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Preface

One of the more important shifts in Applied Linguistic interest in
recent years has been from the view of the teacher as the controller
of language learning towards a more learner-centered view which
stresses the learner’s powers of hypothesis formation as he moves
towards that bilingual competence sufficient for his communicative
needs. One major result of this shift of attention has been an increas-
ing concern in the monitoring and analysis of learner’s language.
This is an important concern both for language teacher and linguist.
From the standpoint of practical teaching we have become more
aware of the long-term value of Error Analysis as a chief means of
both assessing the pupil’s learning in general and of the degree of
match between his learning ‘syllabus’ and the teacher’s teaching one.
Linguistically, the concepts of ‘interlanguage’ and ‘approximative
system’ present challenging areas of descriptive enquiry: They raise
issues of the validity of the competence/performance distinction and
suggest useful analogies more widely to the links that may be made
between the language learner’s language and ‘continuum’ languages
in general, particularly Creoles. Error Analysis has thus important
Applied Linguistic justification in that data from the classroom can
both serve as input to theoretical discussion and, after evaluation,
feed back to the design of remedial curricula.

There is considerable value, therefore, in Dr Richards bringing
together in one volume a set of readings spanning these related
fields. His important introductions and commentaries serve to make
the interconnections apparent. He has begun from the teacher
concerned with practicalities of error evaluation, levels of error
gravity and deviation, and the links that can be drawn between these
and performance assessment. From these and further problems of
explanation posed by the determination of error source he has
looked for descriptive evidence both to clarify these issues and to
suggest to the language teacher the wider connections that can be
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made between the classroom and fundamental psycholinguistic

questions of relationships between L1 acquisition and L2 learning.

Three objectives have been proposed for Error Analysis, and all
are treated in this volume. Firstly, that far from there being a funda-
mental opposition between Contrastive Analysis and Error Analysis,
the latter serves as an important source of corroboration to con-
trastive linguistic analyses in their claims for predictability of error.
Indeed such corroboration is vital if we are to move beyond taxonomy
to explanatory and predictive power. Secondly, that the study of
learner error should permit the formulation of rules for learners’
interlingual systems, thus providing incidentally for the teacher
confirmation of what remains to be learned. Thirdly, charting a
learner’s language development through error study has psycho-
linguistic importance in that it submits transfer theory to critical
observation and provides data on the nature and significance of the
obstacles that lie in the path towards discovery of the target language
rules.

Although the theme of individualization in teaching and learning
lies behind many of the contributions, it would be misleading to
imagine that they present one uniform view; we are hardly at the
point where such uniformity is imaginable. In a rapidly changing
and emerging field of research this collection serves as a framework
for the posing of questions, not as a body of doctrine. There are
many questions to investigate :

(i) If charting the language development of the learner demands a
longitudinal testing programme, how can the variable modifica-
tions in the learner’s language system be controlled so as to
permit the identification of the units of transitory inter-
languages? Handling the problems of instability and fossiliza-
tion presents both descriptive and pedagogic difficulty.

(i) The theory of interlingual autonomy poses the question of
whether interlanguages are to be regarded as ‘deviant’ or
systems in their own right. If the latter, the term ‘error’ may
need to be discarded, since apart from performance failure,
nothing could be regarded as ‘wrong’.

(iii) The problem of descriptive model for error analysis becomes
important if one accepts the suggestion that similarities and
differences of surface structure may be more relevant to error
analysis than examining deep structure relations. Furthermore,
how well equipped are we to treat communicative or functional
error in addition to errors in language form?
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X PREFACE

(iv) The need to distinguish between the description of what is
incorrect and the processes that were involved in the production
of the error highlights the absence in error analysis of an
optimal means for linking error identification in linguistic terms
with diagnosis in psycholinguistic terms.

