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AVOIDANCE OR IGNORANCE: .

A STUDY. IN SECOND LANGUAGE USZ
Marilyn Chasan
ABSTRACT

This study was designed to ascertain whether the sys-
tematic absence of a syntactlc feature in 'the wrltten pro-.
ductlon of Snanlsh speaking learners of Engllsh could be
attributed to av01dance rather than to ignorance of the form

and/or function of this feature. The study also attempted to

determine contexts in-which native-speakers of fnglish used

- this same.feature The syntactic feature in question was

the present perfect and all of. the subJects participated in
writing tasks designed to elicit this form.

The results ihdicated that on the'averége, Spanish
speakers produced.fewer present perfect forms in Znglish
compositions than native sbéakers of English and.napeﬁe
speakers produced fewer present erfect forms than expeéted.
No agreement was shown by the native :ngllgh Fpeakars as to
when this form was appropriate. The evidence from this
study indicéted that the absence of the present perfect in
the production.of the Spaq}sh learners was due to. ignorance

of the functions served by the present perfect rather than

~avoldance based onAdifficulty with its forms.
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.. v | . INTI0DUCTION

K . r . - .
An interest in the.process of second language learn-

ing and years of classroom exoerience have made me aware of
possible problem-areas confronted by the second language
learger. Several researchers have suggested that second
1anguage learners may avoid:'the use of specific langulage ‘;
' features which they flnd difficult rather than risk making
errors. This study is’ concerngd with the phenomenon called
"avoidance". The specific linguistic problen which 1s the
Efocus of this.study is one which eppears to:be character-
istic of the use of the present perfect by Spanish-speaking

learners of English.



II.

BACKGROUND OF
-~

L. . < }
Oontrastlve Analysis and Error Analysis -

‘eHE STUDY S

in an attempt to exolaln some of the difficulties
which are endoqntered by students of Engllsh as a second OT
fopeign ianguage. 1inguists and fanguage teachers have uSed
the technlgues of contrastive’ analysis and error_analysis or
4 combination of both. A bagic premise of the traditional
contfastive inalysis approach to foreign language 1earning
is tha£ learner difficultles can be oredicted by coﬂtrasting'
the target 1anguage with the mother tongue of the learner in
gearch for dlfferences as well as similarities between the
two. -he results of this analysis are expected to indicate
.0 /whiéh features will cause the learner 1inguistic difficul-
'J tles and which will be easlier. for him to learn. The *asSsump-
tion 15 that those elements which are sxmllar in both
languages will De 51mnler for the 1earner 1n +he tatgel
1anguage and +hat the degree of difficulty will be determlned
py the number of elements of contrast ‘(Lado, 1957+ Lee, 1970:
_3anathy, Trager and waddle. 1966} .
' As a result of recent developments'and research, some
, linguistS'view the role of contrastive analy51s in language

1parning differently from the traditional onée. On the one

v
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hand, contrastive analysls has beén divided into two.distinct
hypotheses, the strong or a oriori hypothesis and the weak or
a posteriori hypothesis (#ardhaugh, 1370} . . According to the
a priori hypothesis, €rrors and difficulties can be pre-
dicted, while according to the a n0§teripri hypothesis.rcon-
trastive analy51s can have only an'explanatory role-because
learner difficulties become evident from the errors that are
.actually made by the learner rather than from a comparison
made between the two .languages (Corder, 1973: Gradman, 19?1).
‘4 more radical view 1s taken by those who-feel that con- .
.trastive analysis has no role, predictive or explanatorj. in
the study of second language-acquisition {Dulay éndeurt.
1974; Ritchie, 1975}. At the_momemt, most linguists and
language teachers agree that while céntrastive analysis does
not explain all of the problems in language teaching and
learning (Valdman, 1975), 1t can be helpf&l when combined
with other approacﬁes (Catford, 19€8). Studies in con-
trastive analysis are avdilable in Thiem (1969), Nickel-
(19713, and Zllasson (1973). | / |
According to error analysis.rlearner errors are
iﬁstruments which enable the teacher or linguilst “to galn
insight into the processe's of second language learning and .
at %hg same time understand something about the various
sﬁrategies of language learners” (Corder, 1975: 409}. Zrror
analysis focuseé direct}y on learner prbducti;n gnd is con-

cerned with what the learner actuaily does rather than what,

——



according to a priori contrastive alysis, we think he may

do .Schacnter, 1974). Learner errors are analyzed by ‘the
teacher or researcher who attempts to. determinp what spe-

cific léarning strategies the learner has used when mak ing

" . these errors (Richards, 19?4) Some proponents of this

approach prefer to use “the terms interlanguage_(selinker,

S1974), approximative systems (Nemser, 19?3). or transitionar

competence (Corder, 1975) when describing the learner'sJ
interim grammar. |

According to Corder (1975), error analysis was
originally concerned w1th learner-centered investigation
rather than with practical claosroom application; neverthe-
less, bPropenents of this approach are now 1nccrporatingrice
information they receive from error analysis into the pre-
paration.of materials for teachli; (Valdman 1975) as well
as tthe preparatlon of teacher tralnlng courses (Cohen,

1975) A review of the state of the art is available in
Cgrder 19??) and‘atudles done in the area of error analysig
are collected in volumes edited by Richards tI974) and by
Schumann and Stensen (19?5).

