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CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS AND ITS RELEVANCE 
TO LANGUAGE TEACHING
In tlic course of  lea rn ing  a  second language , learners regularly  p roduce  
u tte rances  in sj)ccch a n d  w ri t ing  w hich ju d g e d  by the  rules o f  the  second 
language  a rc  erroneous, o r  ill-formed. T rad i t ion a l ly  the  a t t i tu d e  to errors 
was tha t  they w ere  an  ind ica t ion  o f  the  difllculties th a t  the  learners had  with 
cc r ta in  aspects o f  the  language , which could  be expla ined  by the  persistence 
o f  the  hab i ts  of the  m o th e r  tongue  a n d  the ir  transfer to the  new  language  
(Lado , 1957). E rrors  were  the  result o f  interference an d  in an  ideal teach ing  
s itua tion  could  be avoided. F rom  this notion  has developed the whole 
indus try  o f  “ contras tive  linguistics” , w ith  research  projects a n d  regular  
publica tions of  results in a  n u m b e r  o f  countries, inc luding  S ou th  Africa.
T h e  topic o f  this a r t ic le  suggests th a t  there is som eth ing  called  "C o n tra s t iv e  
Analysis”  a n d  before one can  pursue  its “ re lcvance to l anguage  tea c h in g ” it 
seems a p p ro p r ia te  to define a n d  discuss w h a t  is m ean t  by the  term . T h e  
m o de rn  view o f  contras tive  analysis as the analysis an d  in te rp re ta t ion  of 
interference errors  is no t  to be confused w ith  the  Contras t ive  Analysis 
a p p ro a c h  to in terference ])henom ena as an  ins trum en t  o f  p rediction , 
p roposed by app l ied  linguists such as Fries (1945) a n d  L ado  (1957). In his 
p re |)a ra t ion  of  teac h ing  m a te r ia ls  a t  the  English L a n g u a g e  Ins ti tu te  o f  the 
University  o f  M ichigan , Fries s ta ted  the  g uiding  pi inciple to his view o f  the  
acquisition o f  the  target language:

“ 'I’he most efl'ective m ate ria ls  a re  those tha t  a rc  based upo n  a  scientific 
descrip tion  o f th e  language  to be learned , carefully com p ared  with a parallel 
descrip tion  o f t h e  native language  o f t h e  lea rner”  (1945, p. 9).
T his  view presupposes tha t  diíTiculties in the  acquis it ion  of  the  target  
la n g u a g e  m a y  be p red ic ted  a n d  if e l im ina ted  will cause the  lea rn ing  o f  the 
ta rge t  l anguage  to be facilitated. T h e  aspect o f  p rediction  in a  CA, especially 
in so far as it concerns  its p rac t ica l  app l ica t ion  in the  teach ing  p rocedure  of 
the  target  language , was stressed th ro ug ho u t .  L ado  em phasizes this point 
w hen  he slates: “ T h e  p la n  o f t h e  book rests on  the  a.ssumption th a t  we can  
predict an d  describe the pa t te rn s  tha t  will cause difllculty by c o m p ar ing  
systematically  the  lan gu age  a n d  cu l tu re  to be learned  with the  native 
la n g u a g e  a n d  c u l tu re  o f th e  s tu d e n t” (Lado , 1957, p. vii). T h e  princip le  o f  
ta rge t  language  lea rn ing  was based on the  a.ssumption th a t  the  m a jo r  
p ro b le m  was caused  by in ter- l ingual identif ication  an d  th a t  the  diil 'erences
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l)ctwecn ih f  soure r  language  and  the target  language  once they had  been 
p red ic ted  could  be d in iin ishcd  by exposing the lea rn e r  to drills specirically 
d e s ign ed  to  c h a n g e  his l inguis t ic  b e t ia v io u r  a t  th e  re le v a n t  jjoints. 
'I’hcoretically , this seemed a perCectly valid  a rg u m e n t  an d  consequently  
d u r in g  the  19f)0’s a  spate  o f  contras tive  studies a p p e a re d  all over the  world.

