due to copyright
issues. For the use of the KLC, data was collected after obtaining the consent of learners according to IRB
regulations with regard to the provision and utilization of data. The government-led KLC is a source of pub-
lic data; thus, it is considered to be a balanced learner corpus of the Korean language that can be freely dis-
tributed and widely used.
4While it could be said that KLC is small when compared to The Cambridge Learner Corpus, which contains
up to 50 million words, the KLC is a comparatively large-scale corpus when compared to multiple Korean
learner corpora.
5The KLC’s error annotated corpus includes information regarding the language group of learners in addition
to their proficiency level. Therefore, the data analysis procedure also included the statistical analysis of
language groups (Tables 2 and 3). The language groups that displayed the highest percentages of topic and
nominative marker substitution errors were the following: Chinese, English, and Vietnamese.
As this study focuses on the relationship between the types of errors and the proficiency level of learners,
error rate data regarding the language groups are introduced as reference items.
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instead, this categorization of errors is solely based on the classification of the afore-

mentioned 3004 substitution errors. Therefore, it was possible to determine the types

of substitution errors as shown in Tables 4 and 5 by indicating the cause of the

learner’s error for each error item, and then grouping the various causes of errors,

without first presuming the error subtypes. It should be noted that the error-annotated

corpus of KLC presents the context of each error item, providing permission to deter-

mine their information structure.

Table 2 Substitution errors of the nominative marker for the topic marker

Russian Vietnamese English Japanese Chinese Thai etc.

error rate 12.12% 13.95% 31.50% 3.66% 25.96% 6.00% 6.80%

Table 1 Total number of the substitution errors regarding topic and nominative markers

Total number before
data cleansing

Eliminated
items

Number of
substitution
errors

Percentage
(%)

Substitution error of the nominative
marker for the topic marker

1868 119 1749 58.2%

Substitution error of the topic marker
for the nominative marker

1378 123 1255 41.8%

3246 242 3004

Table 3 Substitution errors of the topic marker for the nominative marker

Russian Vietnamese English Japanese Chinese Thai etc.

error rate 6.22% 17.45% 23.27% 8.29% 27.81% 8.45% 8.53%

Table 4 Substitution error of the nominative marker for the topic marker

(Sub-)type Frequency Percentage

1 Topic 1A subject of an introductory statement 1416 67 3.8

1B constituent other than subject as a topic 312 17.8

1C subject as a topic 991 56.7

1D subject of a general factual statement 46 2.6

2 Focus 2A constituent other than subject as a contrast 333 124 7.1

2B subject as a contrast 137 7.8

2C subject in contrastive focus constructions 72 4.1

Table 5 Substitution error of the topic marker for the nominative marker

(Sub-)type Frequency Percentage

1 Subject as a focus 296 23.6

2 First nominative element (interpreted as a topic) in double nominative
constructions

61 4.9

3 Subject in embedded clauses 3A subject in a nominal embedded clause 898 36 2.9

3B subject in an adnominal embedded clause 365 29.1

3C subject in an adverbial embedded clause 352 28

3D subject in a quoted clause 145 11.6
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Regarding the revised forms of topic markers, it was possible to observe the subtypes

of two larger groups of substitution errors, the topic and contrast categories. An

examination demonstrated that there was a higher frequency of errors belonging to the

topic category than the contrast category.

The revised forms of nominative markers were grouped into three larger categories;

type 3, in particular, was classified into four subtypes.

The next chapter will conduct a statistical analysis that was based on the qualitative

analysis of error categorizations.

Results
This study examines two error rates to determine the relationship between learners’

level of proficiency (L1-L6) and the types of errors, and determines the error

tendencies of learners. The first error rate pertains to the proportion of error types

based on the learners’ level of proficiency, while the second error rate indicates the

proportion of proficiency levels based on the type of error that was committed by

learners. The results of the analysis are as follows.

Substitution error of the nominative marker for the topic marker

First, we examine cases in which learners incorrectly use nominative markers as

topic markers. In Table 4, the numbers indicate the types of errors and the

alphabet letters indicate the subtypes. Each level is described as “L number,” such

as L1 for level 1.

