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ABSRACT 

The current paper reflects on the evolving course and place of contrastive aspects of second 

language research. It attempts to give a concise overview of the related cross-linguistic perspectives 

over the last decades and elucidates their ascribed nuts and bolts in order to shed further light on the 

role and significance of cross-linguistic studies in second language research from the past up until 

now. To this end, the author expressly elaborates on different versions of Contrastive Analysis (CA) 

to come up with a clear picture of 'contrastive' genre of second language education. The paper 

concludes that notwithstanding of its inconsistent influence, the contrastive realm of second language 

education has firmly abided and has dynamically maintained its sphere of  influence in L2 research. 
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1.  INTRODUCING CONTASTIVE RESEARCH IN SECOND LANGUAGE 

     EDUCATION 

 

In the middle of the twentieth century, the priority of cross-linguistic research was 

notably stressed in second language education and soon because a core issue in the area of 

applied linguistics through the thought-provoking advent of Contrastive Linguistics (CL) as a 

new well-founded disciple. Broadly defined, contrastive linguistics is the study of one or 

more languages, for applied or theoretical purposes (Johansson, 2000).  

Following the adoption of the premises of CL, researchers and practitioners were 

endowed with numerous pedagogical insights and implications because the reported findings 

were essentials of language teaching in the prime life of structural linguistics, behavioristic 

psychology, and pattern practice language teaching methodologies such as audiolingual 

method (Brown, 2000; James, 1980). Another area where contrastive linguistics had a prime 

influence was in translation (Beekman and Callow, 1974; Enkvist, 1978). The goal was to 

help translators identify the differences between languages, with the goal of achieving better 

translations. 

As Krzeszowski (1990) discusses, originally all contrastive studies were pedagogically 

motivated and oriented; however, some distinctions have been drawn between "theoretical" 

and "applied" contrastive studies. In this respect, Krzeszowski likewise contends that applied 

contrastive studies are distinct from theoretical contrastive studies; the former studies, as part 

of applied linguistics, "must depend not only on theoretical, descriptive, and comparative 

linguistics but also on other disciplines relevant to teaching including psycholinguistics, 

sociolinguistics, dialects, and psychology of learning" (pp. 10-11). 
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2.  CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS (CA) AND ITS ALTERNATIVE VERSIONS 

 

Contrastive Analysis (CA) known under the umbrella term of Contrastive Linguistics 

was shaped initially by the intellectual Zeitgeist of structuralism in linguistics and 

behaviorism in psychology (Danesi, 1995). The origins of CA in second language education 

go back to the 1950s, when it was mainly viewed as an applied discipline in the service of 

foreign language teaching (Gilquin, 2000). By definition, Richards and Schmidt (2002) 

concisely state that contrastive analysis is based on the following three maxims: "a) the main 

difficulties in learning a new language are caused by interference from L1; b) the difficulties 

can be predicted by CA; c) teaching materials can make use of CA to reduce the effects of 

interference" (p.119).  

In another sense, James (1980) advocates the attitude that CA is a hybrid which relies 

very strongly on psychology and linguistics because learning involves psychological 

processes. He likewise assigns CA to a science of applied linguistics for two reasons: firstly, 

because it is different from "pure linguistics" in drawing on other scientific disciplines; and 

secondly, because linguistics is the science upon which it draws most heavily. In essence, as 

Stern (1983) asserts, CA was not a new teaching method; but it was a form of language 

description applicable to language teachers, materials and curriculum developers, and test 

designers. 

In the same vein, Keshavarz (1994) discusses that during the 1950s and 1960s, CA was 

considered as the ultimate panacea for language teaching problems: predicting and solving 

learners' errors and difficulties. As discussed by Larsen-Freeman (1991), before the 

emergence of SLA as a distinct field, researchers conducted contrastive analyses between the 

learners’ L1 and L2 in order to anticipate areas of divergence which were likely to cause the 

learners difficulty and those of convergence where one could expect positive transfer. This 

practice was consistent with the then prevailing behaviorist view of language acquisition: 

learning by conditioning. 

Based on the assumption that second/foreign language learners tend to transfer the 

formal features of their L1 to their L2 utterances, structural linguists set out to identify areas 

of difficulty for second language and produce appropriate teaching materials to overcome 

these linguistic obstacles. In effect, on the one hand, the task of a contrastive analyst was to 

pinpoint the items in learner's L1 which are in line with the similar items in learner's L2 

(positive transfer) so as to facilitate language learning process.  

On the other hand, the contrastive analyst identified the areas of asymmetry between 

the learner's L1 and L2 (negative transfer) and predicted the areas of learning difficulties and 

thus avoided the probable linguistic phenomenon of interference which was believed to 

seriously hinder the process of second language learning (Krzeszowski, 1990).  

A number of fundamental and applied objectives have traditionally been attributed to 

CA: The first objective is discovering similarities and differences between languages. The 

second objective is explaining and predicting problems in L2 Learning. And the third 

objective is developing course materials for language teaching (Keshavarz (1994). 

