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Because of its theoretical and practical implications contrastive analysis
(henceforth CA) has provided one of the most interesting igsucs in the recent
history of the teaching of English as a foreign language. 1t has probably
also been the most controversial issue. Anyone who is familiar with the
history of applied linguistics knows that CA has been the subject of Intense
acholarly debate and that linguists, applied linguists and langnage teachers
have cxpressed widely divergent views on its feasibility and usefulness. What [
propose to do in this paper is to look at some of the assumptions underlying
the contrastive analysis hypothesis and to discuss some of the controversies
to which they have given rise. 1 would also like to report briefly on a con-
trastive grammar of English and Dutch that is currently being written in
the Department of English of the University of Nijmegen.

The term ‘contrastive linguistics’ was first used by Benjamm Whorf
in 1941 in an article called ‘Language and logie’. Four years later Charles
Fries published his influential book Teaching and learning English as a foreign
language. Together with Weinreich’s Languages in confact (1953) and espec ally
Lado’s Linguistics across culfures (1957), this book 1s respongible for adding
a new dimension to foreign language teaching podagogy. Of course tradi-
tional language teaching also regularly made use of comparisons between
native language and target language, but they were usually impressionistic
and ad hae. Kver since the 1950°s CA has played a major role i applied
lingunigtics and in the teaching of English as a foreign language. It is useful to
distinguish two periods in the development of contrastive studies, the first

* This is an expanded version of a paper given. at the Eloventh Triennial Confercnce
of the International Association of University Professors of English, Aberdeen, August 25,
1980. I am grateful to Eric Kellerman for & number of suggestions and eritical comrnents.



48 I. AARTS

lasting from the carly 1950°s until 1968 (the year of the 19th Annual Round
‘Table Conference in Washington), the second from 1968 until the present day.

Questions like “Is it possible to carry out a CA of two languages?” and
‘What is the value of such an analysis?’ do not seem to have posed serious
problems at first. The confidence with which linguists approached such

questions is clearly illustrated by the following quotations from Frics and
arl Lado. Fries claims that

The most efficiont materials are those that are base
of the language to bo learned, carefully
native languago of the learner (1945:9).

Lado writes that

d upon a scientific description
compared with a parallel description of the

The plan of the book rests on the assumption that we can predict and desoribe the
pattorns that will eause difficulty in learning, and those thet will not cause diffioulty,
by comparing systcratically the language and culture to be learned with the native
language and culture of the student. In our view, the preparation of up-to-date

pedagogical and cxperimental materials must be based on this kind of comparison
(1857 : Preface),

‘Two years after the publication of Linguistics across cultures the Center for
Applied Linguistics m Washington started work on a number of contrastive
studies involving English and five of the major European languages. Three
studies (English-German, English-Spanish and English-Ttalian) were published
between 1962 and 1965. Although the influence of transformational grammar
is already visible, the Contrastive Structure Series is clearly part of the Fries-

Lado tradition. As Charles Ferguson, the editor, puts it in the general in-
troduetion:

The Center for Applied Linguistics, in undertaking this series of studies, has acted

on the convietion held by many linguists and specialists in lang

1age teaching that
ono of the major problems in the learning of a second language is the interforence

coused by the structural differences between the native language of the learner
and the second language. A natural congequenoe of this convietion is the belief that a

careful contrastive analysis of the two languages offers an excellent basis for the
preparation of instructional materials, the planning of course

8, and the development
of actual classroom techniques (Kufner 1962:v).

What these quotations show is that neither the feasibility nor the usefulness of
CA are called in question. Provided certain conditions are met, the contribu-
tion that CA can make to facilitating the learning problems of students is
taken for granted.

The following assumptions may be said to underlic the contrastive

analysis hypothesis:

1. Learning a language is a question of habit formation.

2. Students of a foreign language transfer the items, categories und structures

of their native language to the target language. This means that their
old habits may interfere with their learning task.
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3. Interference {or negative transfer) takes place at all levels of linguistic

structure (phonological, syntactic and semantic) and affects both pro-
ductive and receptive skills. e )
4. Comparison will reveal both the differences and the similarities between
native language and target language. o o
5. Systematic compumison depends on the availability of scientific deser npd
tions of the two languages concerned. These descriptions must be buse
on the same thcoretical framework. _
6. Comparison of whole larguages is impossible; we can only compare equt-
valent sub-systams. ‘ }
Similarities belween native language and target language o 11+l cause tr;o
problems, but differences will. The student’s learning task is in fact the
sum of the differences between the two languages. | A
8. On the basis of the differences between two linguistic systems CA can
predict the difficulties that students will have. o
9. Difficulties can be arranged in hierarchies based on the extent to whivch
the two systems diverge, _
10. 1t is the task of the linguist to discover the differences and tl}e task of
the textbook writer to develop the appropriate teachnl‘g rn:-u,terlall&.l |
These points summarize the major claims of the contrastive analysis 1}1;1:-~
| 1 ' 5 ' 468 . 197) puts
thesis until roughly the middle of the 1960s. As Twaddel (lJi}i':% .11].3 }_1 5
A L : ; ; i ) o . . ; ‘ 1 J
it, they make the production of contrastive studies look beavtifully simyg
i = . + n i 3 i i I"
in theory’. Two crucial questions were not satisfactorily answered, \h{mue
The first was “What do we understand by the scientific description ot ]i‘nfu-
3 . “He ‘e CAITY wtic ¢ arison o1 lwo
age?’ The second was ‘How do we carry out a systematic anl? e
languages? From now on these questions were to figure very prom 3
ges? ¥r
in the contrastive analysis debate. - N——
During the seeoud half of the 1960s u critical (and occasionally sceptic

‘attitude began to manifest itsclf, which seriovsly challenged some of the

earlier assumptions. Among the most {)lltﬁpﬂk-ﬁ]l c-r'itics of CA‘ '-,v_cr?ftl*‘f;;tlelﬁﬂ
{1967) and Newmark and Reibel (1968). Ritcjhn? belicves tht?t .1t 1slx uT L-a E}'S
impossible to compare the lingulstic descriptions of lmrtmula? uli“lg.i:;iigu]
in any meaningful way’ and that ‘the only way for a learner to gain a ir i

ing intuitd : sign language is to
‘simple, revealing intuition of the structure of a given foreig gung

o , : i
rely on his innate knowledge of general linguistic structure (1967 : 129).

