)

r—y Pure

Bangor University

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Predictive power of contrastive analysis : Syrians' learning of the English DP.

Aws, Wafa Mustafa

Award date:
1992

Awarding institution:
Bangor University

Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

» Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
* You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
* You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 24. Apr. 2025


https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/theses/predictive-power-of-contrastive-analysis--syrians-learning-of-the-english-dp(17cf6c79-59ce-43d4-b42e-f2a469fa0459).html

PREDICTIVE POWER OF CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS:

SYRIANS’ LEARNING OF THE ENGLISH DP

BY

WAFA MUSTAFA AWS

In fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of

PHILOSOPHIAE DOCTOR

SCHOOL OF ENGLISH & LINGUISTICS

LINGUISTICS SECTION

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

BANGOR

1992




DEDICATION

To my family



ABSTRACT

"This thesis is an investigation of the Contrastive
Analysis Hypothesis. This hypothesis is founded on the
assumption that second language learners tend to transfer
their native language structures when learning a second
language. In its strong version, this hypothesis claims
that by contrasting two or more languages, it is possible
to predict probable areas of difficulty and hence errors
on part of the foreign language learner. Contrastive
analysis yvields two types of prediction: (i) second
language learners will transfer their isomorphic Ll
structures into the second language and thus produce
corract target constructions, and (ii) they will transfer
the anisomorphic structures of their mother tongue thus

producing erroneous structures which reflect those of
their mother tongue.

The second hypothesis which I seek to verify in the
presaent work claims that the more advanced the second
language learner is, the more successfully he/she will
perform in the second language. Long exposure to the new
language will enable the learner to improve his/her
linguistic competence in this language and as a result,
he/she will utilise more positive transfer and less
negative transfer than the less advanced learner.

The validity of the two hypotheses will Dbe
investigated with reference to Syrian learners of English.
The two languages under focus are English and Modern
Standard Arabic. I focus exclusively on one syntactic
structure viz., the noun phrase. My contrastive analysis
of English and Modern Standard Arabic noun phrases 1s
based on their description in terms of the general
framework of the theory of Government and Binding.

The predictions yielded by contrastive analysis were
empirically tested by carrying out a small scale empirical
investigation which consisted of three tests: a Completion
Test, a Translation Test and a Judgment Test. The three
tests were administered to two groups of Syrian students
studying English at the University of Tishrin, Latakia,
Syria. The first group comprised 25 first year students,
and the second group included a similar number of fourth
vear students.

I then carried out an error analysis of the data
obtained in order to determine the source of each error
and separate transfer from non-transfer errors.
Quantificational measures were applied to the results in
order to determine the relative frequency of each
prediction in percentages.

iii



The degree of success of the predictions were taken as
measures for the validity of the hypothesis on which they
were based viz., the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis.

In order to verify the second hypothesis, I compared
the mean percentages of transfer scored by both groups for
each prediction in each test. Conclusions as to whether
there were significant differences between the two groups
in the degree of transfer were drawn by using the T-Test,
which 18 statistical measure used to assess the

significance of the differences between two given average
scores.
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TRANSCRIPTION

The Arabic alphabet consists of 28 consonants and 3
vowels. These are listed below in alphabetical order,
together with the Roman symbols employed in this thesis

and the names of the letter in transcribed form.

| Name of Letter : Symbol : Transcription |
| === mmm e | ===mmmm- === |
: hamza : £ : ? I
| | ) l I
| alef | | a |
: baa? : CT’ : b }
: taa? : - = t :
| jiim & 3 :
: Haa? l Vsl : H :
I Xaa? : é?‘- : X :
: daal l 2 = d :
: dhaai I .j : dh :
“: raa? : S : r ='
| | l |
| zayn |/ I Z I
: siin : O— : 8 :
: shiin : Q_fLJ : sh :
: Saad : (P : S i
: Daad : Uip l D |
: Ta? I ", : T }
: Za? I .JD i Z :
S S . ' i




I ; I

| ghayn : ¢ : gh I
I . I
: faa®? | ¢ 2 | £ |
I | . | |
I Qaaf | D | Q I
I I I |
| kaaf | Gij | k |
I I d I I
| laam | | 1 |
| I I |
| miim I Ip I m I
I I v I |
| noon 1 O I n I
| I I I
B haa? | .£> | h |
I | | l
| waaw S | W |
| I | I
: yaa? : (‘_‘S | v |
I I

| fatHa | =%- a |
l | i I
| kasra | =~- | i |

/

I | y : |
| Damma | -=- | u I
| I I |
I I I I

Long vowels are indicated by doubling the vowel (e.g
aa, ii, and yy). Emphasised letters or those bearing the
so-called ’'shadda’ (W ), are indicated by doubling the

consonant (e.g. maijalla).
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

1.1. The Scope of the Present Study

One of the most controversial issues in foreign
language learning concerns the role of the learner’s first
language. Over the past forty vears or so, researchers
attitudes towards the influence of the first language have
changed considerably, reflecting the changes that have
taken place i1n the psychological base for examin;ng second
language acquisition.