Proportion of error types by proficiency level

The Fig. 4 revealed that the error rate of error type 1 (topic) was higher than that of

error type 2 (contrast) at all levels of proficiency. While the error rate of L1 was

highest and that of L6 was lowest for error type 1, it was vice versa for error type 2.

Fig. 4 Proportion of error types by proficiency level
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In Fig. 5, the error rate of 1C (subject as a topic) was the highest at all levels of

proficiency. Figure 6 revealed that subtype 2B (subject as a contrast) was difficult at

most of the proficiency levels when compared to subtype 2A (constituent, other than

subject, as a contrast) and 2C (subject in contrastive focus constructions).

Proportion of proficiency levels by error type

In Fig. 7, the error rate of error type 1 (topic) was highest at L3 and decreased as it

approached L6. The error rate of error type 2 (contrast) increased overall, according to

subsequent levels of proficiency. The correlation between the proficiency level and the

error rate for the topic marker is not instantly recognizable.

In Fig. 8, error subtype 1A (subject of an introductory statement) displayed a

significantly marked decrease in error rate, with increasing levels of proficiency.

Meanwhile, compared to 1A, graphs 1B ~ 1D do not show unidirectional increase or

decrease flection, according to proficiency levels.

As described in Fig. 9, in the case of error type 2, 2A (constituent, other than subject, as

a contrast) exhibited characteristics that were contrary to those of 1A. In other words, the

error rate of 2A rose with increases in the level of proficiency. Meanwhile, subtype 2B

(subject as a contrast) had the highest error rate at L4, and showed subsequent decrease

from L5. Subtype 2C (subject in contrastive focus constructions) displayed the lowest

error rate at L5, with an increased rate at L6 section. Error subtypes 2B and 2C do not,

therefore, illustrate consistent relationship between the proficiency level and the error rate.

Substitution error of the topic marker for the nominative marker

Next is the examination of cases in which learners incorrectly use topic markers as

nominative markers. In Table 5, the numbers indicate the types of errors and the

alphabet letters indicate the subtypes.

Fig. 5 Proportion of type 1 errors by proficiency level
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Proportion of error types by proficiency level

Examination of the types of error by proficiency level revealed that the proportion of

errors related to error type 1 (subject as a focus) was highest at L1, but the proportion

of errors related to error type 3 was highest for the remaining proficiency levels, as

illustrated in Fig. 10. Of the subtypes of error type 3, almost every proficiency level had

difficulty in 3B (subject in an adnominal embedded clause) and 3C (subject in an

adverbial embedded clause) (Fig. 11).

Fig. 6 Proportion of type 2 errors by proficiency level

Fig. 7 Proportion of proficiency levels by error type
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Proportion of proficiency levels by error type

Let us observe Fig. 12. In the case of error types 1 and 2, there was a decline-rise-

decline-rise-decline in the error rates for proficiency levels L1 to L6, while the error

rate of error type 3 was shown to gradually increase with subsequent levels of profi-

ciency. Figure 13 revealed that the subtypes of type 3 errors showed an increase from

the intermediate to the advanced levels, except 3C, where there was a decline after the

intermediate levels. Ultimately, the graphs depicting the proficiency levels by error type

Fig. 8 Proportion of proficiency levels by type1 errors

Fig. 9 Proportion of proficiency levels by type2 errors
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and vice versa demonstrate that increases in the proficiency level do not signify a de-

crease in the error rate of nominative markers. These findings imply that learners must

continuously be educated with regards to the use of these case markers, up to the ad-

vanced levels of proficiency.

The above graphs depicted in Figs. 7, 8 and 9 and Figs. 12 and 13 illustrate that the

rates of error do not decrease with increases in the level of proficiency. This study

performed a test of proportions to determine whether there was a difference in error

rates for particular types of error, according to proficiency levels; the p-values depicted

Fig. 10 Proportion of error types by proficiency level

Fig. 11 Proportion of type 3 errors by proficiency level
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below were obtained as a result (see Tables 6 and 7). The bolded sections indicate the

difference in proficiency levels at which the null hypothesis was rejected, at a

significance level of 0.05.