Newnmuark and Reibel claim that ‘The problem of “interferenf.:e’ Irt'aducfz
to the problem of ignorance, and the solution to the problem is simply mo

and better training in the target langusge, rather than systematic drill at

“the points of contrast between the two languages in order to combat mter-

ference’ {1968 : 160): on the so-culled ignorance hypothesis seo James (1971,

- 1977) and Kellerman (1977, 1978). Though not all eritics adopted tl'1i_s negatwef
_wiew, there was no longer any consensus of opinion on the pedagogical value o
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CA nor on questions relating to ite theoretical orientation or its methode-
logy.

The contribution that CA can make to language teaching was sericusly
challenged by several leading linguists. Mackey, for example, claims that
the principle that ‘all the mistakes of the language learner are due to the
make-up of his native langvage ... is demonstrably false’ (1966 : 201). He
algo believes that the linguist’s prediction of mistakes based on a contrastive
study is less reliable than the teacher’s prediction based on his experience.
Equally critical of the predietive power of CA is Baird (1867). These eriticisms
concern some of the basie principles of CA. Other critics went further, in fact,
1m questioning the achievements of CA and its direct relevance to the teacher
and to the language learning process. For example, in his review of the Spanish
Volumes in the Contrastive Structure Series Saporta writes:

We nood not quarrcl over whether good grammatical doseriptions are better than
bad ones, and much of what is presented here is good. But mere honesty compels us to
admit that we do not know how to convort the information in a good description
into pedagogically optimal format.... Wo linguists do a disgervice both to ourselves
and to our coileagnes in language departments by deceiving them into believing that
wo have access to somo sccret information about how to teach foreign languages
(1967 :200).

Pit Corder writes of contrastive studies that

Teachorg have not always becn very impressed by this contribution from ihe linguist
for the reason that their praetieal experienee has usually already shown them where
these difficulties lie and they have not felt that the econtribution of the Linguist has
provided them with any significantly new information, They noted for example that
many of the errors with which they were familiar were not predicted by the linguist
anyway., The toacher hus been on the whole, thereforo, more concerned with Aot to
deal with those areas of diffienlty than with tho simple identification of them,
and here has reasonably felt that the linguist hag little to say to him (1967:162).

As far as its theoretical orientation is concerncd, CA was eriticized for
having mainly concentrated on the comparison of surface structures, using a
behaviouristic theorctical framework that viewed lunguage as a set of habits
and regarded the difficulties of foreign learners as the result of the incom-
patibility of their own linguistic habits with those of the target language.
After the publication of Aspects in 1965 it was felt that transformational
grammar could no longer be ignored and, indeed, many linguists were con-
vinced that TG was the only viable model for CA to adopt (see, for example,
Nickel and Wagner 1968, Di Pietro 1968, James 1969). It was now claimed
that CA should coneern itself with the comparison of deep structures, a level
at which languages were supposed to be identical or, at least, to contain
common elements, Surface structural differences were regarded as the result of
the application of language-specific transformational rules. To quote Di Pietro
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What is deep, or universal, or underlying, if you wish, is that which is common to-
both target and source languages. CA can be then defined aa the process of showing,
how each lenguage intorprets universally shared features as unigue surfaco forms.

(1968 68).

Unfortunately there was no consensus of opinion on this issue either, if
only because transformational grammarians themselves did not agree on
the fundamental theoretical question whether decp structures should be
syntactic or semantic. Criticisms of the methodological procedures of CA.
focussed on, among other things, the fact that CA had been mainly concerned
with differences between L1 and L2 and with interlingual interference, with-
out paying much attention to other factors that affect learner’s performance.

The state of the art at the end of this period was well summarized be
the papers presented at the 19th Annual Round Table Conference in Washing-
ton in 1968, which was entirely devoted to contrastive analysis and its pedago-
gical implications (Alatis 1968; see also Kiithlwein 1972). On the one hand
these papers show that linguists and applied linguists still believed in CA
and were moderately optimistic about its future. On the other hand they
reveal a growing sense of insecurity about what exactly CA can contribute to
pedagogical problems (Lee 1968, Hamp 1968, Catford 1868) and particularly
about the question what form an ideal contrastive analysis should have
(Moulton 1968, Lado 1968, Hamp 1968). The year 1968 was also the year
of the meeting of the Federation Internationale de Professeurs de Languages.
Vivantes in Yugoslavia. One of the recommendations of that meeting was that
‘in spitc of the unsettled state of research in linguistic theory, CA should be
continued because of its value for teaching (Di Pietro 1978:12). This insecurity
did not lead to an impasse, however. On the contrary, it was around this time
that large-scale contrastive projects were started in several European eoun-
tries. These have not only produced a large number of publications dealing with
specific areas of difference between English and the languages concerned, they
have also paid a great deal of attention to questions of theoretical and methodo-
logical interest (see, e.g. Nickel 1968, Filipovi¢ 1970, Fisiak 1973).

