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On the Contrastive Analysis
in Linguistic Teaching
Liang Weixiang

As early as in the 1930s. some of the American language specialists and linguists began to apply
the principles of structural linguistics to language teaching. According to Contrastive Analysis, they
regarded "structure” with its basic sentence patterns as the starting point of language learning and i-
dentified the structure of language and grammar. The language was taught through intensive drilling
of its basic sentence patterns until the learner formed the ”habit” of using the new language and ” for-
got” his mother tongue. This practice later developed into the theory of contrastive Analysis.

According to the principles, the practice of intensive drilling, using basic sentence patterns so as
to form a habit of language usage, became known as Contrastive Analysis, which was at its height in
the 1960s and began to decline in the 1970s. Contrastive Analysis has both a psychological aspect and
a linguistic aspect with the former based on learning by experience theory and the intensive drilling
technique.

Lado (1957) among the earliest in favour of the gyeory, According to contrastive Analysis he
pointed out that the best teaching materials are those based on a scientific description of the foreign
language when compared with the native language and that teachers who study such comparisions will
be able to identify learning difficulties more easily and thus be able to teach more effectively. The
learner’s native language can be compared with the second language he is trying to learn, and from
the differences that emerge from this comparisilon and analysis one can predict the language items that
will cause both difficulty and the errors that the learner will tend to make, especially the likely prob-
lems of interference. As a result in tensive techniques such as repetition and drills can be used to over-
come the interference and establish the necessary new habits. The strong form of Contrastive Analysis
even states that the prime cause or even the sole ca ise of difficulty and €rrors in foreign language
learning is interference. coming from the learner’s native language, and therefore all second language
errors can be predicted by identifying the differences between the target language and the learner’s
first language. I present the paper to discuss limitations of Contrastive Analysis in error prediction and
explanation, and try to get at the root of problems connected with both behavioural and social lan-

guage stuby.

1. There is no absolute presise relationship between the differences of the languages and the er-
rors the learner’s make.

Within the behaviourist framework of Contrastive Analysis, second language learning consists
above all in overcoming the diffculties caused by the differences between the first and second language
systems. Those elements that are similar to his native language will be simple for him, and those ele-
ments that are different will be difficult (Lado,1957). In other words, the greater the difference be-
tween the two languages, the more difficult it would be to learn the new language,and the more er-

rrors the learners would make. The correctness of this statement is debatable that it has confused the
two different areas

linguistics and psychology. Difference derives from the linguistic description
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of the language whereas “difficulty” is connected with the psychological and mental process of learn-
ing. Therefore,the level of learning difficulty cannot be inferred directly from the degree of linguistic
difference between the two languages. The fact that a structure or sound has no equivalent in the
learner’s mother tongue does not necessarrily mean that it will be more difficult to learn because of
that. On the contrary, such an item may be easier to learn than one that is only slightly different from
a corresponding item in the native language, for it is often very slight diffetences that produce confu-
sion and interference. It can also be assumed that the clear distinction between two languages is easier
to recognize and remember ,and that the rules of the learner’s native language and target language are
so far apart that it prevents him from going back to His native language to find similar rules that he can
use.

Similarly. no adequate evidence can prove that there is a positive relation between difficulty and
error. A second language learner may make errors when producing simple sentences and , on the oth-
er hand, a complicated sentence will put the learner on the alert and ,hence, he produées fewer er-
rors. Furthermore. practical research demonstrated that the items predicted to be difficult on the basis
of a contrastive analysis did not in fact produca errors, and a sentence which contains several errors
may have caused the learner no difficulties at ~!l. This argument can be illustrated by the empirical
studies done by Jacquelyn Schachter (1974). She compared the gramm‘atical construction of restric-
tive, relative clauses in Persian, Arabic. Chinese, and Japanese with that in English. Based on vari-
ous parameters provided by Contrastive Analysis, she predicted that the English construction would
be easier for the native speakers of Persian and Arabic than for those of Chinese and Japanese, because
Chinese and Japanese do not contain this construction while Persian and Arabic resemble English in
the structure, and therefore fewer errors should be made by the speakers of Persian and Arabic.

