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SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

UNIT #6: CROSS-LINGUISTIC INFLUENCE

6.1 WHAT WE’LL COVER IN THIS UNIT

Inthis unit we will trace the fascinating arc of research and theorizing concerning the role of first and
additionallanguagesinaffecting second or foreignlanguage learning. Indoing so, youwillbeable tosee
why certain theories of SLA are flawed that might seemright to the average person onthestreet. We’ll
showthedevelopmenttheoriesupthe presentandconcludewithadiscussionof theissue of cross-
linguistic influence and how its history isimportant for us today. Details and background on some of
these ideas can be found in our coursebook in chapter 2, 4 and elsewhere. In this unit we’ll cover the
following topics:

—The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis
—New descriptions of cross-linguistic influence
—New theories explaining cross-linguistic influence

—Why is considering cross-linguistic influence important?

6.2 THE CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS HYPOTHESIS

If you’ve heard of one theory of second language acquisition, itis most likely the contrastive analysis
hypothesis. Developed byLadointhe 1950s, thistheoryrelied on the psychological theory of behaviorism
and the linguistic theory of American structuralism to make the following prediction. Behaviorism has
beendiscussedalreadyinthesecondonL1A, anditwill bespokenaboutinabitmoredepthinthe
following unit, but it is enough here to remember that behaviorism supports the view that learning is
solely driven by habit formation. The second element, American structuralism, leads us to the notion of
what itis that habits are built around, concrete structures in language from the sounds of language to
meaning. Americanstructuralismwastheapproachtolanguagepopular thoroughthe 1950swhich
promotedaconcrete number of categoriesanditemswhich could be usedtodescribeany human
languagefound-includingtheonesfoundinthe Americas, which providedproblemsfor traditional



philological descriptionbasedonaEuropeanmodel. Combining these twoforcestogether, oneof the
first theories of SLAwas born, the contrastive analysis hypothesis, or CAH.

The keyideabehind the CAHwas that if language was aset of habitswhichwas expressed overa
concrete set of structures, some of which were shared by languages and some of which were new, then
to learn asecond language one needed to transfer those habits from the L1 which were the same with
thel2, and then learn the new habits that present in the L2 whichwere not presentintheL1. Along the
way the old L2 habits which were not expressed in the L1 needed to be suppressed or “extinguished”.

Thisisaconcrete and quite popular theory which has endured since the 1950s, despite the fact that is
hasbeenseriously challenged, and evenrefuted. Concerning the influence of the first language on the
second, the CAH positstwo possible types of transfer, positive, wherethe L1 habitsfitintothe L2 system,
and negative, where erroriscreated. Thiscan be seenin the following examples, taken from Gass and
Selinker 2008: 92-94:

IfanlitalianL1speakerwouldliketoaskthequestion“Doesthebabyeatwell?” Theymaybasethison
Italian, asseeninthefollowing example (usingatraditional 3-line example, wherethe secondlineisthe
wordforwordglossandthethirdlineisthetranslation. TheEnglishisincorrect, andistheresultof
negativetransfer. Inthe second example, showing positive transfer. Itispossible toseethataSpanish L1
speakermighttransfertheirownlL1wordordertoltalian,andindoing sowould produceacorrect
sentence.

Negative transfer example
Italian L1:

Mangia bene il bambino?
eats well the baby
“Does the baby eat well?”

L2 English formed on the basis of Italian:

*Eats well the baby?

Positive transfer example
Spanish L1:
;(Comebienelnino?
“eats well the baby”




Thistheorythen maketestable hypothesesconcerningthelearningof “language habits” whichmany
people found confirmation of in their ownclassrooms. Indeed, it certainly did appear to the casual
observer that habits were being transferred, extinguished and forgotten.

READING TASK: HOW MUCH ERROR IS DUE TO L1 INTERFERENCE?

Before we go on, it is worth considering how much we implicitly believe in the CAH.

Take amoment to consider the question: Do you believe that language isa set of habits and that the L1 is
a major source of errorin L2 learning?

Now read the following text which answers that question and see how your point of view might change.
Take a moment to note the main points that the make.

Are most of the mistakes that second language learners make are due to interference from their first
language?

First, weshouldrecognize that knowledge of one or more languages can contribute positively tomany
aspects of second or foreign language learning. If the languages are relatively close cousins (for example,
Englishand German, Spanish and French), there ismuch that learners already ‘know’—including the
alphabet, cognate words, as well as some basic principles of syntax.