When we look at what happened after 1968, we see that this uncertamn
state of affairs persisted. The contrastive analysis debate continued and, in
fact, the confusion increased. The critics had not been silenced, a number of
crucial theoretical and procedural —roblems had not been solved and it had
by now hecome obvious that CA was not a panacea for all language teaching
problems. The literature of this period shows that there are still at least two
camps, with a number of people taking up positions in between.

Among the most critical exponents of the negative view of CA in the 1970°s
is Gradman. In his dissertation he writes:

The stabe of the contrastive analysis hypothesis at this point in timse is such that
there are so many interpretations that one might well advance the argument that
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thﬂ[“l?l 15 noﬁheﬂr}r at all, but rathor a seé of theories, none of which are totally har-
monious with each other. Such conditions are not eonducive to basing edueational

programs on them, rega. s iRk _ : -
! ni:. o gardl oss of the intellectual excitement one might feel about the

I 'th‘l:!'l]( it iz at this point painfully obvious that there is insufficient morit in eon-
trastive analyses to warrant either their construction or their application (1973 :133)

‘Gradman bc]icves_t}mt CA works from the wrong direction. What he ad-
vocates 1s an alternative approuch which examines and explains actually
observed linguigtic behaviour by second language leamers, in other wnrd};
error analysis. The view thatl error analysis may be more t:ﬂeful than CA is
also defended by Ronald Wardhaugh 1970), who distinguishes two versions of
ih{t contrastive analysis hypothesis. The strong version claims that two
;'la,'ngua-ges can be contrasted in order to predict the difficulties that learners
will be confronted with. It is untenable in Wardhaugh's view beeause “(it)
demands of linguists that they have uvailable a set of linguistic universals
fo‘l'mnla.ted within a comprehensive linguistic theory which deals adequately
with syntax, semantics and phoneclegy’, and, in addition, ‘a theory of con-
trastive linguisties into which they can plug complete linguistic descriptions of
the two languages being contrasted sv as to 1'11'0[‘111.['-6 the correct set of contrasts
hetween the two languages’ (1970 :125). The weak version, on the nthe;‘
hand, does not require of the linguist that ke should be able to predict dif-
ficulties. All he is supposed to do is explain actually observed interference
phenomenn. According to Wardhaugh most of the available contrastjvt;
analyses conformed to the demands of the weak version of the cnutra.stivﬁ
analygis hypothesis and not at ali to the strong version. Although he l*e'ect-é
'.:the latter, he 13 prepared to admit that the weak version ‘has ;mved tf:} be
helpful’ (1970 : 129). What Wardhaugh calles the weak version of the con-
itrastive analysis hypothesis is, in fact, tl:e a posteriori CA approach which
forms part of the field of error analysis.

The adequacy of CA as a predictive device is also questioned by Whitman
and Jackson {1972). On the basis of 2 comparison of the results of two tests
administered to Japanese students with predictions of the relative difficulty of
the test items derived {rom four contrastive analyses, they arrive at the con-
clusion that contrastive analyses do not adequately predict subject perfor-
mance. They suggest that there are two explanations for their results:

E; puntrastive analysis, as represented hy the four analyses tcsted in this project, is
inadequate, theoretically and practically, to predict the intorforence problems of a
language learner;

. Interference, or mative-to-targot language transfer, plays such a small role in
lanriage learning porformance that no contrastive analysis, no mattor how well

conceived, could correlate highly with performance data, at le
ast tl
ayntax (1972:40). ' on the level of

[
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Whitman and Jackson believe ‘that it is quite likely that both explanations.
may turn out to be true’. ;

Another cherished tonet of orthodox CA dectrine that came under attack
was the claim that what is different is difficult and what is similar 15 easy.
Pit Corder (1973: Chapter 10) makes two Important observations abouf it.
Tho first point he makes is that there is not necesgarily a connection between
difference and difficulty. The fact that difficulty iz o psycholinguistic rather
than a linguitsic matter makes it hard to predict which featurcs in L2 are
difficult to learn and which are not. The second point is related to the first
C'order claims that learners must not only learn the differences hetween L1
and L2, they must also discover the similarities.

Dulay and Burt (1974) comparc the contrastive analysis hypothesis with
the L2 acquisition = Ll acquisition hypothesis. According to the latter the
errors made by children learming a particular L2 are similar to those made by
children learning that language as L1. Whereas the contrastive analysis hypo-
thesis cxplains errors in terms of transfer theory, the L2 acquisition = L1
acquisition hypothesis accounts for them in terma of ‘an active mental organiz-
ation theory’. The assumption is that children, in learming a second language,
make generalizations about its structure in a way that is comparable with
what happens in Ll acquisition. Dulay and Burt do not deny that there is
some evidenee to partly confirm the contrastive analysis hypothesis at the
product level (i.e. the level of the actual error). They claim, however, that
the hypothesis runs inte difficulty at the process level {i.e. the Jevel of its
theoretical assumptions), since psychologists are questioning its theoretical
base {interference theory). Consequentiy Dulay and Burt hypothesize thut
‘the child’s organization of L2 does not include transfer from {either positive
or negative) or comparison with his native language, hut relies on his dealing
with L2 syntax ag a system’ (1874 : 115; of. also Rryvin-Tripp 1974 and,for
critical comment, Zobl 1980).