Beginning in the post-war years and carrying on into
the 19608, the belief was that ‘interference’ from the
learners’ +first langua:ge was the major source of
difficulty'in learning a foreign 1angua§e. It was assumed
that where there were differences between the first and
the foreign language, the learners’ first language would
rinterfere’ with the foreign language; and where the first
language and the foreign language were simiiar, the first
language would actively facilitate the learning process.
The underlying process was called languagerTransfer. In
the case of differences, it functions negatively, while in

the case of similarities, it functions positively.

In order to identify potential points of




difficulty/error, a procedure called Contrastive Analysis
was developed. The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis was
fﬁunded on the assumption that i1t was péssible, by
establishing the linguistic differences between the
learner’s first language and the foreign language, to
predict what problems the learner of a particular language
would face.

The transfer hypothesis on which classical contrastive
analysis was predicated #as closély linked to the
behaviourist habit-formation theory of language learning
(see for example Skinner, 1957). Following Chomsky’s
(1959) review of Skinner’s Verbal Behaviour, the
behaviourist views of language learning as habit-formation
was rejected in favour of a more mentalist approach, which
took into account the active contribution of thé learner.

Within the new approach, the language learner uses
his/her own thinking processes (cognition) to develop
his/her linguistic knowledge of the new language: he/she
has become a ’'strategy’ user. Thus, if language learning
could not be explained in terms of habit-formation, then
clearly the notion of ’'transfer’ with its behaviouristic
connotations was bound to be challenged.

The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis came under attack
from another quarter. The predictive power of contrastaive
analysis was shown to be limited: contrastive analysis was
only able to predict part of the learning problems

encountered by foreign language learners. It was also




found that the level of learning difficulty could not be
inferred directly from the degree of linqgquistic differencé
Setween two language systems, some items of high
interlingual contrastivity proving to be easily learnt,
and some i1items of low contrastivity proving to be
difficult. In short, the contrastive analysis hypothesis
together with habit-formation theory was not capable of
providing an adequate explanation of foreign language
learning. As a result of these criticisms, by the late
19608 and early 1970s contrastive analysis fell into
disfavour and the role of the first language in foreign
language learning was played down.

Despite the critical voices, the interest in
contrastive analysis has not diminished since 1980. 2
review of the relevant literature in the early 1980s
reveals a modest but significant revival of confidence in
CA, attributed to a variety of factors. The main
difference between the traditional contrastive analysis
and the recent developments is that the recent
developments are influenced by the theory of cognitive
psychology rather than by the earlier Behaviourist one.
Native language transfer is now considered as a learner
'strategy’. the learner is now seen as actively involved
in manipulating his/her first language to facilitate
his/her learning of the foreign language instead of the

traditional orthodox contrastive analysis view that native

language transfer was the result of persistent ’o0ld’

habits.



The ’‘crisis’ in contrastive analysis has not been
entirely resolved, however. There is still considerable
disparity among researchers regarding 1ts role in
accounting for the language-learner’s language. It is my
goal in this thesis to test the Contrastive Analysais
Hypothesis empirically with reference to Syrian learners
of English, and demonstrate that native language transfer
is an important determinant of foreign language learning.
To this end, I shall carry out a contrastive analyéis of

English and Modern Standard Arabic, focussing on one

syntactic structure viz., the noun phrase.

Modern Standard Arabic (henceforth MSA) 18 the
learners native language from which will transfer the
related syntactic rules and structures in their learning
the corresponding rules and structures of a fofeign
language. MSA is the official language in Syria, which 1s
used as the medium of instruction at all levels of
education. It is also used in other formal settings like

the mass media (e.g. radio, television, newspapers, etc.).
It is to be differentiated from Syrian Arabic (henceforth
SYA), which is the informal language used as a means of
communication among people and has many dialectal
varieties. SYA exhibits a number of divergencies from MSA
in its phonological and morphological structure. As for
its syntax, it can be said that, apart from a few

exceptions, it has a similar syntactic structure to that

of MSA.



