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Contrastive Analysis 

The Problem of a Model 

1. Introduction 

Contrastive Linguistics, a branch of linguistics, employs contrastive analysis, comprising three key 

steps: description of two languages (L1 and L2), comparison to identify similarities and contrasts, 

and prediction of potential errors and difficulties for L2 learners. These processes rely on theoretical 

frameworks, categorized into description models, comparison models, and prediction models. 

However, the latter two often receive limited attention in contrastivist literature. 

The discipline, with its roots in the 19th century, gained prominence in the mid-20th century 

through pioneers like Fries (1945), Weinreich (1953), Haugen (1956), and Lado (1957). Earlier 

comparative linguistics, focusing on historical similarities to trace common origins, lacked the 

synchronic perspective central to modern contrastive linguistics. Two types emerged: theoretical 

contrastive linguistics, seeking linguistic universals by emphasizing similarities, and applied 

contrastive linguistics, addressing L2 learner difficulties by highlighting differences. This 

distinction influences the choice of models for description, comparison, and prediction. 

The discipline experienced a peak in the 1950s, with optimism exemplified by Fries's assertion that 

scientifically described and compared language materials are most effective for learners. However, 

enthusiasm waned in the 1970s due to criticisms, particularly of prediction models. These models 

were often deemed inaccurate in anticipating learner errors and overlooked significant L2 

challenges. Such criticism largely targeted applied contrastive linguistics and stemmed from shifts 

in linguistic theories, which destabilized the models used. Despite these setbacks, contrastive 

studies persisted, albeit with varying vigor. 

The method followed by traditional contrastivists IS summarized by Sajavaara (1981 :37) as 

follows:  

Traditional contrastive analysis is characterized by the methodological 

                   principle that the structure of the languages to be contrasted 

                   will have to be described first by means of one and the same  

                   theoretical model, and these descriptions are then contrasted 



                    for the specification of similarities and dissimilarities. In most 

                     cases, the procedure is one of the following five (... ): 

 

(1) The same categories ofthe two languages are contrasted;  

(2) The equivalents for a certain category of the target language are sought in the source language;  

(3) Rules or hierarchies ofrules in the two languages are compared;  

(4) The analysis starts from - a semantic category whose surface realizations are sought in the 

languages to be contrasted; and  

(5) The analysis starts from various uses of language. 

The quotation highlights three main points in contrastive analysis: 

1. Directionality of Contrastive Analysis: Traditional contrastive analysis is often unidirectional, 

moving from the target language to the native language, reflecting a bias towards the target 

language. Theoretical contrastive linguistics, however, is adirectional and static. It is suggested that 

contrastive analysis could equally be conducted in the reverse direction, from the native language to 

the target language, without compromising its validity. 

2. Use of a Single Model for Both Languages: While using the same model for both languages can 

highlight structural contrasts, it may not always be suitable, especially when comparing languages 

from different families, such as English and Arabic. In these cases, it may be better to apply 

separate models that best describe each language, distinguishing contrasts arising from the models 

versus those due to inherent language differences. 

3. Independence of the Model: For neutral and objective results, contrastive models should be 

formulated independently of the languages being analyzed. However, most models have been 

derived from European languages, particularly English, which may lead to inaccurate or unfounded 

comparisons when applied to non-European languages, such as Arabic. 

The paper discusses these points in relation to description models, comparison models, and 

prediction models, and offers suggestions for contrastivists when selecting an appropriate model. 

2. Description Models 

In contrastive analysis, description models are essential for thoroughly and scientifically describing 

the two languages (L1 and L2) under study. The choice of model depends on the nature of the 

languages, the aim of the analysis (theoretical or practical), and the level of comparison (phonology, 

grammar, vocabulary, etc.). Models are typically derived from linguistic theories like structuralism, 

transformational generative grammar, or functional systemic theory, though an eclectic model—



drawing on elements from multiple theories—can be useful, especially in comparing languages like 

English and Arabic. 

 

Description in contrastive analysis usually focuses on specific linguistic levels: (a) phonology, (b) 

grammar, (c) lexicon, and (d) text and discourse. The first three belong to microlinguistics, which 

traditionally analyzes language at the sentence level, while the fourth concerns larger units like texts 

and discourse, a focus that emerged in the late 1950s and 1960s. The model used for description 

should have four essential characteristics: 

1. Comprehensiveness: The model should cover various levels, structures, and subsystems of both 

languages. 