It would be wrong to conclude from these eriticisms thal contrastive
linguistics was now in the doldrums. On the contrary, the contrastive industry
continmed to thrive. although it is fair to say that the proponents were begin-
ning to reduce some of their earlier claims and to formulate them with greater
care and modesty. Politzer (1972), for cxample, makes cnly one general
agsumption regarding performance in a foreign language, namely that ‘per-
formance in the foreign language (L2) may at times reflect competence in the
native language (L1)'. As to the pedagogical value of A, the only assumption
he makes is that ‘The interfercnce in performance in L2 which can be as-
sociated with competence in 1.1 can be counteracted by exerciscs which are
specially designed to reduce the influence of competence of L1 on performance
in L2, -

Other linguists put up a stronger case for the defence (see, e.g,, James
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1971, Marton 1972, Selinker 1972, Di Pietro 1974, Schachter 1974, Sanders
1976‘, Be'rman 1978). Carl James (1971) summarizes the various crii?icisms of
'C{!L.n} nine points, providing counter-arguments in each case. Some of the
GI‘lt-]'.f}lSIllB he mentions, however, concern issues that are no longer as contro-
versial as they used to be. James does not deal at length with such funda-
mental questions ag ‘What is a confrastive grammar?’, ‘“What eﬁ&ctly ig
compsrable across linguistic systems?’ and “What ig the exact relationghip of
contrastive linguisties to linguistic theory?’, all of them questions that Selirﬁmr
(1 9'{2) regards as ‘perplexing problems (that) remain’. One of the most int{-:-:;
resting issues discussed by James eoncerns the relation between CA and error
anajlysis: are they alternatives or do they complement each other? Jamea;z
believes that ‘CA is a necessary component complementing error analysis, if
erTors -DthEI‘ than false analogies are to be taken into account’ (1971 : 5,5]

This view is shared by Schachter (1974), who, on the basis of evidence fr;:-m a;
stu‘dy of the aequisition of relative clauses by speakers of Persian, Arabic

Chinese and Japanese, claims that error analysis cannot account ft::r EI.-'\TDidj
ance phenomena. In her view only a combination of CA a priori predictions

error analysis and comprehension testing can provide information on thr;
nature of the second language learning process. |
| The 1970°s were obviously a period in which contrastive linguistics was
i & gi'aa,te of fiux and eonfusion. On the one hand there was a great deal of
optimism duve to a number of promising new developments. On the other hand
there were also signs of disillusionment and pessimism. In 1972 at the 3rd
AILA eongress . Copenhagen Corder {1974 : 17) claimed that ‘contrastive
analysis, error analysis and elicitation procedures, used as a trio of comple-
ment-a.-ry techniques, are going to represent one of the most powerful research
.tc-ola. in our repertoire’. Six years later, however, (erhard Nickel (1978a)

n }u? introduction to the special volume of contrastive linguistics paper;
submitted to the 4th AILA congress in Stuttgert, went so far as to suggest
1.311&-‘{} the heyday of contrastive analysis was over. It would seem that tl%ere
ig little evidence to support this gloomy view. The faet that the tradition nf’
the 1970°s of having a special section devoted to CA ot the AILA congresses

was continued at the 6th congress in Lund in 1981 is a sure sign of its (:Dlli

tinuing topicality.

When reviewing the present state of the art, we must conclude that the
f}ﬂntraﬂtive analysis debate has led to a certain amount of agreement on some
issues, but that others are still subject to controversy. In what follows I shall
confine myself to issues that have played a major role in this debate. Apart
frc.um the goals of CA and its relation to theoretical linguistics, T shall comment
]E):’jeﬂy on the notions of interference, predictability, diﬂicuitj: and comparabil-
Ry,

The goals of CA may be said to have been primarily pedagogical at first.
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The results of contrastive studies were supposed to be directly relevant to
the designing of instructional materials and to classroom practice, but a theore-
tical dimension was lacking. Rivers (1968) applied Chomsky’s distinction
between a linguistic grammar and a pedagogic gramimnar to types of con-
tragtive studies. Since the early 1970’s it has been customary to draw a dis-
tinction between applied and theoretical CA (Marton 1874, Fisiak 1971,
Fisiak et al. 1078, Fisiak 1980). Although the distinction is not always clear-
cut, many linguists agree that it is a nseful one to make. Theoretical CA
forms part of typological linguistics and contributes to gemeral linguistic
theory and to the study of language universals. Theoretical studies are supposed
to provide exhaustive descriptions of the similarities and differences between
languages and to have explanatory power and heuristic value. Applied CA,
on the other hand, is pedagogically oriented. It makes use of the findings of
theoretical CA, appiying them to specific languages for specific purposes..
Whereas theoretical CA is concerned with the comparison of deep structures
and rule systems, applied CA focuses on surface structures. This raises a
number of interesting questions. The most difficult one to answer concerns
the relation between linguistic grammars and ‘applied’ grammars. In other
words, how exactly can a description formulated in terms of a particular
linguistic theory, be converted into a pedagogically usetul format? Another
question concerns the underlying linguistic theory itself. It has often been
taken as axiomatic that comparative statements cannot be made unless they
a linguistic theory that incorporates the distinction between

are based on
ghall not go inte this question here.

deep structures and surface structures. 1
It is clear, however, that, given the controversial status of the concept of
deep structure in current linguistic theory, attempts to explain differences
and similarities between languages in terms of transformations and language
universals {¢f. Di Pietro 1878) cannot but be speculative and vague, Besides
such theories have been criticized for failing to account for communicative
eompetence, which has received a greal deul of attention in languzge teaching
recently. In this conpexion Widdowson {1979) has made an interesting proposal
to the effect that a pedagogically appropriatc model of description is one
derived from the language user rather than from the linguistic analyst, a
mudel that iz ‘participant rather than observer orientated’ (1979 : 243).
Uufortunately he does not say what such a model looks like.

