DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 276 320 FL 016 302
iﬁiﬁéﬁ R;ngboml Hakan , - . ] —_—
TITLE On the. D1sttnctzons of Item. Lééfﬁiﬁg VvE._ SyStenm.

Learning and Receptive Competence vs. Productive-

Competence._in Relation to the Role of Ll in Foreigu

Language Learning.
PQE,DATE - 83 - - ] . -
NOTE 13p.; In: gsycholinguistiCS;énd Foreign Language
Learning.-Papers from a confererice (Stockholm, Sweden
5%6 Abo, Finland, October 25-26, 1982); see FL 016
, 2891,
PUB TYPE information unalyses (070) —- Reports -

Evaluative/Feasibility (142) -- Spaeches/fonference

Papers (150)

EDRS PRICE HFOl/PCOl Plus Postage. - -
DESCRIPTORS Associative Learning; Aud:ol;qgual Skxlls' Encod; g
(Psychology); Language Research; *Language Skills;

*Learning Strategaes, L:nguzstzc Theory;

Psycﬁoiznguxstxcs' Recognition_ (Psychologyf' *Second

Language Learning; *Systems Approach

ABSTRACT

f1rst and second languages (L1 and_ 32) £ec111tate the percept;on of

cross-l;nguxst;c equivalence. betveen ;nd;vzdual 1tems {ghonemes,

learner makes. frequent ‘use_of these perceived eqnlvxiences when he

learns to understand L2 items. This. receptive competence in turn

- __= - i —=

creates a basis for development of productive competence.

Cross-linguistic simiiarities alone may not directly fac:l:tate the
mastery of L2 systems for use in product1on, but the learner who can
easily perce;ve cross-linguistic equivalences will easily build a
basic-receptive-competence that can- be converted into product;ve

competence. Furthermore, although the L2 learner whose Ll is a

related language may have problems with minimally distinct patterns

and_other factors, he wi.l probably make fewer errors that seriously

affect communication than the learner whose L1 and L2 are not

related. (MSE)

* Reproductxons suppixed by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document.. T *
***********************************************************************




20

2763

ED

Fr O/6 50

_ON THE DISTINCTIONS OF ITEM

LEAKRNING VS. SYSTEM LEARNING

~_AND RECEPFIVE COMPETENCE
VS. PRODUCTIVE COMPETENCE IN

_ . _RELATION TO iHE ROGLE OF _ _
L1 IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING

Hakan Ringbom

Department of English

Abo Akader

“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS

MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

_ Ewkwst

T0.THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
iINFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)."

<. .§_DEPANTMENT OF EDUCATION
Ottice of Ed: jonal-Research and improvement
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATIO!
P centeRERIG
@ This document_has_been reproduced as
recewved from the person of organization
onginating i _ L
O Minor.changes have been made to improve
reproduction quality. =

© Points of view ot apunions stated inthis docw-
mant Go not necessarily represent official
OERI position or policy.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



Hékan Ringbom
Department of English,
Abo Akademi

ON THE DISTINCTIONS OF ITEM LEARNING VS SYSTEM
LEARNING AND RECEPTIVE COMPETENCE VS.
PRODUCTIVE COMPETENCE IN RELATION TO THE ROLE
OF L1 IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING

Forergn language leamers are frequently told by their teachers, and rightly
so; that it is absolutely essential to have a good mastery of the fundamental
elements of another language _A_sufficiently stable construction; it is said;
can be erected ortly lf the bas s lS solld enough
language learnmg process and the development of a basic receptive compet-
ence to have attracted more attentron by applled lmgursts than they actually
ha c. Applied linguists havc; however; been primarily concerned with the

development of the grammatlcal system of the learners mterlanguage and
the material for their analysis often appears to have been confined to that
type whlch most clearly Jllustrates each scholar s ldeas about this system or

leamers productlon of negatlve sentences or relatlve clauses
At the. -very start of his leammg, the forelgn language learrier can, however,
not start leammg the L2-systems directly. In order to be able to do that he

first has to know a number of items: This distinction between system learning
and its necessary prerequisite, item leammg, is ofie that has recently been
made by Alan Cruttenden (1981). Cruttenden’s distinction applles to the
child’s learning of his L1; but it seems worth discussing its possible im-
portance also for the leamlng of forezgn languages