2. Neutrality: The model should be as independent of the languages as possible, avoiding bias from 

one language, especially when models are derived from European languages like English. 

3. Simplicity: The model should be simple, particularly for pedagogical purposes, to avoid 

unnecessary complexity. 

4. Durability: The model should be stable and enduring, although many linguistic models are 

subject to change. 

Given these factors, the contrastivist might choose between traditional, eclectic, or modern 

theoretical models. The eclectic model, combining aspects of multiple theories, is often the most 

useful approach. 

Finally, it is important that the model be simple especially if it is to be useful for pedagogical 

purposes. Twaddell mentions one factor which promotes complication in a model (1968:199):  

                          The more a set of phonological or grammatical factors is 

limited to a particular style of formulation, the harder it may 

be for the working writer or teacher to make pedagogical 

                                   use of it. 

The use of a single linguistic theory can make the model harder to understand and apply. Modern 

linguistic models are often complicated by the frequent use of symbols and abstract notations, 

which aim to make linguistics more like mathematics. However, linguistics is a social science, not a 

pure science, and it is better for linguists to use clear, plain language (metalanguage) rather than 

cluttering their descriptions with symbols. This approach simplifies understanding and makes the 

model more accessible, as illustrated by an example from James (1981): 

                                            English                                                   Portugese      



1)Indef. Article                   a/ -(adj)N.sing                                        um/ -  (adj)N.sing. m                                                                                                                                                                             

                                           o/ -(adj)N.pl                                             ums/ -(adj)N.pl. m 

                                                                                                             O/ - N 

James seems to be aware of this complication; for he explains the two rules in plain English 

immediately after formulating them. 

 

2.1. Phonological Models 

The focus here is on phonology, which involves the functional use of sounds in a language, rather 

than on articulatory, auditory, or acoustic phonetics. Comparing phonological systems is less 

problematic than comparing other linguistic levels because the boundary between phonology and 

other levels is clearer, and phonological sounds are more easily verified through laboratory 

instruments. Two main models for comparing phonological systems are: 

1. The taxonomic model from structural linguistics, which includes two subtypes: 

Item-and-process (IP) model 

Item-and-arrangement (IA) model, both based on Hockett's work (1954). 

2. The generative model, which is based on Chomsky and Halle's The Sound Pattern of English 

(1968). 

These models offer different approaches for analyzing the sounds of two languages.These two 

models are exemplified by James (1981: 35-6) using the past form took:

 

 



 

 

 

In contrastive analysis, two main phonological models are discussed: the generative model and the 

taxonomic model. The generative model, while more detailed and useful in theoretical linguistics, 

has faced criticism in pedagogical studies for lacking psychological reality and not aligning with 

practical language teaching needs. On the other hand, the taxonomic model is more suited to 

applied linguistics, where tools like the IPA charts help compare the sounds of two languages. 

The distinctive features concept, introduced by the Prague School phonologists, is also valuable in 

contrastive analysis, as these features are universal and serve as a basis for comparison. In language 

teaching, it is emphasized that teachers should avoid rigidly applying theoretical models and instead 

focus on the broader pattern of comprehensibility. The goal is for students to learn the phonological 

system of the target language holistically, without overly stressing exact pronunciation like native 

speakers, as this can lead to pedantic or pretentious speech. The emic approach promotes learning 

sounds as they function within the language's system, helping students signal meaning distinctions 

naturally. 

 

2.2. Grammatical Models 

The main challenge in describing grammatical systems in contrastive analysis lies in finding a 

suitable model, as modern syntactic theories tend to be short-lived and incomplete. Additionally, 

shifts in linguistics, such as the expansion of study from microlinguistics (focused on sentences) to 

macrolinguistics (which includes text and discourse), influence grammatical models. Early 

structuralist theories, promoted by figures like Fries (1945) and Bloomfield, emphasized 

independent systems within each language but faced criticism for neglecting meaning and focusing 

only on form. These models were mechanical and unable to explain distinctions like between "He is 

eager to please" and "He is easy to please." 