As far as interference and predictahbility are concerned, it is now generally
recogmized that, although the learner’s mother tongue accounts for a large
number of errors he produces in the target language (estimates vary from 33
to 53 per cent; see, for example, Richards 1971, Brudhiprahba 1972, George
1972, Tran-Thi-Chau 1975), errors are not only due to interlinguistic factors
{Mackey 1965, Dulkova 1969, Niekel 1971, James 1971, Burgschmidt and
Gétz 1974, Jain 1974, Taylor 1975) and hence not all errors are predictable
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on the basis of a contrastive analysis. Lee {1972) claims that first language

interference ig greatest when the learner has no knowledge of L2 and that
this is a stage where L1/L2 comparison is most relevant. As the learner pro-
gresses, however, various Intralinguistic factors come into play. Intralingual
{or developmental} errors have nothing to do with the learner’s mother tongue.
They are made by all categories of learners irrespective of their linguistic
background and may be regarded as clues to their command of the new lan guage
and also as indications of the learning strategies they employ. Aceording to
Richards (1974 : 174) ‘Developmental errors illustrate the learser attempting
to build up hypotheses ahout the ¥nglish language from his limited exper-
ience of it in the classroom or textbook’. Richards discusses four major types:
over-gencralization, ignorance of role restrictions, in complete application of
rules and false concepts hypothesized, Some errors are due to the influerce of
another L2 and many etrors have extralinguistic sources. The fact that errors
are produced by such a variety of causes makes it impossible for (A to identify
all the factors that generate them, let alone to prediet all the errors that
learners arc lkely to make. This has led to the rejection of a static view of
interference and to a shift of interest from the prediction of potential errors
to the explanation of errors that are actually observed. It is now obvious
- that CA can no longer do the job on its own. FEiror-analysis (Svartvik 1973,
Richards 1974a, Cordor 1975, Nickel 1978b) and the study of interlanguage
(Nemser 1971, Selinker 1972, Richards and Sampson 1974, Corder 1975,
1976} are now considered to be necessary complements,