At preseht;.most scholgrs. agree that ccntraatlve ,
analysis and error analysxo are not mutually exclus ive but
rather that both may be helpful in descrlblng second
language acqu131tlon and leadlng to undepgtandlng of the :
acquisition process which may 1mprove teachlng and eventu-

ally make acoulsltlon more Successful TOr the learner

(Schachter, 1974) .
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Avoldance

The absence of specific features 1n a learner's use of
the target language has_onlytrecently begun to be explored by
researchers, &et it 1s very likely that a careful examlnatlon

of this phenomenon will provide the linguist and lahguage

"teacher with information that may.mot be available or obgerv-

able in learner production (Schachter, 1974). A numﬁer of
researchers have suggested that the absence of a form or
structure is due to "ayoidénca" -- a strategy whereby
leanpers simply avoid using structures and forms which they
kno are‘difficuit for them. '

.l According ts Varadi, {(cited'in Cohen( 1974) the
learner. who is aware of difficulties heqnay have with par-"
tlcular forms or structures of the target language. attempts -

-

to compensate for these difficulties by using various. com-

munication strategies. Varadi identifies these strategles as

message abandonmeﬁt, formal replacement'and message adjust—*
ment. In message abandonment}'the 1earner doesn’'t say any-
thing rather than maké a mistake. In formal penlacement. the
learner resorts to word coinage oOr descrlntlon In message
édjustment. the learner relies-on generallzatlon Ickeﬁroth
(1975, cited in Kleinman, 1977) refers to these strategieé

of compensatioﬁ as "escape routes"” and gives examples such as
paraphrasing, choosing synonyms and superordinate terms.

Stevick (1976) refers to the phenomenon of avoidance as

“lathophobic aphasia", an unwillingness to speak for fear of

o
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making a mistake. ) . ) ‘
| Siffce error analysis ;Zcuses directly on learner Dpro-

duction, it cannot account for the absence_of a strueture or
form. Contpastive analysis can predict avoidapee oniy inso-
far as it predicts difficulty ¢ James, 1977). 1If a épecific ,
feature of L2 is considered to be linguistically difficult
for the learner according to the contrastlve analy51s hypoth-
e51s. then it is very likely that the learner w1l{av01d -
using this feature rather than risk making a mistake.’ This
may bs. however, an indication of tﬁe learner's ignorance of
a specific feature rather than his conscious avoidance of it.
As Kleinman indicates, "to be able to avoid some linguistic |
feature presupposes being able to choose not to avoid if. .
i.e.;'to use i%" (Kleinmar. 19?7)]

Studies of avoidance have been undertaken by Swain
(1975); Perkins.and Larsen-Freeman (1975), and Tarone,
Frauenfelder and Selinker (lQ?ﬁT yith second-}angaage
_learners of iFrench. 3tudies of avoidance witﬁ second-
_language learners of Engllsh have been described by ochachter
(1974), Seliger (19??). and Kleinman (1977). Aas Kleinman
.indicates.'the studiea thatlwere done with French speakers:
as well as Schachter's study deal with difficulfy or ignor—
ance rather than with avoidance (Kle&nﬁan. 1977) .

Schachter's research dealt with the comparison of con-
trastive analysis a nriori and a posteriori and the relative
effectiveness of these approaches in accounting for learne&\ '

\._,-—\__



difficulties. The results of her investigation indicated

tnat although the a posteriori approach would explain actual
errors which were due to language transfer, the 2 priori
approach predicted tne digficulties certain groups of
learnere would have with a specific feature even though no
efrors acfually occurred. Schachtér' s conclu31ons were based
on ev1dence that her native Chinese and Japanese students

commltted fewer errors w1th Znglish relatlve clauses than

- ¥er51an and Arab students. The results appeared to 1nd1cate

that these clauses were less difficult for Chlnese and
Japanese students than they were for Per51an and Arab
students. quever. she,observed that the. Chinese and
Japaiese studénts produced significantly fewer relative.
clauses than the Persian and Afab st@dents Schachter con-
cluded that relatlve clauses in Chlnese and Japanese dlffered
more from relative clauses in Znglish than did relative
clauses in Arabic. This difference, Ehe believed, resulted
in avoidance of their use which in tdrn resulted in fewer
errors produced by the Chinese and Japanese students.

that 2chachter-suggests in.her research 1s that error
analysis is deficient because it is incapable of explaining
the phenomenonlof avoidance whereas contractive analysis a
priori is better able to account for this phenomenon by
predicting difficulties.

r

"~ Kleinman (1977) has focused his investigatipn on

avoidance and the linguistic and psychological factors which -
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he believes are involved th-this phenomenon. His study was
designed to determiné whether syntactic avoidance behavior
could be demonstrated with contrastive analysis predlctlons
kieinman's subjects were natlve speakers of Arabic-and native
speakers of Spanish and Portuguese.hkThese learners of
English as a second language performed tasks whigh were
designed to elicit passive, present progressive, infinitive
complement, and direct object pronoun structures. His find-
ings, lndlcated that although contrastive analy51s is a fairly
efficient method for predicting av01dance. there are also
Dsychologlcal variables which may affect learner behavior in
the second language. "He suggests that structures that would
ordinarily be avoided are often.@roduced in accordance with
the aﬁfective state of the learner and at the same time
structures which are often produced may be avoided because of
the learner's affective state. .The psychological variables
Lmentioned_by Kleinman are not relevant to this study and will
riot be commented on.