With the introduction of Transformational Generative Theory by Chomsky in 1957, a distinction 

between deep structure and surface structure was proposed, suggesting that languages shared 

similarities at the deep structure level. This theory influenced much of the contrastive analysis in 

the 1960s. However, competing theories like Generative Semantics and Case Grammar soon 

emerged, creating confusion. 

One notable work using the generative model, Language Structures in Contrast by Di Pietro (1971), 

faced criticism for suggesting that teaching should focus on deep structures. Critics like Sanders 

(1981) argued that teaching should instead focus on surface structures—the form that learners 



actually produce. She cited Chomsky’s view that learners do not need to be aware of deep structures 

to successfully produce sentences in a foreign language.  

 

 

In the field of theoretical contrastive linguistics the conclusion arrived at through comparing 

languages has sometimes been short lived and .misguided. James (1980:7) cites an example from 

Ross (1969), who suggests that adjectives are derived from NPs in deep structure. Ross based his 

claim on English, German and French as in: 

 

Two important European theories in contrastive analysis are: 

1. Prague School Linguistics, which emphasizes a functional view of language. It introduced 

concepts such as Communicative Dynamism (CD), Theme and Rheme, and Given and New 

Information. These ideas have been widely used in contrastive analysis. 



2. Systemic Linguistics, pioneered by Firth and developed further by Halliday and other British 

linguists, also adopts a functional perspective on language. Its main strength is its focus on context 

and viewing language as a social system and a means of communication. Key categories from this 

theory, such as Unit, Structure, Class, and System, are often borrowed in contrastive analysis due to 

their status as linguistic universals. 

2.3. Lexical Model 

The study of lexicon in linguistics was long neglected, affecting contrastive studies which relied on 

models derived from linguistic theories. However, comparative lexicology has been maintained by 

ethnologists, lexicographers, and translators. Ethnologists, particularly proponents of the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis, argued that languages shape the way we perceive reality, leading to the concept 

of linguistic relativity. There are two versions of this: the strong version, which claims language 

determines perception, and the weaker version, which suggests language is influenced by culture 

and in turn affects perception. 

Most linguists accept the weaker version, which complicates contrastive lexicology, as it implies 

that words may not have absolute equivalents across languages due to cultural differences. 

Conversely, those who believe in the universality of human experience argue that core human 

concepts, like marriage, are consistent across cultures, though realized differently. This universalist 

view supports contrastive lexicology and provides a foundation for theories such as the semantic 

field theory, which categorizes words based on their paradigmatic relations (e.g., kinship, culinary, 

colour terms). The semantic field theory posits that languages share basic categories, like colour 

terms, though each language selects them differently based on a natural hierarchy. 

An example of this is the Berlin and Kay (1965) study, which identifies universal colour terms 

across languages. Despite criticisms, this theory can aid in contrasting vocabularies, such as how 

English uses four terms to express heat (cold, cool, warm, hot) while Arabic uses three: 

English cold cool Warm hot 

Arabic  حار  دافئ  بارد 

 



 

2.3. Discourse Models 

Since the early 1970s, linguistics and contrastive analysis have expanded to include units larger 

than the sentence, marking a shift from competence to performance and from language as a system 

(code) to language as a means of communication. The study of language in context has become 

crucial for understanding meaning, with the emergence of two key units: text and discourse. Textual 

studies focus on formal relationships like cohesion, thematic organization, and information 

distribution, while discourse studies (or discourse analysis) examine the functional use of language 

in communication, exploring how utterances perform speech acts such as informing, asking, or 

requesting. 

Discourse analysis can be divided into two models: the British model, which treats discourse as a 

finished product and analyzes it structurally (e.g., in terms of transactions, exchanges, moves, and 

acts), and the American ethnomethodologist model, which views discourse as a dynamic, unfolding 

process between participants, focusing on turn-taking, pauses, overlapping, and adjacent pairs. A 

contrastivist can use either model to study how these aspects are realized in different languages, 

such as by comparing turn-taking in English and Arabic. Differences may include varying pauses, 

overlaps, and discourse initiation or closure, such as the use of repetition in Arabic greetings, which 

contrasts with English discourse practices. 