S ince 1960 however, deve lopm enl  a long  these lines has been severely 
checked and  for a  varie ty  of  reasons o f  w hich the  most im p or tan t  were;

1. the  close links the  a p p ro a c h  had  with s t ruc tu ra l  linguistics w hich a t  tha t  
lime was be ing  ousted by the  transfo rm a tiona l  genera tive  theory; and ,

2. its close lies w ith  the  theory  o f  b ehav iou r ism  w hich  also a t  th a t  t im e 
seem ed to be com ple te ly  nega ted  by psychologists an d  linguists.

3. M ore  im p o r ta n t ,  scholars w ork ing  in the  field o f  A pplied  L inguistics also 
cr iticized  the  ap p ro a c h ,  firstly on  the  g rounds  th a t  it h ad  very little 
p rac t ica l  ap p l ica t io n  in the  classroom si tua tion  (Nemser, 1971, p. 115- 
123), secondly th a t  not all errors  could  be t raced  to interference by the 
source language  (Duskova, 1969, p. 11136) a n d  th ird ly  th a t  whal GA 
[)redicted as likely d in icult ies  d id  no t a lw ays tu rn  o u t  to be so (Nickel,
1971, p. 219-227).

As a  result o f  the intense d eb a te  tha t  has raged  a ro u n d  the value of  the 
C A  hypothesis, two distinct versions have  em erged: C A  apr ior i  or 
p red ica tive  o r  s trong  version an d  aposter io ri  o r  exp lan a to ry  o r  weak 
version. In it ia l ly  the  d is t inc t ion  be tw een  the  two versions rests on a 
d ii le rence  o f  point  o f  view. T h e  s trong  version, as has a lread y  i)een said, 
d e p a r t s  I'rorn a p o in t  o f  v iew in w hich  it wishes to predicl errors  w hich will 
occui in the  target language . 'I 'he w eaker  version m akes no such claims. 
It  wishes to exfdain why  erro rs  in the  ta rg e t  l a n g u a g e  occur. A ssum ing  
th a t  learners  o f  lan gu age  A a rc  found  by the  process know n as error 
analysis to m ake recu rr ing  errors  in a  p a r t ic u la r  construc tion  in their 
a t te m p ts  to learti l an gu age  B, the  ana lys t  m akes an  analysis o f  the 
cons truc t ion  in lan gu age  H a n d  the  c o m p a ra b le  cons truc t ion  in language  
A in o rd e r  to d iscover why th e  e rro rs  occur. In  this w ay  the  analys t  
discovers w h a t  learners  a c tu a l ly  do  in the ir  a t te m p ts  to acq u ire  a n o th e r  
la n gu age  ins tead  of p re d ic t ing  w h a t  they will do  (Schachte r ,  197.5, p. 
206). 'I'his a p p ro a c h  seems to be m ore  w orthw h ile  to the  practis ing  
teacher.

W h a l  then, is an  e r ro r  analysis?

64



In liis use o f  a  lan gu age  tlie language  user em ploys a  set o f  cognitive 
struc tures acqu ired  by some process o f  clata-processing (rules o f  g ra m m a r)  
anel hypothesis form ation  ( language  exposure) in which the  m ak ing  o f  errors 
is evidence of  the  ac tua l  lea rn ing  process. It m ay  even be a rgued  tha t  the 
m a k ing  o f  errors  is a  p re requ is i te  to this lea rn ing  activ ity  (Nickel, 1973, p. 
24). “ You c a n ’t learn  w i thou t  goofm g.”  (Dulay  a n d  Burt, 1974, p. 95). At 
the  sam e tim e it m ay  also be a rg ued  th a t  the  degree of e rro r  is indicative  of 
I he degree  of co m p e tenc e  ach ieved  by the learner; tha t  is, if ta rge t  language  
acquis it ion  is seen as the  possession o f  a cer ta in  kind of knowledge 
(competence) instead o f  dispositions to respond to certa in  stimuli.