There does, however, seem to be a discrepancy in
Kleinman's research which 1is fundamental to his conclusions.
Kleinman ihdicates at the outset of his study that difficulty
predlctlono are based on contrastive analysis which, to this
reader, 1mp11es the analy81s of both the form and function of
a partlcular feature in both-the target language and the

mother tongue in questlon. Initially, Kleinman indicates

that a certain feature (e.g., present progressive) should

-
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not %e difficul+ qor the learner to‘proauce because of the
similarities between L1 and Lz2. -Neyerthel?ss. in diséussi
ing the results of the study, he attributes the avoidance of
this feature fo the fact that it is more difficult than %
appedars to be suﬁerficially. He says that although the
feature, is similar in form in both ianguages. the function
of the feature jig different in the twd languages. This
appears to indicate the type of contrastive‘analysis‘under—
taken by kleinman'waé a superficial. one since a more
exhaustive contrastive analysis wbuld have taken in*o account
these differences in function.

-seliger's researcht which waé described in a paper
delivered at the 1977 T=50L coﬁvéntion. deals with cpncept—
ually equivalent structures between Ll-and L2 and the vhen-
omenon of avoidance (Seliger, 1977) . Seliger's study
involved the bpassive voice, g structure which, according to
Seliger, isg functionally equivalent in Znglish ang Hebrew, th
which isg ﬁevertheless avoided by'tﬁe adult'ﬁebrew learner of
English. The full report of Seliger's Study has not yet
been published; however gz brier qqotation from the abstract
of his paper states the reason to which seliger dttributes

this avoidance, -"Avoidance oberates at levels much deeper

selection of 2 language form" (Abstract, pP. 1509.
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‘avoidance. In order to claim that something has been
avoided, it must first be madé clear that it has been undeb-
stood. If tke learner has no control of the feature, that
is, if he has-never learned to use it in even fhe’most
restricted context, then i{s absénée fer his preoduction must

bg interpreted as ignorance rather than avoidance.

-~
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Objecxives of the Study
The objectives of this study wére to determihe whether
the s?stematic ahsence of 2 specific feature in written
' - léarner production can be'attribﬁted‘to avﬁidance rather
than ignorance. The. structure under consideéation for this
stidy is the present perfeét. Although the present perfect
\is considered by sdme to be one of the most common struc-
{turES'in the English language, it is also one which learners
find difficult to master even when a similar cétggory exlsts i
in the learner's mot@gr tongue (Allen, 1967, cited. in Kaluza,
1969; Moy, 1977; Peterson, 1970). A contrastive analysis of
the language systems of English and bpanlgh would not pre-
‘ dlct,thls structure to be a problem since it-is- similar in
form as well as function in both English and Spanish. Rather —
than call the presént perfect an equivalent structure in .-
English and Spanish, ¥ will refer to it as a similar’ or
analogous structure in both languages. As §rezeszowski
indicates, there are few if any truly congruent structures

between two languages (Krezeszowski. 1971, in Kachru, 1975).

Spanish forms the present perfect with the" pPnesent

- 11 -
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tense of the auxiliaﬁy verb haber (haber-have) and the past
participle of *he main verb. The ending for the vast par-

ticiple in Spénish is -d Reg@rding,function,-Spaniéh'pre-

sent perfect is used to mark an event as anterior to a point
in time b; continuing to be relevant to this point ‘
(Stockwell, Boﬁén gnd Martin, 1965, Chap. 6). According to
Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech and Svartvik (1972: 3.2) :ngliéh
present perfect is used to denote a period of time stretchlng
backward .into some earlier time. It is'a past event with
current relevance. _ _ ) N

The concept of present/past time (present perfect) may

also be conveyed in SRAnish with the Simple present tense and

‘an adverbial of time or external modifier.

\\Ex. Vivo aqui desde hace cinco ahos.

*I live here since five Years ago.

-

This form is frequently used in Latln America instead

]
of the present perfect.

ix. He vivido aquf desde hace cinco anos,

- *f:have lived here since five years ago.
- If present perfect is similar in both form: and func-
A

tion in Znglish ang Spanlsh as it appears to be, the ques-

tlon remains as to why this particular feature 10 not pro-

duced more frequently by intermediate and advanced spanish-

speaking students of EnglLsh. My experience as a teacher of
Znglish as a foreign language, has led me to believe that

although these learners learn the correct form for the
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" presen erfect’ and respond to certain.contextual cues for

-

~its dée, they seldom Droduce thls form in wrltten and spoken
English because: they are not confldent that they know when it . .
is appropriate to use it. Thus I formulated the following
"4

‘hypotheses for this study: : o ;]

5.8

1) In a spdntaneous writing situation wherein either
bresent perfect or s\mple past tense can be used, advanced. .
learners of English as a Second”language whose first language.
‘s Spanish will choose to use the simple past‘tense.