Notwithstanding the insights yielded for CA-based findings in the 1960s, with 

hindsight, the ascribed predictive axiom of CAH was severely criticized and called into 

question in the 1970s (e.g. Corder, 1973; Oller & Ziahosseiny, 1970; Whitman & Jacson, 

1972; Wode, 1967). As a result, Wardhaugh (1970) termed the early version of CAH strong 

version and called for an alternative version of the early CAH called weak version in which a 

priori prediction of certain linguistic items across languages was not claimed and the 

influence of learner's L1 system was emphasized instead of the predictive value of the 

learner's L1 system. According to Brown (2000), today the weak version of CAH can still be 

viewed under the general label cross-linguistic influence (CLI) (see Kellerman & Smith, 
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1986) which realizes the influence of the learner's native language as prior knowledge or 

experience on second language learning and teaching.   

Moreover, drawing upon recent work concerning contrastive issues, Gilquin (2001) 

discusses that two approaches which go particularly well together are Contrastive Analysis 

(CA) and Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (CIA) (see Granger, 1996 for comprehensive 

details regarding CIA premises). While the former compares two languages in order to come 

to a description of their differences and similarities, the latter tries to discover the features of 

nativeness and non-nativeness of learner language by comparing it with native language.  

According to Taboada et al. (2012), the methodology of the above latter version is 

likewise adopted in most Computer Learner Corpora (CLC) research which may consist of 

two types of comparison: “a comparison of native language and learner language (L1 vs. L2) 

and a comparison of different varieties of interlanguage (L2 vs. L2)” (p. 4). 

Likewise, some other invaluable attempts were made by L2 researchers so as to survey 

another unexplored aspect of contrastive agenda called 'concept'. In fact, the initial wave of 

innovative research in developing a functional CA based on conceptual analysis was 

launched in the 1960s, predating the birth of Contrastive Rhetoric Movement (Kaplan, 1966). 

A quick glimpse at the claim of this movement indicates that the occurrence of negative 

transfer is largely due to rhetorical conceptual elements rather than to purely lexical or 

syntactic elements (Chesterman, 1998; Connor, 1996, 2002; Danesi, 2003; Kaplan, 1978; 

Kroll, 1990; Leki, 1991). 

Following the findings of the movement at issue, it was also found that conceptual 

errors were increasingly reported in learners discourse and interlanguage systems (see 

Danesi, 2000; Danesi & Di Pietro, 1991; Robinett & Schachter, 1983; Russo, 1997). Based 

on these significant corollaries, Danesi (2003) attempted to revitalize CA based on a 

conceptually-oriented model and introduced a revamped CA called conceptually-based CA. 

In this recently developed kind of CA, the emphasis is given to the underlying conceptual 

structures reflected in language grammar, vocabulary, prosody, and so forth. According to 

Danesi (2003), within the crux of this contemporary view of CA lies our conceptual systems 

which are "culturally transmitted to us, through language, through our use and understanding 

of the language, and through other representational activities to which we are composed in a 

culture"(p. 91).  

 

Over the last decades, however, most debates and attempts in Second Language 

Teaching (SLT) have been virtually directed towards the enhancement of linguistic and 

communicative competences whereas the conceptual competence has been taken for granted 

(see Talebinezhad, 2007; Talebinezhad & Hashemian, 2006).  

In effect, the lack of conceptual confidence in language learners is one of the most 

crucial factors accounting for vexing challenges in the circle of second language pedagogy 

which have ultimately led to the emergence of a kind of pedagogical quandary over the last 

decades called SLT Dilemma (see Danesi, 2003 & also Mahmoodzadeh, 2011 for an in-depth 

synopsis of the issues).  

Given the belief that conceptual competence is teachable and can be imparted in the 

classroom (see, for example Kaplan, 1966, Connor, 1996), Danesi (2003) likewise argues that 

 

Conceptual competence is the ability of language learner to verbalize concepts 

so as to construct messages that have a culturally-appropriate structure, no 

matter what suitable syntactic or morphological form they assume. 

…Conceptual competence consists of three main subcompetencies: 

metaformal, reflexive, and associative. Metaformal competence is the ability to 

use the conceptual system of a language appropriately in speech. Reflexive 
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competence involves the ability to transform concepts into language categories 

(syntactic, morphological, etc.). Finally, associative competence is knowledge 

of how concepts are interconnected to each other in cultural term (pp. 75-76). 

Some scholars, indeed, (e.g. Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Danesi, 1992; Talebinezhad and 

Hashemian, 2006; Talebinezhad, 2007) have suggested that our conceptual system is 

metaphorical in nature; and thus conceptual fluency is assumed to account for metaphorical 

competence. That is, L2 learners need to be exposed to metaphorical language to become 

conceptually fluent in the L2.  

Thus, in a conceptually-based CA, following the identification of the main domains that 

allow native speakers to deliver this concept in discourse, language teachers, textbook 

designers, and syllabus designers can resort to the achieved results of the conceptual analysis 

to become aware of the areas of interconceptual interference and also intraconceptual 

interference (Danesi, 2003). Furthermore, Danesi (2003) claims that conceptual syllabuses 

"can be integrated with grammatical and communicative syllabuses but the core premises of 

the course and textbooks should revolve around concepts such as time, love, health, and etc." 