Christopher N. Candlin, 1973
General Editor
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PART ONE

Introductory

These two papers serve as an introduction to this book. The first
paper offers an overview of the field of error analysis and is intended
to help the reader integrate the other papers in the collection into an
overall perspective; it also links current interest in learner English to
earlier research on second language learning. Why study the learner’s
language? Interest in the language learning process, whether it be for
first language acquisition or for second language learning, is
comparatively recent, and has interest both for general linguistic
theory and for language teaching practice. In the field of general
linguistic theory, language learning is surely a testing ground for
theories of language. If language is systematically structured in
particular ways, we should expect to see evidence of this in observing
how the child or adult copes with the cognitive and rule governed
aspects of language as he becomes a member of a linguistic com-
munity. Study of the child-learner’s errors does indeed throw light
on the types of cognitive and linguistic processes that appear to be
part of the language learning process (Menyuk, 1971). In second
language learning, as Corder observes, the learner’s errors are
indicative both of the state of the learner’s knowledge, and of the
ways in which a second language is learned. Corder makes an
important distinction between mistakes or performance errors, and
true errors, or markers of the learner’s transitional competence.
Sentences containing errors would be characterized by systematic
deviancy. While the learner’s correct sentences do not necessarily
give evidence of the rules the learner is using or of the hypotheses
he is testing, his errors suggest the strategies he employs to work out
the rules of the new language and the rules he has developed at
given stages of his language development. Corder suggests that the
hypotheses the learner tests will be ‘Are the systems of the new lan-
guage the same or different from those of the language I know?
And if different, what is their nature? An alternative view of the
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2 INTRODUCTORY

role of interference is suggested elsewhere in this volume by Dulay
and Burt.

Corder’s paper raises a question crucial to an understanding of
language teaching. What is the relationship between what we teach
and what is learned? Such a question can only be answered by
studying what happens after we have prepared and taught our
instructional syllabus. Corder suggests that the learner himself
employs or establishes his own syllabus for learning and this may be
a more effective syllabus than one prepared from ad hoc speculation.
The nature of this syllabus and some of the ways in which it may be
characterized are described in the paper by Richards and Sampson,
which isolates seven factors as characterizing and influencing the
learner’s language use: language transfer, intralingual interference,
the effects of the sociolinguistic situation, the modality of exposure
to the target language and the modality of production, the age of
the learner, the instability of the learner’s linguistic system, and the
effects of the inherent difficulty of the particular item being learned.




The Study of Learner English

JACK C RICHARDS AND
GLORIA P SAMPSON

This paper was written for this volume.

1 Introduction

Theories of second language acquisition traditionally have been
the offspring of general linguistic theory, sometimes supplemented
by insights from psychology. While current linguistic theories are
more insightful than previous ones, there has not been a cor-
responding increase in the descriptive or explanatory powers of
theories of second language acquisition. The utility of generative
linguistic theories in second language research is not especially
obvious at the present time. This apparent lack of a linguistic
paradigm for second language research, however, may be a pro-
pitious occurrence. Lacking an obviously relevant linguistic theory,
researchers in second language learning may be compelled to
develop new theories relevant to the particular domain under
investigation. Such theories might be specific to second language
acquisition. At the same time the data gathered could perhaps
provide corrective feedback to general linguistic theory and to
language teaching practice. While lack of a linguistic research
paradigm is frustrating for the researcher, it may yet lead to inter-
esting and original findings.

2 The Study of Learners’ Approximative Systems

New directions of research in second language acquisition are a
product of the history of research to date as a brief review reveals.
Because synchronic linguistic theory was preparadigmatic in the
late nineteenth century, so too were early observations about
second language learning. Boaz pointed out the apparent fluctua-
tions in learners’ (linguists’) perceptions of sounds in new languages
(Boaz, 1889). He suggested that learners perceived sounds in new
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4 JACK C. RICHARDS AND GLORIA P. SAMPSON

languages in terms of their native language or other languages to
which they had earlier been exposed. With the emergence of the
notion of language as a system however, the question of second
language acquisition could be viewed as the juxtaposition of two
systems.