Ontheotherhand, the transferof patternsfrom the native language isone of the majorsourcesoferrors
in learner language. When errors are caused by learners’ perception of some partial similarity between the
first and second languages, they may be difficult to overcome, especially when learners are frequently in
contact with other learners who make the same errors.

Aspects of the second language that are different from the first language will not necessarily be acquired
later or with more difficulty than those aspects that are similar. Second language learning is not simply a
process of putting second language words into first-language sentences. In fact, learners may not always
beable to take advantage of similarities unless they are pointed out to them. Learners can be overly
discriminating, failing to take advantage of similarities because they assume, sometimes incorrectly, that
the languages must be different.

However, the first language is not the only influence on second language learning. Learners from different
backgrounds often make the same kinds of errors, and some of these errors are remarkably similar to
those made by first language learners. In such cases, second-language errors are evidence of the learners’
efforts to discover the structure of the target language itself rather than attempts to transfer patterns
from their first language.

—Lightbown and Spada 2013:171

Asyou cansee from the above paragraphs, modern linguists are skeptical about the idea that the first
language is the main source of error. What’simportant tonoteisthat they indeed stilldosee thelL1asa




potential source of influence, but that this influence may not be as the CAH would predict. They note
thatasimilarity between the two languages may cause learners tomake errors- wrongly generalizing, as
wewilllatersee - and differences mayindeed not be as difficult toacquire. Clearly the straightforward
view presented by the CAH is not what people believe today.

TheCAHwasultimatelyrejected, andhereisalist of some of the evidence whichultimately led people to
abandon it.

First, Chomsky’s generative theory of language replaced habit formation modelsin the late 1950s and
1960s. Aswe’veseenalready, thisview supportstheideathat learnersarelearning therules of language,
andnotaseriesof habitswhichfollowtherulesof language. Thedistinctionisasubtle, one, buthas
deep implications for how we conceive of language in the mind.

Second, the CAHwasnicely predictive, and theerrorsthatit predicteddidnotalwaysoccur. Takefor
example the following Hungarian sentence, with its 3-line gloss:

A Hungarian example for the CAH

Akonyvazasztalalattvan.
thebook the tableunderis
“thebookisunderthetable”

Unattested forms:

*the table under
*alatt az asztal

The CAHwould predict that Hungarian learners of English would produce constructions like *the table
underandthatEnglishspeakinglearnersof Hungarianwould produceconstructions like*alattazasztal.
Youwill probably have noted that both of these constructions are highly unlikely, and yousurely have
never heard them spoken.

Third, asimilarexampleshowsthatlearnersareselectiveinhowtheyapplylanguagetransfer. Lookatthe
exampleinthe text below and see if you can see the problem that it poses for the CAH. These examples
areproduced by native speakers of Czechwho are second language learners of both English and Russian.
Intheexamplethe*indicatesthat theformisunattested. Howdoesthe CAHstanduptosuchdata?




L2 English NS Cgzech L2 Russian NS Russian

Plural forms  *teacherele ucitelé ucitele ucitelja
*workwomanici delnice rabotnice rabotnicy
Past tense *arisenul vznikl vozniknul voznik
vzniknul
*he dieel umrel on umrel on umer

_Gass and Selinker 2008: 157

Asyoucansee, learners are transferring the Czech plural and past tense morphemes to their L2 Russian
but not to their L2 English. The firstimportant point to note hereis that they are being selective inwhen
they transferand when they donot. That s, thisis not the automatic firing of habits. The second point to
note hereis that the forms they are producing in Russian are incorrect. It may indeed be as Lightbown
andSpadanotedinthe passageabove, that thesimilarity of languageshas made the possibility of
negative transfer more likely.

Finally, it wasshownthat learners were producing many other types of errors that could not be
accountedforbythe CAH. Forexample, second language learners of English, justlikechildrenlearning L1
English, tend to overgeneralize regular past tense morphemes, producing examples such as *He goed
there yesterday.

Examples like these - and many more - led scholars to abandon the CAH.

6.3 NEW DESCRIPTIONS OF CROSS LINGUISTICINFLUENCE

While the CAHwas abandoned as an explanation for transfer, interest in the issue of the influence of the
L2onsecondlanguageacquisitioncontinued, particularlyinEurope. Thereweretwodevelopmentsinthis
continuedinvestigationintotherole of thelL1. First, awideningscope of influence wasinvestigated well
beyond the relatively straightforward effects of “positive” and “negative” transfer of structural features.
Thatis, morecomplexeffectswerefound. SecondthescopeofL1influencewaswidenedtoinclude
otherlanguagesincluding any additional language and furthermore the effect of additional languageson
the L1itself.