2) In a structured'writing situation, the subjects
will Produce the present perfect without dlfflculty when pro—

vided with specific instructions to do so or when given

appropriate linguistic cues for the present perfect

Pilot Study - /

In a pilot study, a set of compceitions from 40
.Spanish-speaking learners of English was examined. (All of
these learners had passed.the hichigan Languege Proficiency
Examination with a score of 80 or above) There were 17
different topics distributed among the 40 students and geach
comp051tlon was approximately 150 -words long. The present
perfect was‘used by only three of the learners™and cnly one
attempted to use it consistently. The three who did use it,
did so seccessfully ’ I am not suggestlng that the om1551on
of the present perféct in tiese compositions is evidence of

aVoidance. since the toplcs may not have lent themselves to

the use of this structure. The ch01ce of certain topics will

A

J{v‘ . &



- 14 - -

usuall& elicif very specific.syntactic patterns from the
second-language 1;arner (Seliﬁker,l9?h:-45). On the other
hand, it.does-séenhthat the written medium is one which lendé
itself to the learner's demonstrating more of his repertoire
of the Yanguage because he 1s given more time to think and
make more corrections than in the oral medium. As Krashen
indicates, "conscious linguistic knowledge acts only as a
monitor altering the output 6f the acquired system when time
aﬁd conditions permit” (Krashen, 1976).
‘ In an earlier study undertaken with Spanish—;peaking
students enrolled in the Cbntinuing Education courses at
Concordia Universify. R. Banko and I made an attempt to dis-
cover if these learners knew how to form the present perfect
and when they used it in English. The results indicated that
although thgse learners used the p%eSent perfect in con-
trolled situations, in both written and oral tasks, only one
subject produced this structure in free conversation and
writing. Rather than use the present pérféct. the subjects
used‘the simple past and were able to communicate their ideas
without any diffiéul%ies. There was insufficient evidence to

support any explanation as to why this feature was not

employed.

Subjects
The experimental group of subjects for this study con-
sisted of 16 Spanish-speaking learners of English who were

enrolled in the ESL 100 and 201 courses at the TESL centre
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of Concordia University. These students will be referfed to
as the ZL2 (English Second Language) éroup.

The control group was made up of 16 native speakers
of English who were undergraduate students in the TESL pro-
gram at the same institution. - These students will be

referred to as the EL1 (2nglish first Language) group.

Proéedures

The EL2 group was divided into two groups: A and 3.
Group A Qas asked to writé a letter in English on the topic
"iwWhat your life has been like sinée you came to Monireal”.
Group 3 was asked %o wri?é thé same ietter in Spanish. The
subjects in the control group were asked to write a letter
with fhe instructions "Imagine you have just come to
liontreal, explain what youf 1ife has been like since you
arrived”. These tasks were administered in order to deter-
mine the frequency with which the =Ll group used the present
perEECt compared to the frequency with which the ELZ group
used this form in Spanish and in English.

™he EL2 group was asked to performltwo more siructured
tasks. In the first, the contextual cues task, they were
asked to provide the correct form of the verb presented in
non-conjugated form in a reading selection where they were
provided w}thwcontextuaL cues for use of simple pést or pre-
sent perfect {see Appéndix }). .In the second task, the iso-
lated sentences task, they were asked to. provide the present

perfect form of verbs given in their uninflected form in 10
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jsolated sentences {(see Appendix 2). These tasks were admin-
istered to determine whether the squegts knew the form of
the_present_perfect and how thej responded to cues (e.g.
‘wOpds such as "since" or "for") for its use. An ELl group
was also asked to perform the first writing task in order to
compare their answers with those of the EL2 group. The
subjects in the EL1 group who did the structured writing task
‘were not thé same as thoéﬁ;who wrote the letter. The EL1 |
group_@aﬁ.nbt’askéd to perform the second structured writing
task because I assumed that native speakers would not have
any difficulty in changing uninflected verbs into the present
perfect. | .

The analysis of the data_will focus on the following
points:

1) The frequency of the present perfect in the com- -
positions of EL2 subjects and the ZL1 group.

2) The contexts in which present perfect is used.

j) The correctness of the present perfect forms.

(a) "Correct auxiliary.

(b) Correct participle.
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Chart 1

Verb Phrases in Compositions

? EL1 : EL2 Spanish
~ Total No.
Verb Phrases 392 : 165 326
- Present ' _
Perfect Lo - 31 34
Simple '
Present 164 101 81
Present : k
Progressive : 80 90 120
Simple
* Past L8 : 58 60
Other. 60 | 85 31
Range: Total YVerb:Phrases ior
) Individual Subjects: L1 11-48
’ EL2  11-32
Span. 11732
Range: Present Perfect :or ’
 Individual Subjects: EL1 0-12
ZL2 0-.9
span. 0- 6
-

s



Results and Discussion

Tﬁe results of the tasks aré illustrgted in Charts 1-
5. Chart 1 indicates the total number of verbs used by the
subjects in ZL1, HL2 and Spanish‘composifions. The EL2
subjects used a. total of 326 ve?bs in Spanish and 365 in
English while the EL1 group used 392 verbs. Present perfect
was used =~ total of 40 times in EL1l compositions,. 31 times in
EL2, and 3% times in Spanish: The simple presept was the
tense used most freauently by the EL1 group and the-ELZ
group. If was used a total of 164 times ip ELI and 101 times
in ELZ2. It was usgd in Spanish only 81 times. Present préu
"gressive wgs used 80 times in EL1 and 9b times in EL2. 1In
»  Spanish, thé present progressive was used 120 times and was
“the tense most freguéntly used. JSimple past tense was used