Since the present study involves Syrian learners in a
formal learning situation viz., university setting, and
given that MSA and not SYA is the language which they

normally use in such circumstances, I shall therefore

assume that it is MSA rather than SYA which 'is the
language they will use as a source of transfer into the
new language. I thus confine my description of Arabic noun
phrases to those of MSA only.

English (henceforth ENG), on the other hand, is
considered a foreign language in Syria, by which is meant
that it is learned through instruction and is not normally
used in everyday communication. ENG is taught in both
preparatory and secondary schools i.e. for a total of six
years from the 6th. year at school to the 12th. year. On
average, 1t 1s taught for 3 to 5 50-minute periods per
week. The variety of ENG which is normally taught 1is

Standard British English.

l1.2. Orgﬁnisation of the Thesis

In reporting the present study I shall proceed as
follows:

Chapter II is a general review of the research
literature on the various approaches in the study of
learner language. The aims of this review are (1) to show
the ’'state of the art’ in the field, and (ii1i) to put the
basic assumptions of this study in the right perspective.

In section (2.3) and the related subsections, I review

further the basic tenets of Contrastive Analysis: its



premise, its traditional association with the Transfer
theorf, its methodology and some of the criticisms
levelled at the contrastive analysis hypothesis and their
refutation. The section on contrastivé énalysis concludes
with an account of the current reappraisal of contrastaive
analysis, which once again seeks to allocate an important
role to ﬁhe first language in foreign language learning.
In section (2.4), I discuss the second approach in the
study of learner language, namely,nError Analysisp In thas
section, I shed light on the significance of studying
le#rner errors and some of the problems encountered in
their definition. I also discuss the methodology of error
analysis and its usefulness as a complementary fechnique
to contrastive analysis in the étudy of learner language.
I conclude my discussion of error analysis with a summary
of the main shortcomings which hav; rendered fhié approach
as inadequate in providing a comprehensive picture of the
foreign language-learner’s language. Finally, in section
(2:5), I £urn to discuss the third approach in the
investrigation of the foreign language-learner’s
performance viz., Interlanguage Studiesh I discuss tﬂe
main characteristics of Interlanguage as an i1independent
iinguistié system of the learner’s first language aﬁd the
foreign language, the ﬁew attitudé towards learners’
errérs which Interlanguage research entails aﬁd the
insights it provides into the nature of the learning
process.

In Chapters III and VI, I move on to the first step in



the execution of my contrastive analysis of ENG and MSA ,

namely, providing detailed descriptions of the structures
to be contrasted. In Chapter III, I describe the ENG noun
phrase. This description 1s cafried out within the
framework of the theory of Government and Binding. I start
my discussion of the ENG noun phrase in section (3.2.1l) by
introducing the relevant aspects of Government and
Binding. In section (3.2.2), I discuss in some'detail the
main assumptions underlying the X-bar sub;theory of
phrasal categories on which I rely extensively in my
discussion of the noun phrase in both ENG and MSA. I oﬁly

reiterate those aspects of X-bar syntax which are relevant
to my description of the noun phrase. In section

(3.2.2.1), I provide a brief outline of the pre-X-bar
attempts to account for the structure of the ENG noun
phrase such as those made by Chomsky (1965) and Jacobs &
Rosenbaum (1968). Under earlier analyses, 1t was assumed
that the head noun of a given noun phrase permitted only
one type of higher level projection i.e. from N to NP. In
section (3.2.2.2), I discuss the main tenets of X-bar
theory as introduced by Chomsky (1970). The main
assumption underlying this theory is that all phrases have
a three-level hierarchical structure instead of a two-
level structure. In a noﬁn phrase, for example, we
recoénise a Qero—bar level N (noun), an intermediate
single-bar level N’ (N-bar) and a full phrasal double-bar

level N" (N-double-bar or NP). In other words, a noun



phrase had the overall status of an NP. In section
(3.2.2.2.A), I cige some aréuments in favour of the
intermediate N-bar phrasal category. In section
(3.2.2.2.B), I summarise some of the p¥oblems which the
’standard’ X-bar NP-analysis poses for the description of
the ENG noun phrase and which have given rise to a more
tenable analysis viz. the NP/DP-Analysis. In section
(3.2.2.3), I discuss the main tenets of the NP/DP-analysis
and discuss its main advéntages over the traditional NP-
analysis. Within the NP/DP-analysis, an ENG noun phrase
comprises two categorial systems: a lexical NP-system and
a functional DP-system. The noun phrase has the overall
status of a DP rather than an NP. In section (3.3), I
discuss the functional DP-system. In this section I
discuss the syntax of determiners like the articles,
demonstratives and predeterminers like all/both. In
section (3.4) I discuss the main types of nominal
modifiers which fall within the lexical NP-system. These
include adijectival phrases (APs), prepositional phrases
(PPs) and possessive DPs, among others. I discuss their
constituent function as well as the various principles
underlying their distribution in relation to the head noun
and to each other.