The results of the proportions test demonstrated that in the case of topic markers,

when compared to that of error type 1, the error rate of error type 2 did not decrease

when the proficiency level increased. For subtype 1A of error type 1, the relationship

between the proficiency level and error rate for L3-L6 could not be defined conclu-

sively. There was also no relationship between the error rate and proficiency level for

Fig. 12 Proportion of proficiency levels by error type

Fig. 13 Proportion of proficiency levels by type 3 errors
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subtypes 1B and 1D, and 2A and 2B; this was highlighted by the fact that the null hy-

pothesis was not rejected for comparisons regarding all levels of proficiency.

With regard to nominative markers, in the case of error type 1, the error rate of L1

was higher than it was for other proficiency levels; in the case of error type 2, the error

rate of L6 was lower when compared to that of L1, L3, and L5. Regarding the subtypes

A and D of error type 3, the error rate could not be considered to be high for lower

levels of proficiency. However, for subtype C of the same error type, the error rate of

L6 could be considered to be low, as the null hypothesis was rejected when L6 was

compared to other levels of proficiency.

Discussion: from implication to application
This study examined the tendencies of substitution errors of topic and nominative

markers by utilizing the error-annotated corpus of KLC. Relevant data regarding the

substitution errors of topic and nominative markers were selected and a process of

categorization was performed with a total of 3004 error items. Based on the

categorization process, this study examined the error rates by proficiency level and by

error type before conducting a test of proportions. This section presents the implica-

tions and applications for the learning and teaching of the Korean language.

Pedagogical implications of the findings

There are two main pedagogical implications of this study. First, as emphasized by

Biber et al. (1998), Mindt (1996), and Tognini-Bonelli (2001), it is possible to examine

the differences between the existing intuition-based and learner corpus-based descrip-

tions.6 Topic markers can be affixed to grammatical forms, such as objects and adverbs,

6For an example of the existing intuition-based description, refer to that of the topic and nominative markers
in Korean Learner’s Dictionary in Figs. 1 and 2.

Table 6 P-value of the topic marker

Level 1 1 2 2

A B C D A B C

L1–2 0.0017 0.0994 0.9973 0.2711 0.1581 0.9983 0.8915 0.2226 0.5

L1–3 0.0253 9.18E-09 0.9999 0.6543 0.4900 0.9747 0.9493 0.5 0.0959

L1–4 0.0001 1.67E-08 1 0.0134 0.8118 0.9999 0.9904 0.4336 0.0252

L1–5 0.0004 1.76E-09 0.9999 0.2576 0.5854 0.9996 0.9999 0.3046 0.0001

L1–6 6.81E-09 7.51E-07 1 0.0016 0.9494 1 0.9998 0.1694 0.0026

L2–3 0.8599 2.05E-05 0.7149 0.8648 0.7818 0.1401 0.5990 0.7899 0.0957

L2–4 0.2868 1.06E-05 0.9982 0.0849 0.9757 0.7132 0.8759 0.7209 0.0203

L2–5 0.3967 9.19E-07 0.9677 0.5 0.9200 0.9960 0.9979 0.5599 0.0001

L2–6 0.0040 8.68E-05 0.9995 0.0164 0.9953 0.9698 0.9966 0.5000 0.0015

L3–4 0.0302 0.3242 0.9947 0.0026 0.8899 0.9375 0.7643 0.4630 0.3141

L3–5 0.0625 0.0651 0.9138 0.1226 0.6999 1 0.9941 0.3047 0.0068

L3–6 2.09E-05 0.2839 0.9985 0.0002 0.9772 0.4182 0.9906 0.1446 0.0798

L4–5 0.5818 0.2467 0.1593 0.9211 0.3471 0.9835 0.9586 0.3949 0.0302

L4–6 0.0165 0.5 0.6940 0.2079 0.7239 0.9917 0.9367 0.2037 0.2352

L5–6 0.0083 0.5606 0.9346 0.0142 0.8761 0.9983 0.4484 0.3671 0.8487
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in addition to being attached to subjects. The error rate regarding this matter was