N. C h om sky ’s well-known distinction  betw een  w h a t  the speaker knows 
a b o u t  his language  (com petence) and  w h a t  actually  happens  when he 
speaks the  lan gu age  (perform ance)  is o f  re levance here. T h e  analyst has to 
distinguish betw een  the  speaker’s intrinsic knowledge (or lack of knowledge) 
o f  the  L T  a n d  his “ mistakes” w hich are s im ilar to mistakes m a d e  by native 
speakers an d  cla.ssified by o th e r  speakers as “ u n g ra m m a t ic a l” . Very  often 
perfo rm a nce  is an  imperfect reflection o f  com petence:  e.g. the fact tha t  
people occasionally have “ sli])s o f  the  ton gu e”  in every day  conversation  
does nog m e an  th a t  they d o n ’t know  the ir  language , o r  d o n ’t have fluency 
(i.e. com petence)  in it. Dusková (1969, p. 12) makes the  following distinction 
betw een  errors  in co m petence  a n d  errors in perform ance: “  . . . mistakes 
w hich are  tlcfined as adventi t ious ,  r a n d o m  errors in perform ance  d u e  to 
m em ory  lapses, physical states, etc. o f  w hich  the  speaker  is inm iediate ly  
aw are, a n d  systematic errors  w hich rcilect a  defect in know ledge” .

T h e  key words th a t  should  be no ted  a re  “ ra n d o m  erro rs”  a n d  “ systematic 
e r ro rs” . “ R a n d o m  e r ro rs” , such as hie for ihe m ay  be ignored in an  E rro r  
Analysis.

O n ce  em b a rk e d  on the  design of an  E rro r  Analysis the analyst is usually 
co n f io n tcd  with the  p ro b le m  of w h a t  to do  w ith  the  e r ro r  analysis. It is 
agreed  tha t  a  tnere listing ol errors  will be o f  limited  value only. “ No errors 
a re  errors  in them selves”  (Enkvist, 1972, p. 19). 'I 'he a im  should  be to 
p rov ide  an  a d e q u a te  l inguistic ex p lan a t ion  o f  the  n a t iu e  o f  the  errors  found 
in a  p a r t ic u la r  lea rn ing  situa tion . A possible fram ew ork  of  a typical e r ro r  
analysis could  include the  following:

(a) types of errors  (cla.ssillcation w ith  regard  to the  target system) i.e. 
classification accord ing  e.g. to g ra m m a tic a l  categories;

(b) f requency  of  errors, in o rd e r  to de te rm ine  the  seriousness o f  various 
errors;
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(c) exp lana t ion  of errors  in linguistic terms;

(d) degree  o f  dislin baiicc caused by errors; and ,

(e) th e ra p y  (how teac h ing  should  be a r ra n g e d  so as to e l im ina te  the  errors).

(a) Types o f  errors:

G r a m m a r  can  be d iv ided  into siib-categorics o f  m orphology , n o u n  phrase , 
ve rb  phrase  a n d  syntax . Lexis m ay  have th re e  subcategories; con ten t  words, 
function  words a n d  co m m o n  expressions. P e rfo rm anc e  mistakes m ay  be 
ignored. T h e  system has m a n y  a i lvan tages  as it is easy to hand le ,  it m a y  be 
e x te n d e d  to inc lude  new  subca tegories  a n d  com parisons c a n  be m a d e  
b e tw een  m a in  categories a n d  sub-categories. It  is suggest tha t  the  analysis be 
based  on  free p ro d u c t io n  — i.e. shor t  p a ra g ra p h s .  In  o th e r  types of  test 
m a te r ia l ,  such as g ra m m a r  tests a n d  m u lt ip le  choice tests the re  is a  d a n g e r  in 
th a t  they have  an  inheren t classification bu i l t  in to  th e m  because a  test 
co ns tru c to r  will inc lude  items w hich he thinks a rc  im p o r ta n t  for the students  
to know  w hereas  the  analys t  w an ts  to d e te rm ine  the  ac tu a l  con ipetencc of 
his students.