Chapter IV is devoted to the noun phrase in MSA. My
anélysisvof MSA is an extension of Fassi Fehri’s anaiysis
of the noun phrase in Classical Arabic (henceforﬁh CLa) .

Following Fassi Fehri (op.cit.), I shall assume that a

noun phrase in MSA consists of a functional system and a



lexical system. However, unlike Fassi Fehri’s analysis in
which he assumes that a noun in CLA is projected
functionally into a DP via the addition of the definite
article and that a demonstrative is in the [Spec., DP]
position, I shall érgue that i1in MSA, a head noun 1is
projected functionally into a Tf vi; the addition of the
definite article and it is projected into a DP wvia the
addition of a demonstrative. In other words, what is
considered a DP under Fassi Fehri’é analysis, is regarded
as a TP under my analysis. I start my analysié of the
Arabic noun phrase in section (4.2) by a discussion of the
basic characteristics of the so-called Construct State
followed 1in section (4.3) by an outline of Fassi Fehri’s
analysis. In section (4.4), I discuss the functional TP-
projection within the MSA noun phrase. I extend Fassi
Fehri’s restrictive analysis of this system to other
determiners like kull ‘all’, ba’D ’'some’ and 2ayy ’‘which/,
arguing that a noun phrase in MSA 1s projected further
into a UP functional expansion via the addition of one of
these items. In section (4.5), I discuss the lexical NP-
system. I extend Fassi Fehri’s analysis of this system to
include a variety of nominal modifiers like APs,
possessive TPs, numerals and PPs, among others. I discuss

their syntactic functions as well as their linear word-

ordering relative to the head noun and to each other.

I move in Chapter V to a contrastive analysis of ENG

and MSA noun phrases which I described in Chapters III and



IV respectively. I also make predictions of potential
points of difficulty/error and non-difficulty which might
arise 1in Syrians’ learning of these structures iniENG. I
start off this chapter in section (5.2) by pinpointing
some of the advantages of using the theory of X-bar as a
theoretical basis for the my contrastive analysis of ENG
and MSA noun phrases. Then in section (5.4), I highlight
the differences and similarities between ENG and MSA which
arise from their functional nominal systems. In section
(5.5), I discuss the differences and similarities which
stem from juxtaposing their nominal lexical systems. The
contrastive analysis in this chapter yields a total of 18
predictions: 7 positive predictions and 1l negative ones.
In Chapter VI, I describe the method in which the
predictions identified in Chﬁpter V were empirically
tested. In section (6.2), I describe the subjects who have
participated in the empirical inquiry. In section (6.3), I
describe the three tests which I administered in eliciting
those learners’ interlanguage. I administered three tests:
a completion tést, a translation test and a judgment test.
In‘section (6.3.1) I describe the Completion Test, in
section (6.3.2) I discuss the Translation Test and in
section (6.3.3), I deal with the Judgment Test, providing
examples of actual test senténces. In section (6.4), I
describe the method I followed in administering the three
test to the testees. Finally, in section (6.5), I discuss
the scoring methods and quantificational measures used in

decoding the data obtained.

10



In Chapter VII a discussion of the findings of the
empirical investigation and their relevance to the two
hypothﬁses addressed is carried out. In section (7.2), I
assess the degree of success of contrastive analysis
predictions both positive and negative. I first, present
the results of the quantificational analysis, and then I
evaluate their significance for the Contrastive Analysais
Hypothesis. In section (7.3), I focus on the second
hypothesis which this study addresses and- examine 1its
validity in the light of Syrian learners’ elicited

performance. This hypothesis rests on the assumption that

advanced foreign language learners utilise their native
language positive transfer and ‘suppress negative transfer
more than less advanced learners i.e. the former produce
more target-like structures and less erroneous ones  than
less advanced learners.