_According to Cruttenden; item leammg "involves a form which is umquely

bonded with some other form or wrth a unique referent whereas system-

leammg involves the possibility of the commutation of forms or referents
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whrle some (other) fonn is held constant The two stage process applles
phonology, intonation. morphology and syntax and semantrcs" (1981 79)

. "Learning takes place initially on an item by item basis at ail levels of
langﬁégé " {1981:87). ,
. Before (‘ruttendens distinction is applled to- forelgn language leamlng,
the differences between the Ll-learner and _the L2-leamner have to be dis:
cussed The cognmve make- -ups of the L1- leamer and.the (adnlt) E2-learner
differ a great deal; above all in that the L2 learner already has mternallzed
and automauzed a well developed langnage system on whrclw he can draw
already exrstrng system Whereas a new item in the Li- leamer s item learnrng
is narrowly tituation bound, in leer generally to one concrete referent in
the outside world; the begmnmg L2-leamner, partlcularly in a_classiooin
situation, will tend to relate new items to perceived Li-translation equi-
valents. In forergn language leammg, thus, the unique bondage characteristic
of item learmng car. be merely Cross. lmgurstlc in that the learner assumes
full equivalence between an Ll-item and an L2- rtem An rte'n in thrs sense
can be a phoneme, a mOrpheme a word; or even a phrase; as in ‘tourist sur-
vival language’. A tourist with a minimal foreign language proficiency has
srmply memor.zed ‘some useful phrases like "Where is the toilet?’, ‘Do you
speak Enghsh"’ or 'l don’t understand’ without being able to construct
them from his linguistic L2-system: Hakuta (1974, 1976) calls such utter-
ances prefabrrcated phrases
which does not normally last very long wr the forergn langnage learner; at
least not if the target language is genetlcally close to his L1. A learner
easily perceives cross-linguistic equivalence bstween phonological and mor-
phological items, if the L2-items are formally similar to L1-items with ap-
proximately the same functron and meaning. Most learners achieve at least a
receptive competence with phonological and morphological items in a related
language within a short trme even though their own production of these
items may be very imperfect.?.

ln granimar, the percewed fnnctronal eqnlvalence between lmgmstrc
categorres is esp~c1ally important. Equlvalenoe between individual. -lexical
items is difficult to percerve without equwalence betwern categories. Finnish

makes use of a complex network of lexical, syntactic 2;g. word order) and
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morphologrcal devrces to express (rn)deﬁmteness :md the Flnrlsh case

endrngs have a much Wlder range of functions than Englrsh prepositions.
This means that a Finriish learner, who is not used to the categories of articles
and preposrtrons finds it difficult to relate these high- frequency words to any
previous knowledge he has. Whereas Swedrsh leamners of Englr.h easrly per-
ceive the basic equivalence between Englrsh and Swedish preposrtrons and
between Enghsh and Swedrsh amcles the Flnmsh beglnnrng learnier cannot
get much help from his L1 in these respects. It is also a well-known fact

that Finns have especially noticeable learning problems with English preposi-

tions and articles:’
In the open System of lexrs ltem leammg is rot confined to the early

stages of learning; but goes on throughout the learners lrfe To the scientist

who for hlS professronal purposes leams Russran rtem leammg rs of prrme

ltems The beginning- forelgn language learner, on the other hand has to
oversrmplrfy a great deal when establishing translational equrvalences Much

of the system leamrng he has to tackle later in fact consrsts of a modrfca-

only to a very ltrmted extent. He realtzes for mstanoe that the Englrsh Word
head rs not always the equrvalent of Swedrsh huvud but sometlmes may

