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The Notion of Lexical Error in the Framework
of Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology

Dominic Anctil

Département de didactique,
OLST — Département de linguistique et traduction, Université de Montréal
dominic.anctil@umontreal.ca

Lexical mastery constitutes a central component of language mastery.
Nevertheless, few studies dealing with linguistic errors — notably in written
language — consider the lexical aspect of such errors. Furthermore, the actual
notion of lexical error seems vague, both in linguistics and language teaching,
and no precise definition of it has been proposed. As a result, many errors
considered as syntactic or morphological are in our opinion lexical.

Using Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology’s principles of lexical de-
scription as a guideline, we will try to characterize clearly the notion of lexical
error. Based on an exhaustive presentation of the properties of a lexical unit,
we can observe in which ways they can be violated or transgressed to cause
lexical errors. This approach will provide us with all the necessary tools to
propose a descriptive typology of lexical errors. We will finally put our typol-
ogy to test by describing the lexical errors found in a text corpus.

IlonsiTHe eKcHYeCKOl OIIUOKU B PAMKAX TOJIKOBO-KOMOHMHATOPHOIO
cjioBaps. Bragenune nekcrukoil cocTaBisieT HEHTPaTbHBI KOMIIOHEHT BIIaCHUS
SI3BIKOM. O}IHaKO JIMIIb HEMHOTHEC HCCJICAOBAHUSA, ITOCBANICHHBIC A3bIKOBBIM
O]_L[I/I6KaM, — B YaCTHOCTH, B TIMICbMCHHOM fA3BIKC, SanaFHBa}OT J]GKCI/I'-IGCKI/Iﬁ
acreKT 3TUX ourbok. bosee TOro, caMo MOHATHE JIEKCHYECKOM OIUOKH 0CTa-
eTcs BeChbMa PACIUIBIBYATHIM, KaK B JIMHTBHCTHKE, TaK U B MPEIMOJaBaHUU
SI3BIKOB; JI0 CHX IIOp OTCYTCTBYET €r0 TOYHOE ompenelicHHe. B pesymbrare
MHOI'U¢C OI_HI/I6KI/I, KOTOpLIe 110 Hamemy MHCHHIO ABJISAIOTCA JICKCHYCCKHUMH,
OOBIYHO KBATH(UIMPYIOTCS KaK CHHTAKCHYECKHUE HIH MOPQOIOTHUECKHE.
OCHOBBIBasACh Ha MPUHIMIIAX OMHCAHUS JIEKCUKH, BBIJBUHYTBHIX B TOJKOBO-
KOMOHMHATOPHO# JIEKCHKOJIOTHH, MBI IIBITAEMCS 00Jiee TOYHO OXapaKTeph30-
BaTh ITIOHATHE JICKCHYECKON OMIMOKH. VICXOns M3 MCUYEpNBIBAIOIIETO Ipen-
CTABJICHUSA CBOﬁCTB JICKCUYCCKHUX COWHHI], MOXHO yCTaHOBI/ITB, KaKuMH CII0-
cobaMH 3TH CBOMCTBa MOTYT HapyIaThCsl, YTO BEJET K JICKCHUECKUM OIIUOKaM.
Takoif moaxo[ 1aeT Bce HEOOXOJMMBIC HHCTPYMEHTBI, YTOOBI YCTAHOBHUTH TH-
MOJIOTHIO JIEKCHYECKHUX OIIMOOK. DTa THUIIOJIOTHS IIPOBEPSETCS HA DKCIEPH-
MEHTAJILHOM MaTepuale — Ha MHOXECTBE JIEKCHUECKHUX OIMOOK, HalIEHHBIX
B KOPITyCE€ TEKCTOB.
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Introduction

In 1995, a study by Roy, Lafontaine & Legros revealed that more than
a third of Québec’s undergraduates studying in French didn’t have suffi-
cient mastery of the written language, especially regarding grammatical
relations and orthography. A more recent study (Lefrancois, 2004) also
showed that syntactic, lexical and textual coherence problems are, among
all types of errors, those less often identified and those most often cor-
rected inaccurately in both writing and revision tasks. Because the authors
were more interested in the grammatical mastery of the subjects, they
supply very little information concerning the three specific aspects of the
language mastery mentioned above. Although we know that syntatic,
lexical and textual coherence problems are present in students’ essays, the
types of errors made within these dimensions haven’t yet been deter-
mined.

Therefore, we decided to investigate the lexical errors made by uni-
versity students when writing. But even before we could start formulating
a research methodology, many theoretical problems arose. Is there such a
thing as lexical error? Is there a norm governing the usage of the lexi-
con — as there is one for grammar —, a norm from which we could
judge whether the use of a word is correct or not? If we accept that there
is more to lexical errors than spelling mistakes, what are the limits of
what we could call a lexical problem?

Looking at the literature, both in linguistics and language teaching, we
couldn’t find any definition of the lexical error. If some authors mention
correctors’ difficulty to separate syntax and vocabulary in many cases
(Denance, 1999), no one, to the best of our knowledge, proposed a clear
characterization of lexical error. The first step in our attempt to elaborate
a typology of errors made by students was therefore to define the limits of
lexical error. The Meaning-Text Theory (MTT), which gives a central
role to meaning and lexicon, provided a perfect framework for our task.
Of course, we concentrated on the lexicological branch of the theory: the
Explanatory Combinatorial Lexicology (ECL). This particular approach
to lexicology supplied us with all the tools necessary to propose a clear
and complete characterization of lexical error.

This article is divided into four parts. The first section defines the no-
tions of error and norm. The second constitutes the core of the article and
is devoted to the characterization of the lexical error. The third part pres-
ents a validation of our typology on a text corpus and the fourth one dis-
cusses some problems encountered. The conclusion will mention possible
applications of the typology proposed.