In Chapter VIII, I complement my error analysis of
Syrian students’ errors in Chapter VII by an error
analysis of the unpredicted DP-errors which occurred 1in
their elicited linguistic performance. This chapter also
includes a summary of the findings of the present research
and an outline of the main shortcomings of this thesis. It

concludes with some recommendations for future research in

the field.
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CHAPTER II

APPROACHES TO LEARNER LANGUAGE

2.1. Introduction

It 18 assumed that in the study of foreign language
learning and teaching the primary soﬁrce of knowledge
which can lead to an understanding of what is involved in
learning is the language produced by learners when they

attempt to use their own version of the target language

1.e. their Interlanguage (henceforth IL). There have been
three different approaches in the analysis of learner
language: Contrastive Analysis (henceforth CA), Error

Analysis (henceforth EA) and Interlanguage Studies

(henceforth ILST).

EA and CA are similar in that they both have as their
main objective the study of those erroneous aspects of the
language-learner’s language which show divergencies from
the target language norms. Moreover, both CA and EA are
comparative studies: CA involves a comparison of the
learner’s native language and the foreign language he
wants to learn and EA involves a comparison of the
language-learner’s language and the foreign language.
However, whereas the aim of CAs is to predict potential

areas of errors on the part of the foreign language

learner, the goal of EA 18 to provide an account of
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attested errors i.e. errors which have actually occurred
in learner language.

ILST represent a new way of looking at things,:
however. Unlike its predecessors (i.e. CA and EA), this
approach aims at providing a more comprehensive picture of
learner language. It aims at describing both erroneous and
non-erroneous aspects of the language-learner’s
interlanguage system. Within this approach, learner
language is an independent linguistic system which 1s
described without any attempt to relate it to native
language or foreign language. When learner language 'is
looked at as a system in its own right, the concept of
"error’ becomes of less wvalidity.

In order to understand the roles CA, EA and ILST play
in the investigation of learner language, in what follows,
I shall discuss the three approaches, each in turn. In
section (2.3), I focus on CA, in section (2.4) I discuss
EA and in section (2.5) I shed light on ILST.

However, before I start my discussion of CA, EA and
ILST, it will be relevant to start off this chapter by
clarifying some terminological distinctions relevant to

the present research.

2.2, Definition of Terms
A number of terminological distinctions are sometimes

made in the literature on second language learning. The

most common ones are:

First vs. Second vs. Foreign language: 'first’ language

13



(L1) is sometimes referred to as ’‘mother tongue’ or
'native language’ (NL). A.lahguage is "first’ if no other
language was acquired before, e.qg. Afabic in Syria. The
term ’'second’ language (L2) is used to denote a language
which becomes another tool of communication alongside the
Ll. It is usually acquired in a social environment in
which it is actually spoken, e.g. French among the German
speaking Swiss population. The term ‘foreign’ language
(FL) 18 used to refer to a language that learners learn in
a mlilieu where it is not normally in use but is acquired
through instruction in a formal setting (e.g in the
classroom), e.g. Spanish in France.

In most American-influenced work, the term ’second’
language has been used as a blanket term whicﬁ coéers both
"untutored’ (i.e. naturalistic) acquisition and ’‘tutored’
classroom acquisition (e.g. Dulay et al. 1982:10; Klein,
1986:19; Ellis, 1985: 5).

There is a third name which is sometimes used as a
neutral term between ’‘second’ and ’'foreign’ language,
namely ’‘target’ language (TL) (e.g. James, 1990:205). This
term is defined as referring to the language being learned
or taught (Dulay et al., 1982: glossary).

The terminological distinction between ’'second’ and
’foreign’ language will be reserved in the present work. I
shall therefore use the‘ferms FL and TL interchangeably to
refer to Syrian’s ENG, and use the terms NL and L1

interchangeably to refer to MSA.

Learning vs8. Acquisition’: the terms ’'acquisition’ and
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learning’ are sometimes used to refer to two different
phenomena. Language ’'Learning’ (LL) refers to ’‘guided’
conscious’ learning such as that‘in the classroom, e.gq.
learning English in Syria, whereas language ’acquisition’
(LA) refers to the spontaneous ’subconscious’ picking up
of a language in naturalistic environments, i.e. through
direct exposure to the target language, e.g. learning
English in Britain and Arabic in Syria.

Some researchers (e.g. Krashen, 1981l; Richards, 1978;
Ringbom, 1987) kept the two concepts terminologically
apart, while others used them interchangeably (e.g. Klein,
13986; Dulay et al. 1982; Ellis, 1955).