48 times in EL1l, 58 times in TL2 and 60 times in Spanish,

Chart 2

-

Number of Verbs Used in Spanish and English
Compositions According to Group

Total No. Total No. - Present Present

~Verbs Verbs Perfact- Perfect

Spanish Snglish. Spanish English
Group A 189 170 19 16
Group B~ 176 @& 195 15 " 18

Note: Group A wrote first in English, then in spanish;

Group 3 wrote in 3panish, then in English.
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Chart 2 indicates the total number of verbs and the
+otal number of present perfect used by the EL2 group accord-
ing to tge order in which they performed the writing task.
Group A wrote first in English and then in Sﬁanish. Group 3B
wrote first.in Spanish and then in English. Group A ptoduCed
a total of 189 verbs in Spanish and 19 presertt perfect forms.
Group B produced a total of 176 verbs in Spanish and 15
present perfect forms. In EL2, Group A produced 170 verbs in
English and 16 present perfect forms. Group B produced 195
verbs in English and 18 present perfect forms.

Chart 3 shows the results of the.structured wri@ing *
task w1ép contevtual cues for different verb forms. There
‘were 13 items that could have been answered in the present
ppvfect for a total of 208 answers per group (16 subjects x
13 possible answers). The results indicate that the L1
grouﬁ chose the present perfect a total of 136 times (65#)
and that the ZL2 group chose 1t only 50 times (243%). Item
_4 was chosen most frequently by‘t?e L1 group, and item 2 (
‘was chosen most frequently by the EL2 group. A further
breakdown of the choices made by both groups for the entire
exercise is included in Appendix 3.

Chart 4 indicates the results of the exercise designed
to elicit the correct form of the- present perfect. The total
number of éorrect possible answers was 160 (10 x 16 subjects).
The combined group‘score was 108 (68%) oﬁ this task. The

item which proved to be mosf difficult was item 1 where there

“
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Chart 3

Choice of Present Perfect in the Contextual Cues Task

Responses to Contextual Writing Task

EL1 EL2

Ttem 2 9 7 .
. 15 4
6 10 3
8 ‘ 14 5
9 ‘ 11 b
12 _ 9 3 ‘
13 12 y
14 | T 6 _
15 R 2.
16 '. 12 6
18 R I
19 . 10 2
To20 . 13 i
Total 136 © 50

3 - .
.

Note: For each item, maximum N = 16. Only thoép items - in
- which present perfect would have been appropriate

are listed.

<
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Chart &

Correct Answers in Isolated Sentences Task

L

Item ' : | No. Correct (N=16)
1 8
2 ik
P, 12
L 12
5 | 9
6 11 T
7 12
8 10 .
9 11 ,

10 . . 9

were only 8 (50.:) correct answers. Item 2 was the eaéiesf
" and produced 14 (88%) correct answers. Items 3, 4 and 7
~ appeared to be relatively easy for this group. Items 5, 6,
8, 9, andulo were more difficult than items 2, 3,'u and 7
but less difficult than item 1.

Chart 5 1llustrates the individual performance of the
ELZ2 group in the use of the present perfect in the three
written tasks in EZnglish.

In the compositions, the ZL1 group used the presenf
perfect an average of only 2.5 times per subject. This may

be explaihad by the fact that although the topic lent itself
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Chart's

Use of Present Perfect .in Znglish in Three ‘ritten
Tasks by ELZ oubqects

Contextual Correct

: " Function form Hypotheses
Subject Composition (out of 13) ., (out of 13) Confirmed
Tl - - 6
2 1 ' 5 8 |
3 1 13 - 8 -
L. b Y 9- +
5 1. 6 9 +
é 2 3 8 +
7 - 1 10 +
8 3 - 9 +
9 4 2 8 +
10 - - 6 +
11 - - 6 +
12 - - - 8 4
13 1 - - 6 +
14 & -7 6 -
15 6 6 1 -
16 2 3 - -
. Total 31 50 108

to the use of the present perfect, several of the subjects
chose to write about the city“of Moﬁtreal rather than théir
experiences in the city. Perhapé because they were asked to
"imagine" a situation rather than write about somethlng
authentic, they modified the topic—and in this way avoided

writing something which would have required more thought on
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their part. A description of the city lent itsélf to the
use of'the present tense and past tense more than it did tg
the present perfect. The subject|Who used the greatest
number of verbs in the present perfect was one of the few
who attempted to write the compoéition on the topic which
had been assigned.