(p. 101). 

Conceptually-based CA is directly related to the notions of conceptual competence and 

conceptual fluency. Unlike, Verbal fluency which is defined as the grammatical and 

communicative abilities of an L2 learner for producing discourse, conceptual fluency refers to 

the ability to use and comprehend the conceptual concepts of a given language (see Danesi, 

2003 for further details). Thus, to be conceptually fluent in a language is to know how that 

language reflects or encodes its concepts on the basis of metaphorical structuring (Danesi, 

1995; Danesi, 2003; Talebinezhad & Hashemian, 2006). 

Danesi (1993) claims that mastering only the linguistic structures never lead to high 

degree of proficiency among L2 learners. Based on his observation, the reason for such 

phenomena is that that these L2 learners have only developed verbal fluency while being in 

part deprived of conceptual fluency. Danesi (1995) also maintains that verbal fluency refers 

to as the grammatical and communicative ability of L2 learners to produce grammatical and 

communicatively appropriate discourse in an L2 leading to the achievement of  linguistic and 

communicative competence whereas, conceptual fluency refers to the ability of  L2 learners 

to comprehend and produce conceptually native-like structures in an L2.  

Thus, it is essential to develop conceptual fluency to achieve a native-speaker 

competence. In this sense, Danesi (2003) discusses that a common observation of teachers is 

that students often produce L2 messages which are semantically anomalous when they 

attempt to speak or write spontaneously without some form of guidance. Danesi identifies the 

source of such anomaly in the unconscious tendency of learners to put together L2 messages 

on the basis of L1 concepts. Thus, the language teacher must ensure that the two systems: the 

linguistic and the conceptual are interrelated during all aspects and stages of instruction and 

practice.  

In this respect, a conceptually-based CA can help language teachers to pinpoint the 

areas of difficulty. In fact, while dealing with incoming conceptual structures, the language 

teacher should attempt to apply the principle of conceptualization (Danesi, 2003) which plays 

a crucial role in the domain of second language teaching. This principle can manifest itself in 

one of these three ways: (1) it can be isomorphic(which of course rarely occurs), that is, L1 

and L2 reflect the same conceptual structures ;( 2) overlapping, that is, the conceptual 

structures have overlapping domains;(3) differentiated, that is, L1 and L2 reflect totally 

different conceptual structures. According to Colella (1999),  
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If language itself may be seen as human - a container for the life experiences of 

a whole culture or people- then one cannot approach language teaching or even 

communication as a mathematical equation where 1 + 1 = 2. Each word in the 

target language is represented by a sound: each sound is linked to a meaning 

and image/concept which may or may not coincide with the learner's L1 (p. 

142). 

However, the metaphorical nature of a language is not only limited to conceptual 

domains but it has been demonstrated that grammatical structures also share this attribute. 

Consider, for example, the use of the Italian prepositions in and a to indicate traveling to 

cities, regions, countries, or large islands. The Italian in/a can be contrasted to the English to, 

which not only does not share a similar dichotomy of containment, but also conceptualize 

traveling to a location as a mere matter of movement and directionality (see Danesi & 

Mollica, 1998).  

For the time being, however, it can be inferred that more studies need to be planned 

investigating the developed kind of CA, namely conceptually-based CA because this 

neglected type of CA obviously lacks sufficient research. By moving and approaching 

towards a conceptual approach, henceforth CA might prompt researchers to revisit the role of 

contrastive agenda in the area of second language research, provided that a consensus can be 

reached in this regard. This might likewise lead to a renewed interest in CA today, hopefully 

culminating in the revitalization of cross-linguistic research in order to achieve its heyday 

again after the lengthy decline of its traditional version in the 1970s.  

 

 

3.  CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

In this short paper, the researcher has attempted to track down the main route of cross-

linguistic perspectives on second language research from the past till now in order to come up 

with an overview of the issues concerning cross-linguistic research. In a nutshell, after 

inquiring into the scholastic place and value of cross-linguistic studies in SLA and SLT, it 

can be inferred that the importance of cross-linguistic research need to be more recognized in 

the circle of second language pedagogy because its evolving trends have always permeated in 

second language education and have offered some insights to second language practitioners. 

So, the contrastive realm of second language education has firmly abided and has 

dynamically maintained its sphere of influence in second language research so far. Of course, 

as demonstrated above, the consistency of this influence has not been maintained and the 

circle of this influence has dynamically changed over the past decades. Danesi (1995), for 

example, argues that in the sixties and seventies, the association of CA to linguistic 

structuralism and psychological behaviorism became a stigmatic, as generative linguistics 

and cognitive psychology came to the forefront, but in the eighties, the interest in CA was 

somewhat rekindled by the possibility of extending its methodology into the area of 

pragmatics and cross-cultural analysis. 

In the light of such contribution, it thus might be metaphorically concluded that up till 

now, the roots of cross-linguistic research in L2 research have virtually both thrived and 

withered from time to time, but never have died.  
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