found to be 17.8%. Although this error rate is lower than the error rate (56.7%) of topic

markers that are affixed to subjects, it demonstrates that it is necessary to teach the

combination of topic markers with diverse constituents. In the case of nominative

markers, learners are taught that this marker is attached to a grammatical subject con-

stituent of simple sentences. However, performing an analysis of corpus data demon-

strated that nominative marker errors, in fact, occur the most frequently within

embedded clauses, and not within main clauses. In other words, it is expected that the

teaching and learning of the Korean language will occur more effectively through peda-

gogical materials, including subdivided error types and rates.

Second, the data that was obtained by reviewing the significance of proportions based

on error types and proficiency levels could provide more detailed guidelines and methods

for teaching and learning a foreign language. The errors are subdivided into several

subtypes, and teachers can utilize them by connecting them to the proficiency level of

learners. In the case of topic markers, an examination of the proportion of proficiency

levels by error type demonstrated that the error rate continued to rise from L1 to L6 for

error type 2 (contrast). Meanwhile, in the case of the error type 1 (topic), it was shown

that the error rate falls significantly as the proficiency level progresses from L1 to L6. In

addition, it was determined that there was no correlation between the error rates and

proficiency levels for subtypes 1B (constituent, other than subject, as a topic) and 1D

(subject of a general factual statement) of error type 1, and the subtypes 2A (constituent,

other than subject, as a contrast) and 2B (subject as a contrast) of error type 2. For error

types in which a correlation could not be found, an emphasis must be placed on the

necessity of continuous learning. In the case of nominative markers, the resulting data for

L1 demonstrated that the subject of a sentence does not automatically take a nominative

marker in comparison with introductory statements (i.e., subtype 1A of topic marker

errors). Additionally, the same data showed that continuous systematic teaching and

Table 7 P-value of the nominative marker

Level 1 2 3 3

A B C D

L1–2 3.46E-06 8.40E-02 1.00E+ 00 0.6103 0.1884 0.5 0.5

L1–3 9.51E-06 5.00E-01 1.00E+ 00 0.6666 0.1608 0.4345 0.9523

L1–4 9.10E-10 2.83E-01 1.00E+ 00 0.7716 0.0259 0.5 0.9780

L1–5 1.33E-07 6.62E-01 1.00E+ 00 0.7803 0.0283 0.2556 0.9977

L1–6 3.81E-05 4.70E-02 1.00E+ 00 0.8520 0.3099 0.0029 0.9990

L2–3 6.55E-01 9.69E-01 9.01E-02 0.5 0.4950 0.2611 0.9953

L2–4 1.02E-01 7.86E-01 7.78E-01 0.6586 0.0811 0.5 0.9994

L2–5 4.19E-01 9.94E-01 1.64E-01 0.6792 0.0900 0.08 1

L2–6 7.62E-01 5.00E-01 9.69E-01 0.8418 0.7 6.34E-06 1

L3–4 2.77E-02 1.50E-01 9.92E-01 0.5947 0.0944 0.7299 0.7017

L3–5 2.12E-01 6.99E-01 6.35E-01 0.6182 0.1046 0.2595 0.9881

L3–6 5.93E-01 1.30E-02 1.00E+ 00 0.8081 0.7554 0.0001 0.9974

L4–5 8.59E-01 9.63E-01 2.02E-02 0.5 0.5 0.0732 0.9586

L4–6 9.87E-01 1.36E-01 8.64E-01 0.6625 0.9868 1.78E-06 0.9898

L5–6 8.73E-01 1.95E-03 9.99E-01 0.6348 0.9842 0.0009 0.6841
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learning of nominative markers is necessary, regarding the diverse embedded clauses that

are taught to learners according to their levels of proficiency, from levels L2 to L6. These

findings could be utilized to create pedagogical materials, such as worksheets that contain

content based on the target proficiency level and error subtype. Furthermore, the findings

could be used in a teacher’s syllabus, to provide guidelines regarding the areas to pay

attention to per level of proficiency.