As to the notion of difficulty, we can approach it from two angles. If we
confine ourselves to the two linguistic systems mvolved, we can say that
applied linguists now agree that the view that what is similur is ea sy and what
is different is difficuit requires qualification for several reasons. In the first
place there is evidence to show that some interlinguistic differences are not
experienced as problematic at all. Sccondly, it appears that there are inter-
inguistic similarities that eonstitute trouble spots and that some errors are
made in spite of the fact that the corresponding L1 structures are similar.
Leamers often tend to assume that thin gs cannot possibly be so simple in the
target language as they are in their mother tongue and also that they cannot
be so idiosyncratic {Kellerman 1977, 1979). If we approach the notion of dif-
ficulty from the learner’s point of view, we are of course dealing with even
more complex phenomena. Richards and Sampson (1974) suggest that apart
from interlanguage diffieultics we must take account of a possible universal
hierarchy of difficulty, containing certain phonological, syntactic or semantie
items and structures that are inherently difficult for man. Theyv also believe
that what the learner finds difficult depends on what he aiready kuows of the
target language: ‘His knowledge of the target language will form part of the
data by which he infers the meaning of new elements’ (1974:13). The learner’s
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perception of difficnlty has been investigated in an experimental S]tlld:',f b!x
Tran-Thi-Chau (1975). What she attempts to do is to relut-»is the ean.;r:{-
perception of difficulty to the outputs of eIxor EHEE]}'E]S and CA in UI‘dEI.T to ; n
a better approach to the problem of difficulty in SECUnd-lH-Ilgillﬂﬁﬂ ea.m::rj{
Although her study confirms that mother tongue 111terf‘ere_-nce is the gfn:;; 1 ‘.
single cause of errors, her results show that the predictive vaﬁu? of. : ]j;
negligible (since it cannot predict more t-ha-r;‘t half t-_he to‘ta]_ number o e13~¢i :} l.
and that little value can he attached to hmra?ﬂ]‘n?s Gfﬁd]fﬁcult_}r {Stﬂ(‘.‘i{hf
et al. 1965). CA carnot do without error analysis, sinece th cannot Elf{'.{\mﬂtrff:):
intralingual errors. The high correlation between the frequency nf eTt T: :1:[.
the students’ ratings of difficulty shows that students do ]mve? insight into
what is problematic (cf., however, Kellerman 1476). The a}.tithor 8 Eﬂ‘nﬂ]ﬂ?l(?]].
is, therefore, that the causes of difficulty can enly be exp]a?ler] h.}f a cnn‘_lhmd_l-
ti:.'}n of error analysis, CA and students’ perceptions. Very nzterestmg is
Fekman’s (1977) attempt to cxplain difficully i.n tq:arms of 'th.e ma,rkei{l:_e.-;a%
differential hypothesis’, which claims that wlat is dlffertz-n"o is l‘lﬂt 11ecesbdr1ﬁ
difficult, but that ‘Those areas of the target ]a-nguage which (ll'ﬂf'l' frr?m tlui
pative [anguage and are more marked than the na,h*.ve languege WI]]ﬂhfﬁ d]ﬁ'tl{‘:l: t]
{1977:321). The major difficulty with this h}-—p.oi'ahems, apart from t-heaff pm:*t '.E;r,
out by Kellerman (1879), concerns the definition of markedness, partieulariy
] actic matters.
s ?ﬁl?et{;jc:bll:s;lment of comparability is one of the preconditions for ﬂnntf'u.w—
ting, the other condition being that the two la-r*guagr-s should be dE‘.’-S{!I.IhE'{i_
in terms of the same theoretical framework. From a fairly early stage onw z}lrflg
linguists have agreed that it is impossible to compare whole languages. ‘:A-l lm’;
can be compared are certain features and pattemsgml what have been_fc,u:[ :H.
equivalent sub-systems. Comparative stateme]l]ts _nwnlve a 11_umhf.=.11 o fs Bps
{Halliday ct al. 1964, Whitman 1970), one of wl'}mh iz the {3ﬂfa}?i13h;1{11611_t 0 C::;-r:«_
parability. According to some linguists (Halliday ett al. 1964, Catford 1965,
Marton i!iﬁs, Krzeszowski 1971) comparability crucially depends on cmﬂ'j{*x--
tual equivalence, which ecan be demonstrated by refererce to tw.msa]a?mn.'
As Halliday et al. put it (1964:115): ‘If the items are ‘HUE- at least mgletlrlne:
equivalent in translation, they are not worth comparing’. Oth;EI's ﬁ]?.ilﬂllf- la,
comparability is not only a question of transtational ( = sernmﬂfm} equIva ervu_.-;:l-
but that contrastive statements sliould be based on formal fE‘&tl.’lI‘fﬁS as we
(Krzeszowski 1971, Kénig 1972). If both semantic and formal mnmdf&ratmns
are taken into account, sentences can be: (a) equivalent and fﬁrmal.]}-* d n‘fereutl,
(by equivalent and formally similar (=corngruent), (r:.}+ non—equwalex:lt- (_n;{ ,
formally similar, (d) non-equivalent and formally different (I rszs.ac.)jvs ;
1971). Ideal equivalence involves alsc Iexical correspondences a.fui is four
in sentences ‘which constitute the closest acceptable .appmxzmatmrfs to.
word-for-word translations’ (Krzeszowski 1974). Finally, it has been pointed:
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out (Bouton 1976) that, apart from semantic and formal equivalence, we must
take account of situational or pragmatie factors, but that this is a type of
equivalence that transformational grammar cannot account for, The establish-
ment of comparability, then, is a much more difficult problem than it appears
to be at first sight. The recent emphasis on communicative language teaching
has made it even more so. -
Let me try to summarize. It is evident that CA is here to stay. Contrastive
studies have added a dimension to foreign language teaching whose value
is beyond all doubt. This does not mean that the field is no longer contro-
versial. The contrastive analysis debate is still in full swing and several crucial
13sues have not yet been solved. Among the most mteresting questions is that
of the relation between CA and linguistic theory. Broadly speaking, there are
two views on this. There are those who insist that s contrastive deseription
of two languages is impossible without a particular theoretical framework.
Others believe that in language teaching it is not ne cessary to have a linguist-
ic model as the underlying frame of reference (see, for example, Widdowson
1979:234). This is a situation that can easily lead to deadlock. What we need
15 a pragmatic approach which enables experienced grammarians and language
teachers to carry on their work withoul having to worry too much about
controversial issues and without havicg to wait for agreement on what the
best theoretical framework is. Given the present situation, the task of CA is
best summed up by Corder (1973:244), who writes that, in the absence of ade-
quale ‘semantic-based’ grammars, “we shall have to manage as best we can
i applied linguistics with a noticnal comparison of languages, and with ad
hoc deseriptions of those parts of the languages which lock as if they could
vield to the inadequate knowledge we have'. .
In the second part of this paper I would like to report briefly on the kind
of work we are doing at the University of Nijmegen. Lot me begin by saying
that Duteh Anglists have not been particularly active so far in contrastive
studies of English and Duich. This is a little surprising in view of the reputa-
tion they used to have in the field of pedagogic grammurs of Engiish, all of
which had a strong contrastive bias. Whatever the reason may be, there has
heen fairly little research in Dutch-English contrastive analysis and the num-
Lier of publications ig accordingly small. At the moment research is going on
at several universities in the Netherlands, including Utrecht and Nijmegen.
In Nijmegen we are writing a contrastive grammar of Engiish and Dutch,
which will only be concerned with syntax and with the expression of unotions
and functions, not with phonology or the lexicon. The grammar will be peda-
gogically oriented and is primarily intended for first-year usiiversity students
of English. Underlying it are the following assumptions:
1. Information about the differences and similarities between Kuglish and
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Dutch should be supplied at an early stage since this facilitutes the students’
rning tasgk. _ _

2. l('j?ven %_he students’ knowledge of English grammar sucl} information
should be presented in a pedagogically suitable fm;*m‘at. We believe that con-
trastive descriptions based on a particular linguistic theory do not henefit
beginners, but should be studied by students at advanced lev:el. o