Juxtaposition of language systems could lead to a new super-
system which combined features of both systems (Fries and Pike,
1949), or to intersystemic interference (Weinreich, 1953). The notion
of interference between two systems struck linguists and teachers as
especially interesting, since it appeared to account for the problems
of second language learning, particularly of adults. The writings of
Lado (1957), for example, tended to emphasize points of contrast
between two language systems. Contrastive analysis subsequently
arose as a field of research. To be sure, contrast between systems
was understood not to be the only factor involved in second language
learning.

Subsequent attempts to rectify what was seen as an overly
theoretical approach to language learning evolved into what some
linguists refer to as error analysis. The major defect of contrastive
analysis was deemed to be the attention paid to the analysis of two
grammars. Some linguists proposed closer study of the performance
of actuallearners. Corder (1967), for instance, suggested that linguists
study the process of language acquisition and the various strategies
learners may use. Strevens (1969) hypothesized that errors should
not be viewed as problems to be overcome, but rather as normal
and inevitable features indicating the strategies that learners use.
He conjectured that if a regular pattern of errors could be observed
in the performance of all learners in a given situation, and if a learner
were seen to progress through this pattern, his errors could be taken
as evidence not of failure but of success and achievement in learning.
But the pioneering studies of learner errors were still done within
a framework which stressed interference between languages inas-
much as they stressed errors per se. For example, Nemser (1971) in
his early work aimed at ‘the collection and evaluation of relevant
interference data.’ Briére (1968) attempted to ‘test empirically the
amount of interference that would ensue from competing phono-
logical categories.” Errors which did not fit systematically into the
native language or target language system were, for the most part,
ignored. Both Briére and Nemser, however, noted that some
replacements occurred which were not in either the learner’s native
language or the (artificial) target language.
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THE STUDY OF LEARNER ENGLISH §

Recently it has been suggested that errors aione are of little interest;
rather the entire linguistic system of the second language learner
should be investigated. Hence current research tends to focus on the
learner himself as generator of the grammar of his sentences in the
new language. This emphasis is reflected in a growing terminology
for a field of research which deals with the learner’s attempts to
internalize the grammar of the language he is learning. This terminol-
ogy includes error analysis, idiosyncratic dialects, interlanguage,
approximative systems, transitional competence, l'état de dialecte.
(Corder, 1967, 1971a, 1971b; Selinker, 1972; Nemser, this volume;
Richards, 1971). The learner’s partial success, reflected in the con-
struction of rules which do not necessarily reflect those of the mother
tongue or target language, is seen as representing the construction
of evolving systems of grammatical and phonological rules. The
small amount of research and speculation about learners’
approximative systems (term borrowed from Nemser, this volume)
suggests that seven factors may influence and characterize these
second language learner systems. These factors are discussed below.

3 Language Transfer

The first factor is language transfer. Sentences in the target language
may exhibit interference from the mother tongue. This of course was
considered to be the major, but not the only, source of difficulty by
linguists doing contrastive analysis. Interference analysis tends to
be from the deviant sentence back to the mother tongue. Contrastive
analysis works the other way, predicting errors by comparing the
linguistic systems of the mother tongue and the target language.
The history and theoretical origins of contrastive analysis in
behaviourist psychology are reviewed by Dulay and Burt (1972).
George (1971) found that one-third of the deviant sentences from
second language learners could be attributed to language transfer,

a figure similar to that given by Lance (1969) and Brudhiprabha

(1972). It would however be almost impossible to assess the precise
contribution of systemic language interference at this time. As
subsequent discussion will indicate, a number of factors interact in
determining the learner’s approximative language system. Until the
role of some of these other factors is more clearly understood, it is
not possible to evaluate the amount of systemic interference due to
language transfer alone.
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6 JACK C. RICHARDS AND GLORIA P. SAMPSON