 



 



 



 



3. Comparison Models 

The comparison of languages in contrastive analysis requires a shared common basis or 

property, as comparing entirely different or identical languages is unproductive. This 

analysis involves distinguishing difference from contrast, the latter presupposing a basis 

of similarity. According to Rivers (1968), differences introduce new knowledge, while 

contrasts address native-language interference. The foundation of contrast lies in 

equivalence, which is central to comparison models. 

Equivalence can follow two primary models: 

 

1. Formal models, focusing on structures and rules (e.g., adjective positions in English 

versus Arabic). 

2. Functional models, emphasizing semantic and pragmatic meanings (e.g., restrictive and 

non-restrictive uses of adjectives or speech acts like greetings). 

 

In contemporary contrastive studies, these models are often combined but not necessarily. 

Functional equivalence has broadened to include pragmatic meaning, allowing 

comparisons of discourse-level phenomena like speech acts or pragmatic functions. For 

example, comparing how greetings in English and Arabic serve a similar pragmatic role of 

maintaining social relations highlights this integration. 

Application models can be either non-directional, treating both languages neutrally, or 

directional, favoring the foreign language (L2) as the target of analysis. Applied 

contrastive analysis often adopts the latter approach due to its pedagogical focus and the 

contrastivist's expertise in L2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Prediction Models 

 
          The prediction model of contrastive analysis, rooted in behaviorism, 

dominated in the 1950s and 1960s. Behaviorism, established by Watson (1924) and 

integrated into linguistics by Bloomfield (1933), explained learning as a process of 

stimulus-response (S-R). However, it faced major criticism from Chomsky in his 

critique of Skinner's Verbal Behavior (1957), which led to its replacement by 

cognitive psychology. 

 

By the late 1960s and 1970s, applied contrastive analysis faced significant criticism, 

especially from the United States, regarding its predictive power. Critics argued that 

it often failed to accurately predict learning difficulties or identified errors that did 

not occur. Consequently, some linguists proposed that contrastive analysis focus on 

explanation, leaving error identification to error analysis, which emerged as an 

alternative in the 1960s. 

 



Error analysis, later used to verify contrastive analysis predictions, became central to 

studying learners’ transitional competence (Corder 1967), interlanguage (Selinker 

1972), or approximative systems (Nemser 1971). This widened and revised the 

scope of both contrastive linguistics and error analysis, though paradoxically, 

contrastive studies persisted and even thrived despite the criticism. 

With the decline of behaviorism, some linguists proposed replacing the transfer 

model of prediction with alternatives like the Ignorance Hypothesis (James 1980). 

This shift reflected the growing influence of cognitive psychology in linguistics. 

Ignorance hypothesis is defined by Varadi (1980):  

If interest in the acquisitional process is not restricted to the  

                   inhibitive effect of the clash of the two systems, and ifthe  

learning process is also considered, one cannot escape the  

                    fact - almost too obvious to mention - that the T (target  

language) does not present itself to the learner at a single  

stroke, as it were. Consequently, along with an analysis of  

inhibition and the facilitation ofAS (approximate systems),  

there must be a third domain in ASA (approximate system  

analysis): the study of hiatus. Errors ofthis type result from  

   the fact that neither the learner's B (base or source language),  

                    nor his previously acquired knowledge of T - the main  

sources and components of his AS - is of any help, and the  

      learner is in (perhaps temporary) ignorance of particular areas  

                    of the target language. 

Interference was therefore considered by many linguists are vacuous concept. 

Newmark (1970:225) expresses this view briefly and clearly: ' the Cure for 

interference a simply the cure for ignorance.' and recent years, the early strong 

version of transfer model found in Lado's writing (1957) has given way to a weaker 

version which claims that some of the learner's errors due to interference from the 

mother tongue. However, there are other sources of errors found in the speech and 

writing of the learner of a foreign language, namely over generalization, ignorance 

of rule restrictions, incomplete application or rules and the building of false systems 

for concepts (Richards 1971). Thus two types of errors are recognized: Interlingual 

errors resulting from interference of the native language, and intralingual errors due 

to other sources. That transfer model is combined with ignorance model derived 

from error analysis in an eclectic model which is better equipped to predict, diagnose 

and explain the learner's errors. 