Learner-corpus-informed application: description of common mistake boxes

While previous studies of Korean language teaching and learning concluded with

proposing the pedagogical implications of their analysis, this study presents common

mistake boxes that focus on the grammatical items that have had consistently high

error rates for all proficiency levels, according to the analysis of errors. From the late

1990s, English language learner’s dictionaries utilized learner corpora and presented

English language learners with the applied information. For example, information

regarding common errors (Longman Dictionary of Common Errors, 1996), common

mistakes (Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 2013), help boxes (Longman

Essential Activator, 1997), and frequency bands (Collins COBUILD English Dictionary

for Advanced Learners, 2001) were used to present the grammatical errors, spelling

errors, collocational errors, and etc. that learners must pay attention to. This study

reviews the descriptions of errors from various learner’s dictionaries and proposes the

use of common mistake boxes.

The proficiency level of Korean language learners is generally categorized into six levels,

from L1 (beginner) to L6 (advanced), and this categorization is reflected in the textbooks

or language materials. It could be presumed that the error rates of nominative markers in

embedded clauses are high for the intermediate and advanced levels because learners are

taught various conjunctive endings for embedded clauses as their level of proficiency

increases. In other words, the appearance of particular grammatical forms, and the

increased usage rate of these forms are affected by the timing of when they are taught to

learners (Granger, 2015; Swan, 2005). This indicates that the appearance and increased

use of grammatical forms may not signify the development of learners’ grammatical

abilities. In this study, the data regarding the proportion of error types by proficiency level

allowed us to determine the areas that L1-L6 learners have the most difficulty. The com-

mon mistake boxes presented by this study are based on this finding, and thereby focus

on the types of errors that are committed by learners of all proficiency levels. Moreover,

this study does not limit its analysis to certain language groups. Accordingly, the findings

were able to determine which errors generally appeared among Korean language learners

for all proficiency levels, without distinguishing the language groups of the learners.

Now, we describe the common mistake boxes that we propose. The title of each

common mistake box reflects the most frequently occurring error type that was

selected after examining the errors committed by learners. This process of selection

was possible because the subtypes of errors were categorized; this was included in this

study’s data analysis procedure. The content of common mistake boxes may appear

similar to the content in existing intuition-based works. However, the examples used in

the boxes are real errors; there is a distinction, in that the intuition-based approach

tends to focus on the errors that grammarians presume problematic, rather than the
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errors that appear as a result of statistically analyzing learner corpora. The errors ex-

tracted from learner corpora represent the realistic difficulties that learners face and

not the potential difficulties that they may face. The common mistake boxes are com-

posed of the following content (Fig. 14).

Example of the common mistake boxes for the topic marker

In the case of topic markers, subtype 1C (subject as a topic) of error type 1 and

subtype 2B (subject as a contrast) of error type 2 displayed high error rates for all levels

of proficiency (see Figs. 5 and 6). Thus, as shown below, these subtypes provide highly

useful data on examples of common mistakes. Let us describe the common mistake

box related to subtype 1C. All levels of proficiency do not correctly use the topic

marker attached to the subject. This use of the topic marker can be connected to the

“Common mistake [focus and subject]” box (see Fig. 15), which illustrates the

impossibility of the use of the topic marker. Thus, the box was marked “Compare with”

to help learners better understand the relevant errors.

In the case of error type 2, subtype 2B was observed to be the most common error

(see Fig. 6). Explanations were also included for the characteristics of sentences

(conjunctions, conjunctive endings) that displayed errors in the corpus, to help lower

the error rate of learners (Fig. 16).

Example of the common mistake boxes for the nominative marker

Regarding nominative markers, error type 3 represents the type of errors that occur

commonly (see Fig. 10). In other words, learners have more difficulty in using the

nominative marker than the topic marker, within embedded clauses. Accordingly, the

Fig. 14 Content of a common mistake box

Fig. 15 Common mistake box 1 for the topic marker
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theme of nominative markers and embedded clauses was used to compose a common

mistake box (Fig. 17).