According to Schachter, the Persian and Arabic speakers made far.more errors because they felt
easier using the familiar structure and used it almost as frequently as native English speakers, but they
had not learned to use it accurately. For the Chinese and Japanese, however, the totally. unfamiliar
construction made them use it more carefully and sparingly, and use it only. when they were sure
about the accuracy. Thus, the central claim of Contrastive Analysis that linguistic differences between
first and second languages would lead to errors as a result of learning difficulty should be questioned.
I . Language acquisition is not merely a process of habit—formation

Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis regards learning a language as " forming a set of habits” : the old
habits (i. e. the native language) are hard to break while the new habits (i. e. the second or foreign
language) are hard to acquire. Therefore it is impossible to avoid the interference from the native lan-
guage of the learner, which, in turn. is the main cause of errors. This behaviourist theory was once
used to explain children’s acquisition of their mother tongue. Skinner (1957) pointed out that the
child imitates the sounds and patterns which he hears around him; people recognize the child’s at-
tempts as being similar to the adult models and reinforce the sounds by approval or some other desir-
able reaction; in order to obtain more of these rewards, the child repeats the sounds and patterns so
that these become habits; and in this way the child’s verbal behaviour is conditioned (or ”shaped”)
until the habits coincide with the adult model.

T ]
tipd

Psycholinguistic studies, however, have revealed that children not only imitate adult speech but,
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what is more important, create their own language, their own ways of speaking. A complicated men-
tal mechanism is working behind their ”verbal behaviour”. when children are in the process of acquir-
ing their first language, they have only limited exposure to the input from the people around them.
but they are able to produce an indefinite number of new utterances of their own, some of which they
have never heard before. If the child only ”repeats” the sounds and patterns of the adults, and later
he for she is able to speak simply because these sounds and patterns stick in his mind and have become
"habits” . lt could be assumed that the language produced by the child should take exactly the same
forms as those of the adults. However, this is not alwyays the case. R. Brown (1965) and his re-
search group studied the speech of two children and their mothers. and hased on their detailed record.

presented some of the model sentences spoken by the mothers and the imitation produced by the two
children. The following are some examples:

Model utterance : ' Children’s imitation :
Fraser will not be happy. fraser unhappy.
" He's going out. He go out.
That’s an old —fashioned train. Old time train.”
It’s not the same dog as Pepper. dog Pepper.

A careful observation would reveal that the children’s imitation is not exactly the same as the
model utterance; their sentences are shorter and some words are frequently missing from the imita-
tion. However, it should be noted that the order of words is preserved. As it is known, the order of
words in a sentence is an important grammatical si mal, which is used to distinguish subject and ob-
ject, imperative and interrogative constructions, etc. The fact that the children did not reverse or mix
up the original order of the words, according to Brov 1, indicates that the model sentence is processed
by the child as a ‘total construction rather than as a list of words.

Another important fact which can also be observed from the comparisons between the children’s
imitation and the mothers’ utterance is that in most cases words which are missing from the imitation
are operational words such as auxiliary verbs, articles, prepositions and conjunctions. On the other-
hand, the words which are preserved are mostly substantial ones like nouns, verbs and adjectives.
How could the children tell the differences of the functions between these two groups of words? One
of the explanations given by Brown is that ”children are able to make a communicative analysis of
adult speech and so adapt in satisfactory way to their limitation of attention span.” The study has
proved that even when children are imitating the speech of adults, they are not adopting the ” takg—
over” approach, but are actively processing the input and producing new utterances, which enables
them to develop their language ability. This means that the child’s language is not simply being
‘shaped by external forées; it is being creatively constructed by the child as he interacts with those
around him.

Like children, second or foreign language learners also use their mental and psychological mecha-
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nism to expand the rules and extract the abstract knowledge from concrete examples of the new lan-
guage, instead of simply copying or parroting what they have heard or what they have been taught. ”
From this perspective, it is no longer surprising if Contrastive Analysis is limited in its power to pre-
dict errors. If learners are actively constructing a system for the second language, we would not &x-
pect all their incorrect notions about it to be a simple result of transferring rules from their first lan-
guage. We would expect many of their incorrect notions to be explicable by direct reference to the tar-
get language itself. ” (Little—wood. 1986).