In the present study, I shall use the term most
appropriate for Syrian learners of ENG, namely,

learning’, and use the term ’'FLL’ to refer to ’'foreign

language learning’.
2.3. CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS (CA)

2.3.1. Definition
Contrastive analysis is a lingquistic enterprise which
takes as its object of ingquiry two or more languages 1in

order to single out the differences and similarities

between them:

Contrastive linguistics may be roughly defined
as a subdiscipline of 1linguistics which is
concerned with the comparison of two or more

languages .... in order to determine both the
differences and similarities that hold between
them. |

(Fisiak, 1980: 1)
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2.3.2. Objectives and Applications

Fisiak (1981: 2-9) makes a distinction between two
types of contrastive analysis: Theoretical CA vs. Applied
CA. The two types of contrastive study differ according to
purpose. One of the g;als of ’'theoretical’ CAs is to
provide an account of the differences and similarities
between the contrasted languages with the aim of
establishing linguistic universals among other thiﬁgs.
Theoretical CAs are not concerned with cross-language
problems and make no claims about the applicability of its
results. Applied CAs, on the other hand, are pedagogically
oriented. Their main aim is to establish the areas of
learning difficulties that arealikely to be encountered by
foreign language learners. The central claim which is made
by applied contrastivists is that differences between the
learners’ NL and the FL hinder the learning process and
are likely to cause difficulties and errors; whereas
similarities facilitate learning a FL. Applied CAs gather
information for specific purposes such as language
teaching. It is claimed that the information yielded by
‘applied’ CA can be incorporated into pedagogical
materials so that the potential negative effects of the
learner’s NL can be deactivated and the incidence of
interference errors minimised (on this see Fisiak, 1981;
Nickel, 1971, among others).

Not all researchers agree that this distinction

between ’'theoretical’ and ’applied’ CA is a valid one (see

for example Krzeszowski, 1990 and James, 1980 among
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others). In fact, i1t 1s not at all clear whether applied
CAs can be executed independently of theoretical ones.
Surely applied CAs are not independent executions of
theoretical CAs. On the contrary, they are so closely

connected with, and so obviously dependent on theoretical

CAs. The former use the results of the latter and
supplement them with psychological factors, which relate
to the nature of the learning process.

The CA in this study is of the second type, i.e. it 1is
directed at establishing the probable areas of difficulty
for Syrian students in learning ENG as a FL. I make no
claims about the pedagogical applicability of the results
of my CA of ENG and MSA structures. To a large extent, the
relevance of CA to language teaching remains a mystery.
This might be explained on the grounds that we still know
far too little about the nature of FLL and about the

conditions under which NL transfer occurs.

2.3.3. Contrastive vs. Comparative Linguistics

Contrastive linguistics is to be distinguished from
another similar, though not identical, field, namely Fhe
field of comparative linguistics.the distinction between
the two terms contrastive vs. comparative i1s often
disregarded and both terms are wrongly taken to be
synonyms of each other.

Comparative linguistics is concerned with grouping

languages on the basis of various characteristics which

they share. The comparativist is more interested in the
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similarities between languages than in their differences.
More particularly, he is inte;ésted in language typologqy,
i.e. 1n the classification of languages into types. The
shared features place the compared languages close in the
typological groupings. We can thus talk of VSO languages
such as Arabic and Hebrew and SVO languages likehEnglish
and French.

Contrastive linguistics, on the other hand, is
connected with noting and describing both similarities and
differences between languages rather than grouping them
typologically. In other words, typological linguistics
focuses on clusters of languages united by some common
feature or features, while contrastive linguistics
focuses on pairs of languages and explores similarities
and contrasts between them. However, the fact that there
is a close relationship between contrastive linguistics
and typological linguis£ics, 18 undeniable. For many
researchers contfastive analysis 18 considered anranch of
typological linguistics and they believe that, ultimately,
a detailed CA yields essential data for a comprehensive

linguistic typology (for a discussion of this ‘issue, see

Fisiak, 1990: 14-16).

2.3.4. CA & Transfer Theory
Transfer theory is the psychological cornerstone of

CA. The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (henceforth CAH)

was founded on the assumption that:
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. . .1ndividuals tend to transfer the forms and
meanings and the distribution of forms and
meanings of their native language and culture
to the foreign language and culture

(Lado, 1957)

The CAH held that where the learner’s Ll and the FL
he wants to learn are different, the Ll will hamper the
learning process. By the same token, where the L1 and FL
are similar, the Ll will facilitate the learning of the
FL.

In the psychological literature, the process which

was responsible for this 1s referred to as language

Trangfer.

For most researchers, "transfer refers to the
hypothesis that the learning of task A will affect the
subsequent learning of task B" (Jakobovits, 1970: 188).
Odlin (1989: 27) defines native language transfer as the
'...1influence resulting from similarities and differences
between the target language and any other language that

has been previously .... acquired’.