-leamer progresses the more he perceives the madequacres of these equr-
valences perceived mrtrally

At the begmnmg of his leamrng, then the 1:2 learner leams new lexrcal
rtems by assocrating them wrth erther prevrously known often formally
may be a dommant procedure m second language acqumtron but in a formal
lariguage leamlng context establlshrng translational equrvalences to L1-items
is probably the adult Jearner’s dominant way of leammg new Words ln faet
the emphasns on the unportanoe of the Ll for L2 leammg m thrs paper
ment lrke Englrsh in Frnland where the target language is not spoken in the
leamer s immediate environment and whereé the leamér leéams in a classroom
and/or by self-study.
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suggested that the more a learner advances in h‘

learnmg, the more.

izes hrs forergn language lex'con on the basrs of semantrc network assocratrons

vmlarlty. must be regarded as all rmportant for the burldrng up of an mrtlal
receptive competence. For producuve competernce, on-the other hand per-
ceived eanvalence may not have the same significance. In faci. receptrve and
productrve competence are not aftected in exactly the same way by what is
ple_underlying languuge learning: that the learner

trles to fac.litate hlS learmng wherever possrblc by makrng use of any relevant

Ige (it
task: lnsuff‘clent regard to thrs drstlnctron is perhaps one reason for the some-
what surprising fact that some l|ngu|sts doubt the common sense view that it
is easier to leamn a related language than an unrelated one .$
To lllustrase the dlfference in achlevmg receptrve competence in related

ruplets wrth no prevlous knowledge of any other language than the Ll‘)
leammg Damsh Englxsh F |nmsh and C hmese respectlvely

tlve competence He has mtemallzed a wrde knowledge of Danish even be-
fore he has ever been confronted wrth any piece of spoken or wrrtten Damsh
ve much leammg to do. Even without any teachmg at
all a Swede can understand all or nearly all of an ordinary written Danish
text ,at frst srght and the trmes he has -to resort to a dlctlonary or other
Y. h linguistic formal and functional similari-
ties are obvrous almost eyerywhere and a little teaching focussing on the
differenices between Swedish and Danish pronunciation and some of the
‘false friends’ will yield good results in a matter of days. Aftera week or two
of rmmersron in a Danish- speakmg communrty the Swrdish icamer will
usually have no difficulties in understanding spoken Danish, at least not if
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his interlocutors make an effort in adjusting their speech a little by articulat:
ing more clearly than when speaking to other Danes.

The Swede learning English is not quite so fortunate. However, le too,
may acquire a basic receptive knowledge of Engllsh within a relatively short
time if he works hard. His problems in comprehensuon will lie prmardy in
the area of lexis: altl'tough he will be lmmedrately able to understand- the
meaning of a fair aumber of words which are similar in Engllsh and Swedlsh
a great many common words are so dissimilar that he cannot 1mmedlatelv
work out what they mean. Yet he will fairly qunckly perhaps in a couple of
months or so, reach the stage where he is able to read a simple English text
and get a rough idea of what it is about. :

. The leamer of Finnish, on the othet Mand, is up against a much more
drfficult .task. The long words, the many case endlngs with thelr drfferem
functions;. and the general lack of any recogmzable formal srmrlarme\ at o1l
between Swedlsn and Finnish words (apart from a few low- frequency loan-
words) force the leamer toa very slow item- by 'tem prooedure of leaining at
the begmnlng Only the very diligent and very talented Swedish learner will

have acauired even a basic receptive knowledge after half a year, and the

cultural similarity between Sweden and Finland does ot help him very
much.

. By far the greatest problem however, faces the learner trymg 'o learn
Chmese The linguistic {and the cultural) distance between Swedish and

“Chinese is enormous; and one year would probably be the minimum length of
time requrred for the Swedish learner to reach the stage of understandlng
even simple Chinese. -

It _appears_that the main problem for the learner attammg a receptlve
foreign language competence lies in whether he is able to establish equivalents
to basic linguistic categories and to |nd|vrdual items in his L1. Where such
equivalents are easily. percerved as they are berween related languages the
task_is of smaller magnitude ? (or; phrased in different terms, there is much
posrtlve transfer) and the time of learning is consrderably reduced. The learn-
er of a related language simply has less to learn.