(b) Frequency

T h e  errors  a re  ev a lu a te d  to d e te rm in e  frequency  o f  occurrence . T h e  
f req uen t  occu rre nce  o f  a  specific form or  the  evasion o f  a  specific form 
lead ing  to c ircum locu t ion  a n d  consequen tly ,  c lum sy  constructions is 
ind ica t ive  of  th e  l e a rn e r ’s lack o f  co m p e te n c e  a t  this p o in t  in his lea rn ing  
process. T h e  seriousness o r  degree  o f  d ev ia t ion  from the  n o rm  is open  to 
various in terp re ta t ions .  J a m e s  (1974) proposes an  assessment based upon  
th e  ru les  t r a n g re s s e d .  J o h a n s s e n  (1973) suggests  t h a t  the  d eg ree  o f  
d is tu rb a n c e  an  e r ro r  m ay  have  on  the  elFiciency o f  co m m u n ic a t ion s  should  
be investiga ted . There is obviously a d iiferencc in the  degree  of  c o m ­
prehensib il i ty  betw een

“ the  two m en  is walk ing  dow n  the  s t ree t” , a n d  
“ a  p oem  should  be short  an d  sinful” .

(c) Explanation

It is necessary to find som e linguistic a n d  psycholinguistic  exp lan a t ion  for 
the  occu rrcnce  o f  th e  errors  in the  analysis.
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1. A litiguistic exp lanat ion

Back-lransla l ion  m a y  be used to discover w h a t  the  pupils in tended  to say 
a n d  then  the e q u iva len t  Afrikaans s t ruc ture  e.g. is c o m p ared  to the  correct  
English struc ture ,  to de te rm ine  the  type o f  e rro r  com m itted  by the pupils.

E.g. * a poem  should  be short a n d  sinful
’n gcdig behoort  kort en sinvol te wees.

Use was m a d e  of a  one-to -one  re la t ion  in trans la t ing  from the  source 
language.

F rom  a  lexical en try  such as:
aktucel: actual ,  real, timely, topical, o f  cu r re n t  interest,
learners select actual because it is close to the  source language  in sound a n d  
structure.
* H e writes a b o u t  .something tha t  is actual.

2. A psycholinguistic exp lanat ion
'I’hrec principa l  cau.ses for e rro r  can  be investigated:
2.1 Interference from the source language:

* H e walk hom e 
Hy loop huistoe.

2.2 In t ra la n g u a g e  in terference resu lt ing  not from the  source language  b u t  
from the target language  itself.

* 'I 'he girls walks home.
2.3 Fau lty  teach ing  techniques  o f  m ateria ls  o r  develoijmental errors 
referred  to as a  process o f  “ hypothesiz ing  false concepts” or  as “ induced  
errors” .
e.g. 'i 'he u.se o f  ihc  present progressive tense w here  the present indefinite 
tense sufllces.

(d) Degree o f  d is tu rba nce  caused by errors

A “ to lerancc  s tu d y ” o r  degree o f  irr i ta t ion  th a t  native  speakers have  for an
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e r ro r  is a n o th e r  c r i te r ion  for eva lua tion  purposes. E dlciency  o fcon im uiiica-  
tion is liowevei' o f  m a jo r  im portance .

(e) T h e ra p y

'I'o m y m ind , lan gu age  teac li ing  is no m ore  th a n  the  provision ol suitalile 
conclit ions for language  learning. A contras tive  analysis should p rovide each 
lea rner  w ith  the  right conditions a t  the  r igh t  time.