One development in terminology reflects this widening of scope: while transfer is still discussed, the area
of interestingeneralisreferredtoas “cross-linguisticinfluence” andincludes the following:




Some effects of cross-linguistic influence:

—transfer

—rate of learning

—route of development
—avoidance

—interference and facilitation
—additional language influence
—influences on the L1
—borrowing

—language loss

Asyoucanseefromthelist, thescopeofcross-linguisticinfluenceismuchwiderthanwasoriginally
consideredwiththe CAHandalso touchesonother fieldsaswell, such asbilingualism and sociolinguistics
by including such well-known issues as borrowing and language loss. We’ll have a look at some of this
effects below.

Firstwe’llhavealookataclassic datasetasanexample of how complex the effectsof transfercanbe. In
the following you can see data from a study where native speakers of Dutch were asked to predict which
uses of the Dutch verb “break” could be used correctly in English. You canseein the table below that
thereisquiteabitof varietyin theirestimations of transferability, yetineachcase, theverbbreak could
be used in the exact same way in Dutch as in English.




Thetranslatabilityof Dutch “break” toEnglish. Allinstancesaretransferable. Whydoyouthinkthat
these speakersweremoreor lessinclinedtosaythat the English versionswerealsocorrect?

Dutch sentence (all are

English equivalent

% responses

grammatical) translatable
1. Welk land heeft de Which country has broken 28
wapenstilstand gebroken. the cease-fire!
2. Zij brak 't wereldrecord. She broke the world record. 51
3. Zij brak zijn hart. She broke his heart. 79
4. De golven braken op de The waves broke on the 35
rotsen. rock.
5. Hij brak zijn woord. He broke his word. 60
6. Hij brak zijn been. He broke his leg. 81
7. Het ondergrondse verzet The underground resistance 22
werd gebroken. was broken.
8. Dankzij 'n paar grapjes was  Thanks to a few jokes, the 33
't ijs eindelijk gebroken. ice was finally broken.
9. 'n Spelletje zou de middag A game would break up the 11
enigszins breken. afternoon a bit.
10. Zijn val werd door 'n boom  His fall was broken by a 17
gebroken. tree.
11. 't Kopje brak. The cup broke. 64
12. Nood breekt wet. Necessity breaks law (a 34
saying).
13. Sommige arbeiders hebben = Some workers have broken 9
de staking gebroken. the strike.
14. Na 't ongeluk is hij 'n After the accident, he wasa 61
gebroken man geworden. broken man.
15. Zijn stem brak toen hij 13 His voice broke when he 17
was. was 13.
16. De man brak zijn eed. The man broke his oath. 47
17. De lichtstralen breken in het  The light rays break (refract) 25

water.

in the water.

—Gass and Selinker 2008:156

The CAH would predict that with such similar languages, students would be quite willing to transfer,
especially asit would be known that many of these uses of break would indeed be possible. Specifically
how doyou account for the fact that number 6, “He broke hisleg” was given an 81% acceptance rate, but
number 13, “Someworkers have broken the strike” received only 9%? Clearly these learners are makinga



decision based on some principle. It clearly has something to do with how semantically transparent or
opaquethesituationsare. Breakingone’slegissemantically transparent, while breakingastrikeisnotas
itit’smore metaphoric. Youcan see this pattern throughout the data - but how about number 3, “She
broke his heart”? Sure thisis metaphoric, butit scoreda79%acceptance rate. The reasonforaccepting
this must be due to the heart as the center of emotion being a universal metaphor across languages and
cultures. Onceagainwesee learnerswith agency thinking about what they doanddon’t want to transfer
- quite a difference from the automatic nature of the CAH.

Let’slookatacoupleof otherspecific typeseffects. First, cross-linguisticinfluencecanaffect therate of
learning. The CAH hypothesis predicted that the rate might be quicker if languages are similar, but the
effectof thesimilaritymightbecomplex. Forexample,inaclassicstudyitwasshownthat Arabic
speakers’ rateof vocabularydevelopmentwasslowerinearlyyearsof learningwhencomparedto
Spanish speakers. The obvious answer to why this is might have to do with the larger number of cognates
inEnglishand Spanish when comparedto Arabic. Nevertheless, it was shown that Spanish speakers knew
more non-cognates, too. Thus the effect cross-linguistic influence was not just toallow the transfer of
similar forms, but it freed up processing time for learners so that they could learn non-cognates more
quicklyaswell. Thiseffect musthaveequalizedovertime, butintheearlyyearsitmusthavealarge
influence. Onewouldthink thattheexact samesituationwould happenwithHungarianswhoare
learning English.