For productrve competenee however, rt is. less absurd to clalm that L2

related. As lngram (l975 273) pomts out; however thrs belief *’probably
derives from the fact that observers impose different standards. English

7
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people settling in Japan or vice versa, are tightly admired if they manage to
sustain_their part in any conversaticn s¢ that communication is achieved at
the required level: For a 'difficult’ language this represents a great deal of
leamlng. but a Norwelglan can settle in Sweden ‘and function at a srmllar
level without doing any leammg at all; beyond a few concessions on certain
vocabulary items and phrases.”

The high standard aimed at in L" leamlng wrthln the group of Western
European languages; ice: near-native; practically error-free production; is a
stage only a very small percentage of foreign 'angaage learners ever reach. The
traces of El in most leamers’ L2-production is; however; only one side of
the coin: the.considerable positive transfer effect is forgotten, since it is not
easily noticeable. =
. Theoretically there is; of coﬁrﬁé the possrblllty that ‘he prodnctrve and
thc Teceptive skllls ire dlfferent from eich other 'v1th l|tte interaction be-

t‘veen 'hem ln the llght of recent dlscussmns (see eg Oller 1979 4’4 ff)

of language skllls mto drstlnct components correspondlng to those suggested
by dlscrete polnt testers; such a view is hardly tenable. There simply must be
much mteractron between reccptrve and productrve skrlls dunng the L2-

the leamer S receptive vocabulary store to his smaller producttve one all the
time, some items peihaps moving back again from the productive to the
receptive one, when the leamner forgets items he has once mastered but has
not met very frequently or recently In order to build up a. productrve corn-

petence itis easrer for the leamer .f he can mchor hrs leammg in some kmd of

auseful foundatl ,,f or |

The two distinctions of item leammg vs. system leamulg and receptlve
competence vs. productlve competence may make it worthwhlle to have
another look at the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis {(CAH) in its strong
version:
, Accordlng to classrcs llke Urlel Welnrelch (1953) and Robert Lado (1957)
the blgger the differences between languages, the greater the difficulties for
'he learner wrll be. AlthOugh the drscussrm above has, 1 hope made rt clear

that generally speaking the learning of a related language requires much less
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time and effort than the learning of an unrelated ome (Cf. Corder 1979,
Cleveland et al. (1960)) examination of details of specrfrc languages has led

to strong crrtrcrsm of the theoretical and methodological assumptions of this
strong version of the CAH.

The only area where tlre view that lnngurstrc dlfference equals learnmg
dr!fculty hus escaped wrth only mmor blemlslhes is phonology Lehtonen

~ "On the level of the produiction and perception of concréte speech, the
strongly criticised or often refuted claim of Weisireich'’s (1953:8) to the

effect ihat. ‘the greater -the difference between the two systems, i.c., the

more numerous the mutually exclusive forms and patterns in each, the

greater is the learning problem and. the potenual area of influence’ is quite

acceptable : At the initial stage of foreign lang_age §t,‘}§'e§,‘,h§ arnount

of incorrectness in the pronunciation of the student correlates positively
wrth the amount of ghonetlc drfferenoe 1etween the target language and

interference (1977:32)8.

lt seemns to me that the lmgursts drstlnctron between phonology, »\here
the CAH on_the whole works; and. grammar and lexis; where it apparently
does not work in details; mtglrt be 1eplaced or at any rate supplemented by
the drstmctron between item leamrng and system learning. The key question
about the early stage of forelgn language Ieammg refers to the learner’s
perception of foreign language items and could perhaps be phrassd in the
following way. -

How naturally can equlvaleuces for items and lmgmstrc categorres be
establrshed between the L1 and the L2?
- If we substitute the concept of percelved equlvalence between items for
the concept of linguistic difference we have placed the problem of the CAH
wholly wrthm the framework of leammg processes where it clearly belongs

We remember that an important criticism of the strong version of the CAH

was that it is highly problematrc to bndge the gap betwee'1 the psychologrcal

eoncept of leammg difficulty existing in tlre,leamers mind and the purely
linguistic concept of differences between languages.