3. Tt is useful to separate syntactic categories from the expression of notions

and functions. o
4. Before students can tackle contrastive problems, they should have a basic

knowledge of English grammar. _ ‘
Our grammar consists of three parts. Part I contains a non—mnfjrastw_e
outline of English syntax, which 1a t-heoretica.lljir neut?al, but mrmmﬂlogl-
cally geared to 4 grammar of contemporary English. 1t is baged on the 11;}1135;
of grammatical description (morpheme, word, phrase, etc.), on gramma 10
categories such as number, tense, voice, and aspect, and crn_ sentence functions
and their realizations. This part functions ag an intruductu?n to parts II and
I1%, since it contains information that is indispensable if students are to
understand what the rest of the book is about. Parts I and I1L are cnn?ra,atwe.
In Part II (The structures of English and Duich compared) we deal‘wmh ByN-
tactic matters such as the comparison of the structure of PhI:&SEE in the two
languages (e.g. the noun phrase and the verb phrase) and ‘;Vlt:h related cox;—
cepts such as number and gender, tense and mood. We have tru?,d to separa e;
syntax and semantics as much as possible, although a certain amou.ut. O
{:wriap in Parts IT and IIT is unavoidable, One of the a:dvan.tages uf dﬂ?’[}tl;lg
a separate part of the grammar to notions and functions is that it enables
one to discuss alternative syntactic realizations of the same {:{}HCE!Pt under
one lieading. The method we use is comparable with, thougl} not Bﬂtl‘l'ﬁl}f _t-he
same as, Levenston’s (1965) ‘translation-paradign’ t-echmqu?, ':.x:hmh ligts
a grammatical category from language A opposite all the categ{;:rlers in language
B by whi h it may be translated, providing notes on gramm fs,tlcal and contex-.
‘tual oriteria. Part II, then, is concerned with questions like the following:
1. given a particular syntactic category [for* e‘xfu:ﬂple, the noun phI'T‘LEc ]:l:rr tthn
verb phrase), what are the structural possibilities and constramis im t Etd__-‘.'fﬂ
languages?! The noun phrase in English and p‘utel} can be des'cnbe‘ 1'.nl
terms of premodification, head and postmodification. Premot‘hﬁc&tm‘ndf
structures in Dutéh, however, can be much more complex than in English.
o [ A grammar published by Longman
dem v len jaar door Longman last year. A
;;‘e?u‘}j;zgﬁ;; a}galj'a-mma-tik: | *A last ycar by Longman published
grammar,
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The v : o g
Tu? verk phrase in Dutch allows combinations of two or more auxiliatics
which are ungrammatieal in English. Cf. =

Fasnien] e o e John will have {o come.
*John will must come.
Sugire mmosh Rasiren: algon. ?usgan shonld be able to puss.
*Susan should can pass.
2. Given a particuiar sy ' I
i ) ar syntactic eategory, does it have tl in Engli
! A gory, does it have the same uses in Englis
as in Dutch? SRR
For examplc, the uses of the present and past tenses overlap to a large
extent, except for cases likee the folluwing: | ;
[k ben sinds 1970 getrouwwd. I have been married since 1970,
*I am married since 1970,
Ik decd het alsik jou was. 1. wonldo Bl Lawens gon.
*1 did it if I were you.
Mary is gisteren vertrokken. Mty et yesteday,
*Mary has left yesterday.

- s ;

. Given a particular syntactic category, what is its distribution in the two
languages? o
f)he ,;_{emtw?, for instance, 1s used attributively both in English and in

+11t{} i buj: in English it also oceurs in so-calied ‘loeal genitive’ construe-
tions and in post-modification to u noun phrase head:

Ik logeer bij mijn tante. {I am staying at my aunt’s.

*I am staying at my aunt.

Een vriend van Jan. a friend of Jolin’s
*a friend of John

Similarly, prepm'sitiuns can be used in sentence-final position in both lan-
guages, but not in all cases. Cf.;
Waar kijk je naar? — What are you looking at?

Hgt- meis‘jui waurl hi] naar keek... :
*Eot iRl s ek nadr. The girl that he was looking at...

Waar is mijn boek? — Where is my book?

Je zit erop. You are sitting on it.
*You are sitting thereon,

i r [ : - H v : ¥
. Given a pfxrti(fular syntactic category, in what cases does it have to be.
expressed in the other language and in what cases can (or should) it have
I?J = 1 (. L 1
ero-expression? Relative pronouns, for example, can, under certain condi-
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De vrouw die hij trouwde
- was Frangaise.

*De vrouw hij trouwde

was Francaisc.

L The woman he married was Froneh,

o

Both Dutch and English have pro-forms for nouns. But, whercas English
uses the pro-forms onejones after adjoctives, after the definite article and
aftor words like this and that, Dutch does not. Ctf.

Jim koeht een nieuwe auto, maar] Jim bought a new car, hut a cheap one.
een goedkope. #Jim bought a new car, but a cheap.

5. Qliven a particular syntactic category in one languoge which is lacking in

the other, how do we specify the conditions for i{s proper use!
Examples would be the use in English of the progressive form, of tag-
questions and of periphrastic do, all of which are unknown in Dutch.

6. Given a particular syntactic rule (such as concord of number), does it apply

to the same cases in the two languages?
For example, aithough Dutch and En glish have subject-verb concord,
Dutch often has no concord between subject and subject complement or
between subject and direct object. Cf.:

o L My sisters are nurses.
Mijn zussen zijn verpleegster.

*My sisters are nurse.

De jongens hadden hun fiets {'i‘he bovs had forgotten their bikes

vergeten. *The bovs had forgotien their hike

These questions are different from those we deal with in Part 11T, which
is semantically orientated and pays a great deal of nttention to communica-
tive factors (Wilkins 1976 and 1979, van Ek 1977, Brumfit and Johnson 1979).
We agree with Candlin (1979:781) that the principal concern of a sernantically
based pedagogic grammar ‘is to provide L1 materials writers and foreign
language learners with the opportunity to view language as communication
and more particularly to provide in its explanations sytematization under
language-funetion parameters to enable the learner 1o organize and relate
liis often scattered and isolated knowledge of the language under study’.
In Part TIT we take situational needs as our starting-point and the questions
we agk are of the form ‘Given a partiﬂular funetion of notion X, what are the
linguistic devices by means of which it can be expressed?’. What we are con-
cerned with here are the ways in which speakers make statements, ask ques-
tions nad give orders; with how they apologize, express gratitude or refer
to future time. We also deal with the expression of notions such as possibility,
necessity, obligation, permission and ability. Each notion is first defined as
accurately as possible. We then list the various devices by means of which
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:;f 1;;?1; hete?lressai ]qi~n English and finally we discuss the important points
rast between English and Dutch, » noti l
phongin . . ¢h, The notion of ABILITY may serve