Second, cross-linguisticinfluence mightaffect theroute of development. Inlearning Englishnegation,
thereisastage thatall learners - and children learning L1 English, too - go through where not is placed
afterauxiliary verbs. Atthis point, German speakers typically add an extra stage to their learning of
Englishnegationand use post-verbal negation, asmight be foundin German, thus/’msteal not the base
(refering toplaying baseball) which other learners would be unlikely to produce. Thisthereisanother
stage added to learning English negation for L1 speakers of German.

Third, theL1caninfluence learners toavoidusingastructureintheL2. Consider the followingdatafrom
the production of relative clauses. What patterns do you see here in the data that need explanation?

Relative clause production in English across four L1s:

Table 4.4 Relative clause production

NL group Correct Error Total % errors
Persian 131 43 174 25
Arabic 123 31 154 20
Chinese 67 9 76 12
Japanese 58 5 63 8
American 173 0 173 —

Source: From “An error in error analysis” by J. Schachter, 1974, Language Learning, 24, 205—
214 by Research Club in Language Learning. Reprinteld by permission.

—Gass and Selinker 2008:124




Whatisitthatcanbeseeninthisdata? First of allit appears that Persian and Arabic speakers are making
many moreerrorsinrelative clauses than Chinese and Japanese speakers. Onthe other hand the Chinese
andJapanesespeakersare producingfarfewerrelativeclausesthanthePersianand Arabic speakers, who
aremaking justaboutasmanyasdid the native speakers of English. Sothe Chinese and Japanese
speakers are avoiding the production of relative clauses. But whyis this? It’s due to the structure of the
languages. InPersianand Arabic, relative clausesareconstructed very muchlike English. Forexample, “I
saw thewomanwho speaks English” would literally bein Arabic “l saw thewomanwho speaks the
English” anditisalsosimilarinPerson. InJapanese therelative clauseisliterally “IEnglish talks woman
say” and Chineseissimilar. Thatis, relative clauses are formed differently in English, so Japanese and
Chinese speakersavoid producing them. Theyareinfact, moreaccurate, since aware of the differences
they most likely pay more careful attention to their construction. Againwesee that differences mightin
this case lead to avoidance, but also more accurate use. Quite different than the CAH would predict!

6.4 NEW THEORIES OF CROSS-LINGUISTIC INFLUENCE

The realization that the effects of cross-linguistic influence are more complex than positive and negative
structural inhibition of facilitation led to the development of new theories to explain these effects. We’ll
look at them below, and while doing soitisinteresting to realize that whereas the CAH was one major
theory to explain transfer, the new view on cross-linguistic influence employs man possible theories with
aremany time compatible witheach other. We’llconsider four such theorieshere. Thentherewillbean
exercise where you can match theories with the data that supports it.

First, the “transfer to somewhere” principle. This theory workson the idea that the L2 provides some
hintorclue thatallows features fromthe L1 totransfertothelL2. Thismight be features which look quite
similar, but the interesting thing about this theory is that it suggests that this feeling of relatedness is
overgeneralized to features which do not transfer.

Second, the “markedness differential” hypothesis. This key concept here in this theory is “markedness”,
and features of language which are considered marked are features which are unusual in the language
systemitself. Thehypothesisstates thatmarkedfeaturesare moredifficult tolearn, and thereforeare
lesslikelytotransfer, butif afeatureisunmarkeditiseasiertolearnmore likely totransfer. Notice that
thishypothesisisdifferent fromthe CAHin thatitstates that transferis moreorless “likely”; thus, itis
not making absolute predictions

Thirdisthe theory of “perceived linguistic distance” which states that if learners perceive that the L2 is
morecloselylinguisticallyrelatedtotheL1, thentransfer fromtheL1ismorelikely. Thekeyvariablehere
isthelearner’sperceptionofthatdistance, nottheabsolutedistancebetweenthetwolanguages.

Finally, we should mention the theory of the learner’s “psychotypology” which states that elements of
languagewhichalearnerfeelsarecoretoalllanguages might transfer morereadily thanitemswhichare
non-core. Non-core items would be less likely to transfer and would contain structures such asidioms
which seem quite specific to one language.