Although, of the three types of errors, error type 1 is not common, the common

mistake box below is additionally presented because L1 displays a prominently higher

error rate than other levels (see Fig. 10). The use of nominative markers can be

connected to the errors that appear in the “Common mistake [topic and subject]” box

(see Fig. 18), which does not permit the use of the nominative marker (Fig. 18).

Practical application of the common mistake boxes for the topic marker

Of the common mistake boxes presented above, this study will examine the

practical applications for topic markers. As mentioned in Granger (2015),

constructing a learner’s dictionary based on a large-scale learner corpus demands

considerable effort as well as time. KLC was revealed in May 2020, which is why,

instead of constructing a new dictionary with common mistake boxes above, we

propose applying them to existing learner’s dictionaries and pedagogical materials,

particularly the Korean-English Learners’ Dictionary described in the Literature re-

view section. As mentioned earlier, the content of this learner’s dictionary is not

greatly different from the Standard Korean Dictionary, which was published for

Fig. 16 Common mistake box 2 for the topic marker

Fig. 17 Common mistake box 1 for the nominative marker
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native Korean speakers. However, as depicted by Fig. 19, this learner’s dictionary

could be a useful material for teachers as well as learners, in the application of

common mistake boxes.

The common mistake boxes for topic markers could effectively be applied to the first

and second sense of topic marker descriptions of the Korean-English Learners’

Dictionary. The first sense indicates a contrast; a common mistake box was presented

regarding the theme of [contrast and topic marker]. The second sense indicates the

topic of a sentence; a common mistake box was presented regarding the theme of

[topic and subject]. This box included an explanation for errors regarding the use of

subjects as a focus and as a topic, which constituted the largest number of errors

committed by learners. The explanation could be used to compare the uses of topic

and nominative markers.

As the Korean-English Learners’ Dictionary in Fig. 19 is a web-based dictionary, icons

of the common mistake boxes could be created, and pop-up windows could be utilized

with the click of a mouse.7

Conclusion
Based on the extensive KLC, this study observed the substitution errors of topic and

nominative markers that Korean language learners find difficult. It then examined the

relationship between the types of errors and the proficiency levels of learners by

utilizing the frequency of errors, considering a balance between the frequency,

difficulty, and pedagogical relevance of grammatical items. In the process of analyzing

the errors committed by learners, this study was able to extract the subtypes of each

case marker’s uses that were even more subdivided than those found in intuition-based

materials. Furthermore, it determined that the tendencies of the relationship between

proficiency levels and type of error were not consistent. Based on these findings, this

study presented common mistake boxes for the types of errors that exhibit high error

rates for all levels; then, these boxes were applied to pedagogical materials. This process

Fig. 18 Common mistake box 2 for the nominative marker

7For existing printed dictionaries, textbooks, or grammars, common mistake boxes could be utilized in a
Additional file 1.
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demonstrated the necessity of moving beyond the intuition-based approach, in which

grammarians or teachers present errors that they predict will occur, and elevated the

significance of employing learner-corpus-informed applications. In particular, as the

corpus utilized in this study is a large-scale corpus, the findings of this study have more

usefulness and reliability than the results of studies that were based on the intuition-

based approach and on small-scale corpora (Granger, 2015).

As the National Institute of Korean Language revealed the KLC, the necessity of the

application of errors in language teaching and research was emphasized. Similar to how

the present study used the substitution errors of topic and nominative markers to

present relevant common mistake boxes, it will be helpful to create common mistake

boxes of other grammatical items, such as verbal endings. Another line of research

worth pursuing further is observing error patterns from an interlanguage perspective.

The error annotated corpus of KLC describes the error forms of 93 language groups of

Korean language learners. Errors committed by Korean learners of Japanese, Chinese,

and English groups have been explored in depth; further research using extensive

error data will expand the understanding of the error patterns of particular

grammatical items or structures considering the mother-tongue background of

Korean language learners.

Abbreviations
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Fig. 19 Practical application of the two common mistake boxes for the topic marker
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