2.3.4.1. Positive vs. Negative Transfer
At the product level; native language transfer has two
effects: facilitative vs. inhibitive. These are referred
to as ‘positive’ vs. 'negative’ transfer respectively.
Positive transfer (henceforth +TR) or facilitation

results from the use of the Ll structure in FL
performance when the structure in both languages is the

same, resulting in correct utterances. By the same token,
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negative transfer (henceforth -TR) refers to the process
whereby the FL learner uses the L1 structures in FL
performance when the structures are different from those
in the FL. As a result, he will produce errors that
reflect the structure of his NL. The term: ’'interference’
18 sometimes used interchangeably with the term ’'negative’

transfer (e.g. James, 1980: 15; 0Odlin, 1989: 26).

2.3.4.2. The Nature of Transfer

The exact nature of transfer is not understood in any
clear way. The concept of transfer originated in
behaviourist learning psychology and was formﬁlated within
a stimulus-response framework. It was this association of
the concept of transfer with behaviourism that proviéed
the main sources of ammunition for the criticisms of the
CAH.

In the 1960s behaviouristfpsychology was superseded by
cognitive psychology and és a result, the theory of
transfer upon which classical CA was predicated was
attacked. Nonetheless, the concept of ’'transfer’ was not
rejected entirely, rather attempts were made ¢to
accommodate it within the cognitive paradigm.

The basic concept in the cognitive approach to
language learning is that of ’strategy’. Within this
aéproach, the learner is viewed as an intelligént
decision-maker who uses a number of strategies in his or

her attempt to process the new language data. The concept

of 'strategy’ c¢an be roughly defined as ’'the mental
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processes involved in internalising and automatising new
L2 knowledge and in using L2 knowledge ... to communicate
in the L2’ (Ellis, 19885: 165).

Broadly speaking, learner strategies are divided into
three main categories: Learning Strategies (LSs),
Production Strategies (PSs) and Communication Strategies
(CSs) . Tarone (1980) defines LSs as ’'attempts to develop
linguistic and sociolinguistic competence in the target
language’ and ’'whose motivation is not to communicate but
to learn’. An example of LSs i1s that of Saimplification
whereby the learner tends to reduce the target language
system into a simpler system (see for example, Jain, 1974
and Widdowson, 1975b). An example of linguistic
'simplification’ is the omission of grammatical formatives
like the articles, the possessive ’'s determiner and the
plural morphemes (for an exhaustive discussion of learning
strategies, the reader is referred to Oxford, 1990).

PSs are defined as attempts to use one’s linguistic
system efficiently and clearly, with a minimum of effort’
(Tarone, 1980: 420). PSs are similar to CSs in that both
are attempts to use one’s linguistic system, but PSs
differ in that they lack the interactional focus on the
negotiation of meaning. An example of PSs is Monitoring
which underlies learners’ attempts to correct their
performance in the target language by using their

conscious L2 knowledge (see originally Krashen, 1977,

1981a) .

Finally, CSs are commonly acknowledged to be
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strategies used by learners when they face difficulties in
communicating with their interlocutors. Faerch et al.
(1984) describe CSs as ’'problem-solving devices that
learners resort t6 in order to solve what they experience
as problems in séeech production and reception’ (1984:
154) . The tﬁo defining characteristics of CSs on which
Faerch ettal. agree are thus ’problem—oriente&ness' and
consciousness’ (see also Tarone, 1977). An example of CSs
1s paraphrasing whereby the language learner replaces a L2
item by describing it (e.g. the use of the phrase ’‘a
university teacher"instead of ’'lecturer’ by beginner
Syrian students of ENG).L |

Within this framework, the point at issue, therefore,
became to what extenf the notion of ’‘transfer’ could be
reframed as a learner ‘strategy’.

For many researchers, the notions of ’‘transfer’ and
"strategy’ are not at all incompatible with each other. As
Ellis (1985) remarks, ‘strategies’ have as their iﬁput
existing knowledge. Tﬁus, since knowledge of Ll is one
tvype of learners’ exisﬁing knowledge, it follows that Ll
can serve as one of the inputs into the process of
hypothesis generation. The view of NL ’'transfer’ as a
'strategy’ 1s also shared by a numbér of researchers like
Taylor (1975), Sridhar (1975) and Faerch & Kasper (1986),
among others. For examplé, Faerch & Kasper (ibid: 49) ﬁiéw
NL transfer as a communication strategy. Like other CSs,

NL, transfer is a decision-making procedure rather than an
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automatic process, it 1s a strategy by means of which a
foreign language learner utilises his/her NL knowledge as
a means for solving communication problems. Communication
problems occur because the relevant IL rule or item is
unavallable or momentarily inaccessible. Faerch & Kasper
(ibid) cite numerous examples of situations in which the
learner utilises his Ll knowledge as a problem-solving
procedure. One example is literal translation, ﬁhich
represents instances in which the secoﬁd language learner
combines elements on the basis of the formally

correspondent Ll phrase, e.g. the use of the phrase ’'the

president of the university’ instead of ‘the rector’ by
beginner Syrian learners of ENG.