The Spanish c0mppsitions written by the ELZ group
contained fewer occurrences of the present perfect than the
English compositions of the EL1 group. They used the alter-
nate form for expressing the past with present relevance
timg concept in spanish, the simple present with an external
modifief. on only five occasions. ’

pm— . - I's
X. Hace tres anos que estoy viviendo aqul.

iz

Hace tres ahos -- three years ago

. * a . - I
estoy -- am viviendo -- living aaui -- here
ya —-- now

#I'm living here since three years ago now.

Id
Hace 6 meses gque estoy aqul.

*Tt's 6 months that I am here.
The fact that the subjects chose the present perfect form
more frequently than the present plus the external modifier
may.be an indicatién that for this particular gfbup. pre-
sent perfect is considered more appropriate for the written
medium. As in tﬁé case of the EL1 éroup. the tenses most °
frequently used were the simple present and past. Unlike the

EL1 group, however, the Spanish speakers did not modify the
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topic. They exflained what their lives had 5een like since
they came to Montreal, using present progressive, simple
present and past, primarily. They wrote their compositions
about past experlences or they described the daily events in
’their lives.
L Y

The £L2 group used the present perfect'in Znglish
with almost the same frequency as in Spanish. Howeverl there
was né relationship between the number of-fimes én individual
chose the present perfeét in JSpanish with the number of times
he chose it in English. Group.A used more verbs and present
forms in JSpanish than they did in Engliéh.' Group 3 used morg
verbs and present pe + forms in =nglish than they did in
Spanish. The compo&ns in both Spani;h and EL2 reflected
¢the same content and organizatlon.

! .
Oonly one subject wrote a sentence which required pre-

sent perfect and failed to'use it.
4 #x. *3ince I live here my behavior changed.
This.would appear to be an example of negative transfer from

spanish to English. Al though this type of negative transfer

is quite frequently produced in the early stages of learning
- ;

. the present perfect, the tendency to make this type of error

may decrease as tf? 1 earner progresses from the elementary to
“the intermediafe and advanced stages of learning. Since the
error was made only bnce. the case may be as Kellerman
indicates that "they have learned whatuthey cannot do"

(Kellerman, 1977: 100). That is to say the absence of this
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type of transfer in the majority of the Qroductioﬁ of the ELZ
group may indicate that al though these learners have not
advanced to a gtage where they can express present/past
relationships in a native like manner, they are aware that
they cannot‘ekpreés this relati&nship as th%¥ would in
Spanish. The subject who made ﬁhis error also demonstrated
that he had the greatest number of difficulties with all the
verbd forms. ’

A coﬁpariSén of the results of the tasks between the
twé grouﬁs jndicated that the ELZ2 group produced fewer verb
phr;ses and fewer pfesent perfect forms than the EL1 group
in written compositionsg and that in the case of both groups,
the present perfect was pfoduced jnfrequently. When t%is
form was produded by the ZL2 group, it was produced
correctly. This could be interpretga as evidence that the
suﬁjects vknow" 1t. Nevertheless, 25 Schachter has poiﬁted
out, the fac hat a feature is used infrequently dut
correctly be an indication ef learner dlfficulty, rather
than learner comprehension (Schéchter. 1974).

In the contexiual writing task, the EL1 subjects pre-

- ferred thee priesent perfect to the past in every case except

one, where the present perfect was considered the approe-
priate answers however, there was not complete agreémeﬁﬁ in
their choices. The results do not indicate aﬁy particular.
pattern that these subjects may have followed when making

their choice. Item 4 is Ane only one of 13 possible
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apprdvriat; ﬁresent perfect answers which received 15 out of
a possible 16 answers. FPor jtem 2, which appears to require
present perfect because of -the information proﬁided to the
reader in the preceding sentences, only 9 L1 subjects chose
present perfect. In ltems 6, 8 and 9, the cholces were
clearly divided between the ﬁresent perfect and past. In
items 15, 16, 18; 19 and 20, whef% either past or present
verfect were ?onsidered to be appropriﬁif. the choices were
divided betweén the two. (See Appendix 3).

These results seem to indicate that some of the sub-
Sects in this group viewed the text as a group of isolated
sentences rather than a complete text since they did not
always respond to the contextual cues which were included in
order to elicit present perfect. The opening sentence of
the text was deliberately structured in the simple present
tense to establish the ﬁime. yet this a%peafs to have been
overlooked by many in the =Ll groub.

The ZL2 group preferred the past tense to the pre-
sent perfect in every item except item 2. Indeed, with few
exceptions, the subjects chose the past tense for all of the
items. They either ignored the tontextual cues which were
included or they did not know how to use them. In this sanme
exercise, the EL2 group demonstrated that they were able to
use the present perfect form correctly except with thé verb
"begin". The past participle "begun" was difficult for

several subjects. - "Has began" was produced by one subject.

-\
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At the same time. the simple past tense formlof this verDd
proved to be dlfflcult for several subnects who produced
"pegam” and "begon®; nowever, these may merely De spelling

1]

errors The past tense form of the‘verb ngee", "saw". also
proved 10 pe difficult and was often gspelled wgow" and the
verb "prefer” was spelled incorrectly in the past tense bY
both the EL1 subjects and the EL2 subjects.