Il . contrastive Analysis ignores the learners’differences and learning strategies

Language learning involves various psychologica‘l factors, and the errors made by the learners like
a mirror, reflect different strategies in their acquiring the language. Baseed on their empirical study,
Brook (1973) identified four causes of error, namely: (1) The learner does not know the structural
pattern and so makes a random response; (2) The correct model has been insufficiently practised ;
(3) distortion may be induced by the first language; (4)the learner may follow a general rule which is
not applicable In a particular instance. In order to communicate more efficiently or the rules from his
mother tongue, overgeneralize the target language rules or drop redundancy by omitting certain ele-
ments from sentences. In many cases, however, these processes can not be separated and clearly dis-
tinguished from one another. They overlap and work together. By simplifying the language in these
wayé, the learner is trying to put the difficult elements of language data into certain categories and
rules which he has already learned and is able to manage. This is especially obvious when the learner is
in an urgent need to express himself but his language competence does not contain the necessary rules.
Avoiding unfamiliar structures or usage is another strategy. When the learner is not sure about a cer-
tain structure, he is likely to seek the way out by using other structures or use it as little as possible.
The result of Schachter’s investigation presented in the previous part of this paper is an example: one
of the reasons that the Chinese and Japanese students made fewer errors in using relative clauses was
their avoidance of the structure.

The learning strategy of different learners is even reflected in transfer errors themselves. Little-
wood (1986) quoted Barry Taylor’s discovery that transfer errors are more frequent, with beginners
than with intermediate students. This is because the beginners have less previous second language
knowledge to depend on in making necessary hypotheses about rules, and might therefore be expected
to make correspondingly more use of his native language. All this indicates that language learning is
influenced by various factors both in psychology and linguistics. Any particular error may be the result
of one factor on one occasion and another factor on another occasion. There is no uniformity in this
area. In fact, it may well be part of the normal psychological reality of second language learning that
all these processes work together and reintforce each other. It cannot be denied that Contrastive Anal-
ysis is comparatively more effective in locating some errors of interference, but many errors derive
from the strategies employed by the learner in language acquisition and the mutual interference of
items within the target language, which cannot be accounted for by the theory.

V. contrastive Analysis ignores the social factors in language acquisition
Contrastive Analysis concerns only the linguistic area of language learning. However, more often

than not, much of the communicative failure experienced by the learners of English is rooted in the
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lack of social —linguistic competence. Even if all the language errors could be predicted and eradicat-
ed. what a learner says or the way he says it may still be inappropriate or even offensive in the target
language culture. Different societies have different customs and manners, and the differences will in-
evitably find their wiys into the language because it is a part of the society. A Chinese student may
greet an acquaintance on the street. "Where are you going?” Greeting like this is perfectly normal and
polite in Chinese society, but to a foreigner the student seems too nosey and impolite. Similarly, the
typical Chinese greeting "Have you had meal yet?” between neighbours or friends sounds ridiculous in
the western society. When someone knocks on the door, a Chinese student may ask " Who are you?”
instead of ” Who is it?” In the shop a salesgirl may ask ” What do you want?” which sounds rather
rude to the foreign customers, but "Can I help you?” is seldom used in Chinese in such a situation.

An Australian lady was very much embarrassed by some private questions when she was travel-
ling in China, and she said after she returned. ”In China I was asked at least one hundred times about
my age. But in Australia and New Zealand I can hardly remember ever being asked such a question
since I grew up. ”.

This paper has discussed various limitations of Contrastive Analysis and analyzed the causes of the
theoretical problems on the basis of linguistics, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics. The claim by
Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis that language differences will definitely lead to difficulties and errors
lacks the support of adequate scientific evidence. Both theoretical argument and empirical observation
presented in the paper demonstrate that there is no absolute correlation concerning these three factors.

Psychological and liguistic research of children’s acquisition of their first language reveals the na-
ture and process of language learning. The behaviourist doctrine stresses the role of transfer from the
first language and the interference of the.old habit with the acquisition of the new ones.

Contrastive Analysis fails to take into account the learners’differences and their learnig strategies,
as well as the important effects of cultural and social factors on language learning.

Therefore,Contrastive Analysis, based on langu~ge learners. It has overpredicted because it iden-
tifies difficulties that in fact do not arise, and it has 1 nderpredicted because learners make errors that
cannot be explained on the basis of transfer between l.uiguages.