However, whereas Faerch & Késper (ibid) regard
language ’'transfer’ as a communication strategy (see also
Krashen, 198la), Tavlor (1975) considers it as a
'learning’ strategy which the foreign language learner
resorts to in order to facilitate the learning task.
Taylor (op.cit.) argues that knowledge of L1 i1s one
component of the learner’s overall linguistic knowledge
which he/she uses to facilitate new learning. This happens
in situations where the learner finds difficulties 1in
learning a given target rule. In order to make his/her
learning task easier, he/she relies on his/her prior Ll
knowledge and avoids learning the target rule which he/she
finds difficult. Corder (1983) agrees that the mother

tongue is a heuristic tool in the discovery of the formal

properties of the new language, facilitating especially
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the learning of those features which resemble the features
of the mother tongue (1983: 95).

The rethinking of ’‘transfer’ as a ’‘strateqgy’ has been
one of the factors that has contributed to the successful
reappraisal of the role of Ll in FLL. Native language
transfer 1s now considered ’'a real and central phenomenon
that must be taken in any full account of the second
language acquisition process’ (Gass & Selinker, 1983: 7).

However, what i1s still lacking 1is a richer
characterisation of the underlying mechanisms involved in
language transfer since, as James (1980: 25) rightly
observes, thinking in terms of a 'strategy’ of transfer
seems to add little to our understanding of -these
mechanisms. The study of the various conditions under

which transfer will/will not occur will lead to a more

accurate definition of this phenomenon which is- still

puzzling and very little understood.

2.3.5. The Contrastiva.hnaly;is Hypothesis: Two'VErsioﬁs

There are two competing versions of the CAH: a weak
version and a strong version. This distinction was first
made by Wardhaugh (1970).

The strong versi&h is also called the predictive or CA
a priori’ (see Gradﬁan, 1971a) . This is the classical
version which was very #opular during the heyday of CA. It
claims a predictive power i.e. a power to predict, on the

basis of juxtaposed NL:TL descriptions alone, actual

learning behaviour. The starting point of this approach is
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a point by point compérison of a given system in the
learner’s native language and the target language. The aim
of this comparison is to discover the differences and
similarities between the two languages. By doing this,
researchers aim at predicting what will be the points of
difficulty for learners learning a second language. These
predictions are based on the assumption that similarities
will be easier to learn énd differences harder (see Lado,
1957: chapter II).

On the other hand, the weak form i1is called the
explanatory or ’'a posteriori’ version. While this version
18 also based on the notion of interference, it claims
merely to have the power to diagnose Ll transfer errors
that have already been committed. For example, Snook
(1971:18) argues that ’‘explanation of TL errors, not their
prediction, is the main objective of CA’. The same view is
also shared by Lee (1972: 16) and Wilkins (1972: 202).
Similarly, Wardhaugh argﬁes that the strong version of
CA is ’‘unrealistic’ and ’'impracticable’ , and that CA is
only tenable in its weak diagnostic form. Not all LZ
errors are Ll-based. Thus, in order to be able to account
for the observed difficulties in FLL satisfactorily, the
linguist should use all types of linguistic knowledge
available to him (Wardhaugh, 1970: 126).

However, what Wardhaugh has ignored i1is the fact that

this best knowledge must include among other things,

knowledge of the contrasts between the learner’s NIL and
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the FL. This knowledge can only be obtained by first
conducting a CA of the gwo languages involved. In other
words, 1f CA is to be worth while, it should be
predictive: diagnosis of errors will then remain the 3job
of error analysis (James, 1980: 185).

In this study, I adopt the ’strong’ version of CA i.e.
my CA of ENG and MSA aims at predicting potential L1

transfer errors on the part of Syrian learners of ENG.

2.3.6., CA: Proceduras

Executing a CA involves two major steps: Description

and Comparison.

2.3.6.1. Description

At this stage, the elements selected in one language
for comparison with similar items in another are described
at the appropriate level.

The description of the languages involved in CA 1is
usually carried out using one descriptive model
throughout. A problem which faces contrastivists 1is
related to the question of what is