4 Intralingual Interference

The second factor, termed intralingual interference by Richards
(1970), refers to items produced by the learner which reflect not the
structure of the mother tongue, but generalizations based on partial
exposure to the target language. In an analysis of English errors
produced by speakers of a multitude of unrelated languages repre-
senting several language families, Richards noted subcategories of
error types which seem to be common to speakers of diverse
languages as they develop hypotheses about the structure of English.
Like first language learners, the second language learner tries to
derive the rules behind the data to which he has been exposed, and
may develop hypotheses that correspond neither to the mother
tongue nor target language. In an experiment on learning Russian
word order, Torrey (1966) found that subjects sometimes adopted a
consistent word order different from either Russian or English.
Richards (1971a) found systematic intralingual errors to involve
overgeneralization, ignorance of rule restrictions, incomplete
application of rules, and semantic errors. These have been quantified
for Thai learners of English by Brudhiprabha (1972). These studies
suggest that many intralingual errors represent the learning difficulty
of what are often low level rules in the target language, such as
differences between the verb inflection in I walk, she walks. It may
be inferred that once basic rules such as those concerning subject-
object relationships, predication, negation, etc. are acquired, a
considerable amount of difficulty in second language learning is
related to selectional restrictions and to surface structure and
contextual rules of the language. Both language transfer and intra-
lingual errors confirm the traditional notion of transfer of training;
that is, previous learning may influence later learning.

5 Sociolinguistic Situation

A third factor is the sociolinguistic situation. Different settings for
language use result in different degrees and types of language
fearning. These may be distinguished in terms of the effects of the
socio-cultural setting on the learner’s language and in terms of the
relationship holding between the learner and the target language
community and the respective linguistic markers of these relations
and identities. Included here are thus the effects of the learner’s
particular motivations for learning the second language as well as
the effects of the socio-cultural setting.
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The distinction of compound/co-ordinate bilingualism (Wein-
reich, 1953; Ervin and Osgood, 1954; Lambert, 1961) rests upon an
assumption that different settings for language learning may moti-
vate different processes of language learning. For example, two
languages may be learned in the same socio-cultural setting or in
two different settings. If the languages are learned in the same setting,
the learner may develop a given type of semantic structure. Imagine
the case of a child raised bilingually in the home. English bread and
French pain might be identified with a single concept (compound
bilingualism). On the other hand, if bread were learned in the home
setting and pain later in another setting, the two lexemes might be
stored separately (co-ordinate bilingualism). Although it has been
criticized as too simple a model to explain real linguistic differences
(Macnamara, 1971), it is still found useful for sociolinguistic
analysis (Pride, 1971). More generally however the focus on the
relationship between the opportunities for learning and the learner’s
developing system is a useful one, since it leads to such distinctions
as to whether the learning opportunities are limited to those pro-
vided by the school course (English as a foreign language) or are
mainly outside of the school program (English as a second language)
and to a consideration of the effects of these differences on the
learner’s language (Richards, this volume).

Consideration of the sociolinguistic situation also leads to
inclusion of the general motivational variables which influence
language learning. Psychologists have related the types of language
learning achieved to the role of the language in relation to the
learner’s needs and perceptions. The ‘instrumental’ type of motiva-
tion is described as that motivating a learner to study a language for
largely utilitarian purposes, and not as a means for integration with
members of another cultural linguistic group. It is said to be appro-
priate for short term goals but inappropriate for the laborious task
of acquiring a language for which an ‘integrative’ motivation is
necessary. In focusing on the type of relationship holding between
the learner and the target language community it would be appro-
priate to consider non-standard dialects (Labov, 1971), pidgins and
creoles (Hymes, 1971) and immigrant language learning (Richards,
this volume) as illustration of the influence of social processes on the
transmission and use of language.

In both first and second language acquisition particular forms and
patterns of language learning may be attributable to social variables.
Whether the learner produces When are you coming? When you