DATA ANALYSIS TASK: MATCHING DATA WITH THE THEORY THAT EXPLAINS IT

Consider the data that we’ve seenin this unit sofar. Which data supports the new theories of cross-
linguisticinfluence that we’ve seen in this section? One dataset may match up with more than one
example

Matchthe datawith the theory thatexplainsit. Carefully consider youranswers before movingontothe
answers below

New theory of cross-linguistic influence New data for cross linguistic influence.

1. Transfer to somewhere __Hungarian postpositions

2. The markedness differential hypothesis __German negation

3. Perceived linguistic distance __ Dutch “break” translations

4. Learner’s psychotypology __ Relativeclausesin Japanese, Arabic, etc.
__ Czech, Russian, English morphology

The transfer to somewhere theory would help explain the patterns found inthe Germannegationdata:
learners look like they are overgeneralizing from post-auxiliary negation to creating post-verbal negation
formainverbs. Thisdatawouldalsohelpexplaintherelativeclausedata. The ArabicandPersian
speakersmayseesimilaritiesbetweenEnglishrelative clausesandtheirlanguagesandthenover
generalize the details, thus leading to errors.

The markedness differential hypothesis would easily explain why post-positions in Hungarian are not
transferredtoEnglish, andwhyprepositionsinEnglisharenot transferredtoHungarian: bothstructures
areunmarked in the two languages - they are common and consistent features, and thus easy to learn
and unlike to be transferred.

Perceivedlinguisticdistancewillexplaintheunwillingnessof CzechspeakerstotransferCzech
morphology to English, as opposed to Russian - they simply know, or think they know, which languages
are more closely related.

Finally the theoryof learners’ psychotypology will handily explain the Dutch break data: these learners
seem to have a clear sense of which uses of the verb are core - that is universal - and which are not: they
are much more willing to transfer the core uses.

6.5 WHY ISCONSIDERING CROSS-LINGUISTIC INFLUENCE IMPORTANT?

First, knowingaboutcross-linguisticinfluenceisimportantbecauseitexistsandisparticularlysalientin
foreign language settings, such as teaching and learning English in Hungary. It is quite easy to see the
influence of Hungarian on English here, and knowing about the types of influences and types of theories
willhelpusinunderstandingit. Forexample while the theory of perceived linguistic distance mayhelp us
understandwhyovert, surface-level transfer of Hungarian morphologyisunlikely, wemightalsolookfor
moresubtle types of transfer that are caused by, for example, certain verb plusargument structures as



being seen as “normal” or core to all languages - such as the ungrammatical sentence * suggested Bob
the answer.

Second, as we and our students learn more languages beyond a second language, cross-linguistic
influencebecomesmoreimportantand muchmorecommonasthe possibilitiesforinfluenceincrease.
Having a more sophisticated view of transfer is essential to understanding this.

Third, following how transfer has been researched and how different theories have been proposed tells
ussomething about how the field of second language acquisition has developed. Older theoriessuch as
the CAHtendedtobelarge, universal theorieswhichwould trytoaccountas muchof thedataas
possible. We saw in thisunit how the CAH was replaced by many theories, none of which seek to explain
allof cross-linguisticinfluence - or all of second language acquisition - but all of which work together to
account for the phenomena of cross-linguistic influence. Inshort, theories we should be skeptical of
theories based on habit formationand mechanical transfer; language acquisitionis more complicated
thanthis. Alsoitisimportanttonoteherethatingeneralevenif theorieschange, if datahasbeen
appropriatelycollecteditstandsandstillbeused. Thisdatastillneedstobeexplained, andnew theories
can do this. We saw this in the last exercise that we did.

6.6 SUMMARY OF THIS UNIT

Inthisunitwe’vehadalookat theveryimportantissue of cross-linguisticinfluence. Weexplored
different examples of this, and we’ve seen how, over the decades, many different - new and improved -
theories to explain cross-linguistic influence have been developed.

Clickonthefollowinglink foraPowerPoint presentation tohearasummary and concluding remarks
concerning unit 6.

Unit 6 summary and conclusions

6.7 KEY CONCEPTS DEVELOPED IN THIS UNIT

The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis
American structuralism
Positive transfer

Negative transfer



Cross-linguistic influence

Avoidance

Transfer to somewhere

The markedness differential hypothesis
Perceive linguistic distance

Learner psychotypology
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