W h a t  then  is the  rc levance  o f  all this to lan gu age  teaching?  W h a t  is the 
“ n o rm a l” s it\iation in a cla.ssroom? T h e  average  tcacher  has a  syllabus, from 
w hich  he d raw s u]) a schem e of work w hich he proposes to leach  to his pupils. 
It m a y  be a rg ued  th a t  the teac he r  knows intuitively w hich  errors his pupils 
a rc  going  to m ake, b u t  this is a  d e b a ta b le  point.  W e so often find tha t  
teachers teach  a n d  i e-teaeh elem ents of g ra m m a r  a t  S econdary  Scliool which 
the  pupils  h ad  a l re a d y  m astered  a t  P r im a ry  School level. At the sam e time 
they give little o r  no  a t te n t io n  to o th e r  co m p on en ts  o f  the  language  (e.g. 
extension o f  the  pup ils’ lexicon). I f  the  teac he r  really wishes to achieve target  
tea c h in g  he has to d e te rm in e  w h a t  the  needs a re  o f  his pupils. O n c e  he h<-is 

d e te rm in e d  the  p ro b le m  areas  o f  a specific g ro u p  o f  pupils, he can  devise a 
m ean ingfu l  schem e o f  work (and  this m a y  dilTer from g ro u p  to group). 
The rapy  o r  re m ed ia l  work can  only be a t t e m p te d  if a n d  w hen  the  tcac he r  

has d e te rm ine d  w hich  errors pupils really make.
Ind ica t ions  o f  the  pedagogica l  re levance o f  the  studies discussed fall into 
th re e  categories: the  p ro b le m  of correction ;  the  design o f  syllabusses a n d  
rem ed ia l  p ro g ra m m e s ;  a n d  the  w ri t ing  o f  pedagogica l  g ram m ers .  All these 
arc  re la ted  to those studies w hich  I have  called e rro r  analysis.

'I 'he p ro b le m  o f  co r rec t ion  is two-fold: w h a t  to  co rrec t  a n d  how  to corrcct.  
T h e  first c|ucstion is conccrned  w ith  the  assessment o f  the  g ravity  o f  the  e rro r  
in te rm s o f  its in terfe rence w ith  co m prehens ib il i ty  o r  the  degree  of linguistic 
dev iance . T h e  need  m ust  be stressed th a t  we have  to e n co u rag e  learners to 
c o m m u n ic a te  a n d  th a t  wc have  to devise co rrec tion  techniques  w ith  this 
a lw ays in m in d ,  for e x am p le  by req ues t in g  rep h ras in g  o r  am plify ing  the 
message, in the  w ay  th a t  ad u l ts  reac t  to in fan ts’ u tte ra nce s  in the ir  m o th e r  
longue.

T h e  re levance  o f  the  ac tu a l  p e r fo rm a n ce  o f  the  s tuden ts  as revealed  by the 
EA to the design ing  o f  syllabuses is based  on  the  notion  tha t  the re  is some 
“ n a tu ra l”  sequence ofela l)oration  o f  the ap p rox im a tive  system ol the .second- 
lan gu age  lea rner ,  N em ser  (1971) a n d  th a t  w hen  this can  be well established 
it w ould  p ro v id e  a psychological logic to the  o rd e r in g  of  m a te r ia l  in a
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syllabus.

As far as ihc  design o f  pedagogica l  g ra m m a rs  is concerned , the  effectiveness 
o f  the p resen ta t ion  a n d  prac tis ing  o f  linguistic m ateria ls  must u ltim ate ly  
depend  upo n  w hal is discovered ab o u t  the ac tua l  process an d  strategies of 
language  learning, Allen (1973).

W h a t  is' requ ired  is a m ore  intelligent realistic appra isa l  o f  language  
m a te ria ls  based on a  C o n ta c t  Analysis a p p ro a c h  especially in a  language  
con tac t  s i tua tion  as we have in South  Africa.
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