The EL2 Zroup performed'fairly well on the isolated
sentences task designed to elicit the correct verb form.
They were able to produce the correct present perfect form
of-unconqugated verbs 1n isolated sentences. Item 1 pre-
gented the greatest number of difficulties because of the ,
participle "pegun” . The pas?t participleé of the verbs
"make", “call" and "tell" were 2156 difficult for some.
Only three subaects had dlfflcultp producing the correct
form of the auxiliary verb "have" Two supjects seemed tO
have confused the instructions that we;e given and produced
the past perfect form 1in several ltemsS. Subjecf #5, who
scored well in the other -twa tasks, made this mistake.

subjects #12 and #16, who performed‘poorly in both
structured wrilting tasks (see Chart 5) were obviodely
ignorant of the form as well as the functlon of the present
perfect. subject #3. who scored highly on both structured

writing tasks. produced the form on only one ogccasion 1n

spontaneous writing. This cubject is the only one who may

"have been avolding present perfect since she appears 1o know

i



s 7 ¥

- 28 -

both form and function. . Her composition reflected strict
adherencg to an organizational model which is recommended to
students in the E classes in which the stﬁdents were
enrolled! She rdstricted her composition to 3 brief para-
graphs and' in each paragraph deveibped a single idea. It
may be fﬁat h;r concern for organization was greater than
for expression of ideas. The‘resulfs from the other sub-
jects'indicated that although they énew the form, they were
ignorant of the function of present perfect. The fact that
many of fhese subjects produced the present‘perfeét on one
or more occasions in the composition may only be an indica-
tion that they have.memorized a certain number of éentences

in the present perfect and are able to use them in specific

. writing situations where they feel their function appropriate.



IV

CONCLUSIONS

o

The evidence from this study would appear to confirm
the hypothesis that ELZ learners would produce preéent per-
fect correctly when the form was elicited in structured
situations. However, contrary to the hypothesis, they did
not respond to contextual cues for the present perfect
They demonstrated thelr preference for the present and past
tense both in spontaneous writing and in structured writing
with contextual cues indicating the'appropriateness of the
present perfect. The fact that the ELZ subjects were all
intermediate and advanced learners led me to believe that
their performance weuld be at a higher level than it actu-
ally wes. Certainly, with respect to the present perfect,
the level of performance was lower than expected. ‘

It appears evident that with the exception of subject

_#3, the absence of the present perfect in the compositions

and contextual exercises of this group can be attributed to
ignorance of function rather than any other factor. The
fact.that neither group E?; or EL2 responded to the con-
textual cue as they were expected to do, leads one to ques-
tion‘the role that contextual cues play in determining the

choice of presént perfect instead of past. On the other

- 29 -



...30_

hand, the cues that were provided may not have been appro-
priate ones. As other researchers have indicated (Kaluza,.
1969: Moy, 1977) it may very well be that in attempting to

: ¥

teach present perfect, ELZ2 teachers and textbook writers

alike have relied too heavily on contextual cues as teaching

aids. When the learners do respdnd~to these cues 1in the
classroom, it is because "free expression may T?Tely be the

restatement of previously learned material rather than the
creation of novel utterances" (Savignon, 1972: 11). a

The fact that riative speakers used present perfect
infrequently 'and. inconsistently in these tasks may be an
indication'that the use of this structure may not be as
clearly defined nor as frequent- as one would expect it to be.
I have heard commentaries from linguists who feel that the
present perfect is no longer used frequently by native
speakers of English in North America (M. Long, H.iSeligér,
personal communication). This may or may not gé true, and
I have found no literature to support this suggestion.
Nevertheless, if its use by native speakers of Engliéh is
limited, it could result in the EL2 learner-having little
exposure to this feature. Thus, although he may have lgarneg
the form, his exposure to it is limitéd to classrogm situ-
ations, and he never fully graspé the scope of meaning'the
form coﬁﬁeys. If the present perfect is used more fre-

gquently in the written form than the spoken form, the EL2

learner who is learning through an audio-lingual approach

»
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may have few opportunities to perceive the way the form is

used.

Recommendations For Future Research

Further research with a '‘greater number of FEL1 speakers
as well‘as EL2 speakers wéuld probably reveal more about the
use of the present perfect than this study has indicated;

At the same time, it appears that more advanced learners of

. English would probably contribute more conclusive evidence -as
to whether certain phenomena are best explained by avoidance
" or ignorance. The EL2 subjects in this study were in fact
less advanced than they appeared on the basis of their place-
ment in advanced classes. |

More ;ecént reseérch has indicated that the choice of
present perfect is more easily elicited when Epntfastg@ with
the simple present Moy, 1977) than with the simple past
tense as I attempted to do in the contextual writing exer-
cise. This implies thatjfuture research on this featur?
should include.coﬁtextual exercises which contaiﬁ preseﬁt
tense to emphasize the refationship between present and
presént,perfect:

I believe that it is important to point out that this
experiment was not conducted under the condftions that were
foreéeen in the equfimental design stage. The subjects
were compLetely unnreoared to participate 1n a study they
knew very 1itltle about and were quite resentful about losing

their normal class time. Since they“rece1Ved no reassurance

-
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about losing their regular classes, thgy were more concerned
with completing the tasks quickly than with actualiy con-
centrating on what they were being asked to do. Research
Qith students carried out under more favorable conditions

might also obtain different results.
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APPENDIX 1

Writing With Contextual Cues

TZ3L Center

First Language:

Qther Languages:

Instructions: ill in the blank with the correct form of the

verb in parenthesis. Read the whole sentence first. .