9
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If cross- linguistic equivalences, though often overslmpllﬁed can be easrly

percervcd by the leamer as they normally ean across related languages the

course; enormous variation between lndmdual learners. )

l(ellerman (l977) Sharwood Smlth (1079) and others have emphasrzed
the lmportance of perceived language distance for the 12 learner That the
dlstance is percelved rather than_ ’real’ p pu.s the learner into focus; and this
may well yield a_wider persyectlve than the strictly lmgulstlc concept of
difference between languages. In the words of Juliane James; "It _is not only
relevant whether L1.and L2 actually differ or are the same at a particular
point or not, but rather whether the learner expacts or believes 1his to be the

case: It is the learner’s attitude and expectatlon that determines transfer or
generallzatlon wtthm L2 ' (1977:12). The smaller the peroerved dlstance
between the L1 and the L2 _the more relevant this prior L1-knowledge is to
the learner; especially at the early stages of learning, that is; above al! item
leammg and the mastery of a rPceptrve competence

to a very great extent the drfferenoes in the ease of acquxsltlon of a basic
receptive competence entallmg a knowledge of a suft‘clent number of ltems

at all lmguxstlc levels. Item leaming for receptive competence is greatly facili-

tatea by the exlstence of correspondmg linginstrc categorres and of cognates
in the L2, between which cross-linguistic efjuivalence can be easlly percelved
To conclude; then: Formal and functional similarities; which are frequent
between related languages facrlltate the perceptlon of cross- lmguxstrc equrval
ence between incividual items {phonemes; morphemes, words and phrases) in
Ll and L2 The begmnmg forelgn language learner makes frequent use of
these percelved _equivalences when he leamns to understand the items of L
and this receptlve competenoe in its turn provrdes an unportant basis for
bulldmg up a productrve competenoe The mastery of L2 systems for use in

srmllantles For leamers of a related L2; too, there are mevrtable and con-
siderable learning problems, caused not least by ’patterns minimally dystmct

{Oller & Zrahossemy 1970:186), but the leamer who can easrly percelve
t.rOSS-lquISllC equlvalences does not need a very long time to build up a

10
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basic receptive competence with a knowledge of a fairly large number of

items. Converting this receptlve communicative competence mto a productlve
one, the learner of a related L" will Undoubtedly make a lot of errors. How:
ever, we may at least hypothcs:ze that most of these errors wili not affect

communication as senously as errors made by leamers whose L1 is very
distant from the L2, although they may cause considerable irritation.

FOOTNOTES
i. There is also a- dlﬂ’erence between “hat these t\\o Ieaner categones have to leam

the tlr lemer has to Ieam the concepts as well .
2. Cf. Mackey (1965:109): “If a learner . :: is leamlng smply to understand the lan-

guage, the greater the similarity between the first language and the second; the
easier the latter will be to understard. In using the language, however,; it is the
similarity that may cause interference by the misuse of such things as deceptive
cognates.™. "

3. Seeeg: Ringbom (forthcoming) Herraneii (1978)1 Granfors& Palmberg (1976) t‘or

details about learning problems for Finns and the differences between Finnish and

leand Swedlsh Ieamers Cf also O.ier & Redd.ng (1971 90 f) "Gl (students
a}'tnole usage thqn GZf(students whose native language did not iiave equivalents for

_ the English articles). The differences-... . were statistically significant.”

4: See Meara (1978), Cook (1977) and Henning {1973).