ABILITY

1. Definition
1. he notion of ability typically expresses that an animate agent has the phy-
sical or mental potential to do or experience something

Slnce Engill'gh often uses the same grammatical means to express the

:ftmns of ablh.ty, permission and possibility, if is often hard to tell what
ne exact meaning of a sentence is. Mogt of the examples below are unambi-
guous, but some can only be fully interpreted in context.

2. Ability can be expressed in the following WAys:
a, b}r means of the auxiliary can (could)
Examples:
I'm sure you can carry this.
f ' My sister could play the violin when she was six.
Jould is also used in polite questions:
Could you lift this trunk?
_ Could you tell me the way to the station?
;\D-tﬂ that the passive countelpart of some sentences expressing abilit
1s interpreted as expressing possibility. Cf.: Y
Children can learn this very easily.
. This can be learnt (by children) very easily.
: .y. means of the phrase be able to, which is also used to supply the mis-
sing forms of the defective suxiliary can.
Examples:
1 I}awe- never been able to understand this.
}Vﬂ] you be able to come to my party?
He used to be able to speak Swedish.
¢. by means of the phrase be capable of
Do you think she is capable of keepi
. ceping a secret?
d. by means of the phrase Znow how to e e
She knows exactly how to handle him.
¢. by means of the phrase be in a position to
At last we were in a position to help her.

3. English and Dutch compared
The following points deserve comment:
a. Sinee the 'auxili&ry can lacks non-finite forms, whereas the Dutch
verb Eunnen IS-‘ a 'flull}r conjugated verb, we find that in the perfect and
future tenses English uses the suppletive form be able to;
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Tk heb mijn brief niet kunmen afmaken.
T have not been able to finish my letter.
Zul je kunnen komen als ik je uitnodig?
Will you be able to come if 1 invite you?
English also uses the suppletive form when the corresponding  Duich
gentence contains the infinitive fe kunnen: 7

Ze bleck te kunnen typen
She appeared to be able to type

b. Be able to is also used to express hypothetical ability:
Zou jij die tekst kunnen vertalent
Would you be able to translate this text?

¢. Dutch had kunnen corresponds to English:
\. had been able to when the reference is to sometling that was actually

achieved in the past.
He had been able to save his life by jumping out of his car.

9. could have or shouldjwould have been able to when the reference is to
hypothetical ability in the past.

He could have saved/would have been able
to save his life if he had jumped out of his car.
d. The Dutch past tense kon{den) corresponds to English:

1. Could, when the reference is to permanent ability in the past or
when there is another verb in the context which clearly has past time
reference: :

My brother could play Beethoven when he was cight.
He said that he could lift that box.
2. Could, in exclamatory sentences expressing a wish:
If only I could meet her again.

3. Was/were able lo, manage to or suceceed in when the toference 18 to an

isolated achievement in the past:
We were able to pull all the passengers out of the burn-
ing car, _
He just managed to jump off the bus.
Did you succeed in contacting him at home?
6. Whereas Dutch can use the verb bunnen without a following infinitive,
the auxiliary can/could must always be followed by an infinitive {except
in eases of ellipsis):
Jan kan dat —- John can do it
f. Note that where English has can followed by a verb of physical percept-
tion (see, hear, feel, taste, smell), Dutch normally dispenses with the
auxiliary: |
| Tk zie een vliegtuig — I can see a plane
Note that in English can'tjcouldn’t can be followed by seem in sentences
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like the following, where I can’tjcouldn’t seem may be paraphrascd as
It seems that I amjwas wnable to.. .

I can’t secm to remember his name.

I couldn’t seem to get that bottle open.

It is not so difficult to criticize this approach, of course. One objection
-could be that the information on notions such as ABILITY is presentcd in
one teaching unit. We believe that this is justified at uriversity level, althougl
at Jower levels a cyclically organized course which gradually exjpands the learn-
er’s repertoire is prohably more useful (Wilkins 1976:61). A more valid criticism
concerns the fact that it is hardly possible to suggest useful ways of ordering
the range of syntactic forms that is available for the expiession of notions
in English. Wilkins (1976:60f.) lists 10 fewert han 16 ways of seeking jermis-
sion (to use the telephone), ranging from 0.K.% to I should be most grateful
f you would permit me to use your telephone, and Pride (1973) has shown what
a1 enormous range of variables speakers of Erglish have at their disposal
to express commands and requests. As he points out (1973:66), “What one
dees nof choose to say (yet might have chosen to say — or write) gives meaning
to (one might well say defines) what one does say’. It is obvious that a mere
Dsting of the various choices that are available is not really adequate, since
it relies too much on the student’s intuition of what is possible ard what is
not in a given situation. What we need is taxonomies that correspond to
sociolinguwistic reality. One of the tasks of CA will then be to develop yrocedures
tor relating the range of options in the languages that are being contrasted in
such a way that studenis can learn where the corrcapondences arce and where
there is ‘luck of fit’. Atuiother area for rescarch is the study of specch acts and
the importance of speech act theory to second language aucquisition (Schmidt
and Richards 1980). Tt is obvious that we still have a long way to go.
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