Joe Torreé lives in Nontreal. He in
' . ' (arrive)

Montreal.about a year ago. He here for a year. He

(live)
a room near the university and there ever
{rent) ‘ {(live)
since. Joe _to iiontreal in order to study cénglish.
: come . ) ’
He could . in any other part of Canada but he

(study) - , y (prefer)

‘Montreal. Since his arrival, Joe * ‘'many new friends wno
. v. {make '

him adjust to his new life here.
(helpj '

o
Joe English for about two years in his own
(study) \

country. Since his classes here a year ago he
_ ' - {(begin)

Znglish grammar and vocibulary everyday. For the
(review) ; r

past six months, he compositions dailyein class. As
. wrote ‘

a result of this, his writing and speaking

{improve)
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Lately, Joe to feel homesick for his family.
begin ‘

them. At last, he

It some time since he last
' See

be
to take a vacation and visit them. For the past

(decide)

three days, he nothing but shop for gifts. He
: (wait)

(do)

a long time for this moment.
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APFENDIX 2

Written Zxercise ifor Correctness of rform of Present Perfect
\

3

Native language:

Other Languages:

Instructions: . Write the verbs in the following sen-

tences in ‘the present perfect.

=t
(o}

Ex. She (wait) for a long time.

She has waited for a long time.

The movie already (begin).

He (come) here before.

We (start) to work.

They (decide) to travel.
Their flight (arrive) late.
Tom (call) for a reservation.

I (live) there for a long time.

Our bus (be) delayed.

I (tell) them that before.

Jil1l {(make) new friends.

Les
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APPEHDIX

Contextual Writing With Cues
A breakdown of the responses given by L1 and EL2. Where the

results are not 100%, the learners responded with a form

which was neither present perfect nor past.

ELY EL2

P.P.  P.P.
Past 1005 Past 81.25%

Joe Torres lives in Montreal. He

(arrive)
(1)
ELL EL2
P.P. 9% P.P. 7%
Past 31 Past 31y

in Hontreal about a year ago. He : here for a
(1ive)

. (2)
EL1 EL2

P.P. 6% P.P. 13% .-
Past 8174 Past 63k
a room near the univepsity and

year. He

{rent)
(3)
SLl ELZ . . EL 1 =12
p.P. 94 P.P. 2 54 P.P. - p. P, -
Past - Fast 6% Past 100%  Past 75
] there ever since. dJoe
{live) (come)

(4) (5)
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to Montreal in order to

EL 1 T2
P.P. 63% P.P. 19
Past Past 314
could |
{study)
(6)
zZL1 &L2
" P.P. - P.P. -
Past 75/ Past 69
‘he
.(prefer)
(7)
EL1 EL2

P.P, 88% P.P. 31%
Past 125% Past 50%

{make)

(8)

Montreal.

. .
- - -
-

- 4o -

study Znglish. He
I

EL1 -

P.P.

Past

many new friends who

in any other part of Canada But_

..

Since his arrival, Joe

EL2
695 P.P. 25%
25 Past 50%

him adjust to his new life here..

3Ll EL2
P.F. = P.P. 6%
Past 87;» Past 81:%

Joe

(study)
(10)

country. 3ince his classes

EL 1 ELz?
P.P., 19 P.P. -
Past Bl

Past 755

(begin)
(11)

{help)
(9)

English for about two years in his own

here a year
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EL 1 "EL2
P.P. 56% P.P. 19%
Past 25% Past 25%
ago he English grammar and vocabulary
(review) :
(12)

L 1 EL2
'‘P.P. 75% P.P. 255
Past 19% Past 56%

everyday; For the past six months, he
. (write)

(13)
compositions daily in class. As a result of this, his writing
EL1 EL2
P.P. 81% P.P. 38%
Past 19% Past 44%

and speaking

{improve)
(14)

LY - EL2
P.P. 50%- P.P. 13%
Past 50% Past 63
Lately, Joe’ . to feel homesick for his
(begin)
(15)

EL1 EL2

P.P. 75% P.P. 38%
Past 67 Past 56%

family. It ¢ ) some time since he last
{be

(16)
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L1 EL2
P.P. 6% P.P. 6%
Past 81% Past 88%
them.
{see) )
(17)

take a vacation and visit them.

ELl EL2
P.P. 63% P.P. 13%
. Past 31% Past 63%
(do)
(19)
ELl ELZ2
P.P. 81% P.P. 25%
Past 19% Past 50%
(walt)

(20)

‘EL1 ELZ2
P.P. 50% P.P. 2 5%
Past 50% Past 63%
At last, he to
‘ (decide)
(18)

For the past three days.

nothing but shop for gifts. He

for a iong time for this moment.