5. See Ringbom (forthcommg) fora dlscussmn of differerices between L] |nﬂuence and
influence from other languages as they are manifestzd in the L2- productlon of
foreign language learners.

6. See e. g Wlnltz &. Reeds (1975 3§$ "We beiieVe tﬁét tiie iﬁoié tﬁo languages differ

. See Corder (I979) -

8. Cf. also Brown- (I980 157) “In fact lt is really onIy in the phonologlcal component
of language that contrastive analysis is mildly successful.”

e

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Brown, H Douglas (I980) - Principles of Language Learnmg and Teachmg Englewood
Cllffs. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Cleveland, H., G.J. Mangone & J.C. Adams (1960); The Overseas Americans. New York::

McGraw-Hill.

11

~



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

172

Cook; V.C. (1977}, Cognmve Processes in Second Language Leammg IRAL 15:1,1-20.
Corder, S. Pit (1979) tangﬂage Distance and the Magnltudc of the Langﬁage Leamlng

Task; Studies 'n Semnd tanguage,iééiummn 2:1;27- 36:

Cruttenden, Alan (I98l). Item-Learning and System- Leammg JoumalofPsychoImgms
tic Research 10:1;79-88. ]

Granfors, Tom & Rolf Palmberg (1976), Errors Made by Finns and Swedish-speaking
Finns Lcarning English at a Commercial-College level. In Errors made by Finns and
Swedish: <peaking Finns in the Learning of English edited by Hikan Ringbom &
Rolf Palmberg, AFTIL vol. 5, Dept. of English, Abo Akademi.

Hakuta, Kenji, (1974), Prefabricated Patterns and the Emergence of Structure in Second
__Language Acquisition. Language Learning 24,284-297.

Hakuta, Kenjl (1976); A Case Study of a ‘apszse Child Leammg tnghsh as a Second

l:anguage Langilage Lenrhmg26 326-351.

Heiining, GH. (1973), Remembermg Forelgn Language Vocabulary Acoustic and
Semantic Parameters. Language Learning 23,185-196.

Herranen, Tauno (1978), Errors Made by Finnish University Students in the Use of the
English Article System. In Jyvdskyld Contrastive Studies 6:- Further Contrastive
Papers edited by Kari Sajavaara, Jaakko Lehtonen & Raiia Markkanen, 74-95.

James; Juliane (1977); Language Transfer Reconsidered. /nterlanguage Studies Bulletin,
Utrecht 2:3,7-2].

Kellerman; Eric. (1977'; Towards a Charactemat\on of the Strategy of Transfer in

Second Lanjuage Learning. Interlanguage Studies Bulletin, Utrecht, 2:1, 58-145.

Lado. Robert (1957) tmgulsncs across Cultires. Appf‘ed ngwsncs for Language
Teachers Ann Arbor; Michigan

Meara; Paul (I978) Leamers Word Associations in French. lnlerlanguagé Studies
Bulletin, Utrecht 3:2,192-211.

Oller; John W. jl’ (1979) Lanxuage Testsat .School I:ondon I:ongman

Oller John W. jr & E. -Redding (I97l), Engllsh Article Usage and Other Language
Skuls for Non-Native Speakers. Language Learning 21, 85 9s.

Oller, Johr W. jr. & SM. Ziahosseiny (1970), The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesm and
Spelling Errors. Language Learning 20, 183-189. o

Ringbom; Hikan (forthcommg) Cross-linguistic Influence and the Forelgn I:anguage
Learning Process. To appear in an anthology edited by Eric Kellerman and Mike
Shaiwood Smith. London: Pergamon.

12



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

173

Second Languagc Leamner's Mental Operations. interlanguage Studies Bulletin,
- Utrechr 4:1,66-83.

Weinreich, Uriel (1953), Languages in Conract. Second Printing, The Hague: Mouton,
1963. ,
Winitz, Harris & James Reeds (1975), Comprehension and Problem Solving as Strategies

for Language Training. The Hague: Mouton.

13



