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Chapter 1 The Role of Native Language in
‘Second Language Acquisition

The phenomenon of native language influence on the learning of a
second language has been recognized for centuries and is a most
substantial influence.- '

Selinker (1992 ; 207)
1.1 What is language transfer

It was long ago when people started to notice the various phenomena
in which the influence of a native language (NL hereafter) is clearly
observed in learning a second language (12 hereafter). Most typically
is the “foreign accent” of a speaker while speaking another language
rather than his NL. When people hear speech with a “foreign accent” ,
they will sometimes guess or identify instinctively the speaker’s id(—;ntity
according to the distinctiveness of the accent, which ma} coincide with
the overt and covert feature of the speaker’s NL.

The detection of such foreign accent is just one of the examples of
the awareness that people may often have of éfoss;linguisﬁc influence,,
which is also known as language transfer ( LT hereafter ). This

awareness is evident from time to time in various views that people have
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about foreign language study. Many believe that the study of one
language will make easier the study of a closely related language (e. g.
French). Similarly, people often assume that some “languages” are
easy in comparison with others. For example, many English-speaking
university students think European languages such as French as less
difficult than oriental languages such as Chinese. Since the similarities
between English and French seem to be relatively great, French is often
considered “easy”.

The mimicking of foreigners is another evident example of people’s
observation of language transfer in foreign/second. language learning,
Though some ethnic jokes are crude, they have developed stereotypes of
the ways foreigners talk. The following passage is a typical illustration of
English spoken by a Russian ( chosen from Odlin,1989:1 ):

Oh! I very good fellow! why? because I Cossack. I very
big Cossack. Yah! I captain of Royal Cossackk Guard in
Moscow-in old country. Oh! I got fifty-hundred-five hundred
Cossack they was under me. I be big mans. And womens,
they love me lots. Nastia Alexanderovna-she big ballet dancer
in Czar ballet-Countess Irina Balushkovna, she loves me. All
womens they love me. And men? Ach! they be ’ fraid from
me. They hating me. Why? because I big Cossack. I ride big
horse. Drink lots vodka. Oh! I very big mans.

Herman and Herman (1943:340)

The passage exemplifies both the common accent of Russian
speaking Enghsh and a number of grammatical features being ° “typically
Russian” , such as the absence of an article and a copula in I very good
fellow.

The following is another linguistic-ethnic-stereotype in which an
Irish-English woman’s speech is portrayed vividly by modem Irish
playwrights.

And what business is it of yours that I be awake or no?

Be what right do you come snooping after me, following me
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like a black shadow. Are your se never going to leave me
alone? Yous’d be after doing better minding your own business
and letting me for to mind mine. For I have an ache in me
long-suffering heart and lashin’s of pain cutting through me
brain like a dull knife. And me eyes is looking at a world -
that’s not of your living. For it’s a revelation I'm after having-

~ a'view into the ‘banshee world of devils and spirits ‘and the
dear departed dead now rotting their whitened bones under the
cold, black sod. Ah! sure, now, and-it’s the likes-of you and
your friends that call themselves sane, that 'disbelieves in
what I'm after seeing and knowing. '

Herman and Herman (1943 00)

Analogous to the above Russian speech thls passage exhibits
clearly some grammatical features that are stereotypically Irish. For
instance, the syntactic pattern in What I'm after seemg & knowing will
be What I have seen & known in standard Engl,lsh In addition, the Irish
accents: have also been exaggerated as portrayed in “banshee, yous'd be”
etc. Both examples have illustrated some special linguistic structures which
have characterized some featur of the speakers’ L1. The distinctiveness
of the above foreign talks suggests cross-linguistic comparison which has
constructed the fundamental basis for the study of LT.

1.1.1 Earlier consideration on transfer

It is generally held that serious discussion of transfer began with
the work of American linguists in thel940s and1950s. The works of
Charles Fries, Robert Lado, and others clearly served a major catalyst
for the subsequent research, but serious thinking about cross-linguistic
influences can be dated back to a controversy in historical linguiétics in
the nineteenth century.

The nineteenth century witnessed increasing interests in the
importance of language contact and language mixing. Language contact
occurs whenever there is a meeting of peoples with different language

backgrounds to communicate. The language learned.in the contact

L
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