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ABSTRACT  
Language is a creation of man’s social needs. It is an integral part of human thought and action. 
Language is the ability to acquire and use complex systems of communication. Learning a 
language involves the establishment of the links between the language forms and their meanings. 
When a child acquires his/her first language (L1), s/he begins, as it were, with a clean slate. As 
s/he acquires the language, its forms, meanings and their associations get impressed on his/her 
mind, and they become part of reflex actions. Various terms like ‘slips’, ‘lapses’, ‘mistakes’, 
‘goofs’ are currently in use to describe the phenomenon of deviant language items. An error is 
an unwanted form which a particular course designer or teacher does not want. Errors play an 
important in second language learning in various aspects i.e. words, sentence framing etc. 
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INTRODUCTION 
   Language is a creation of man’s social needs. It is an integral part of human 
thought and action. It enables people to express their thoughts, desires, ideas and experiences to 
other persons. If there has been no language, it would have been difficult for man to 
communicate his/her views to fellow human beings. There would have come no educational 
activity into existence, there would have been no law making, no lecturing and nothing like 
talking, singing, writing and there would have been no book. That is why it is very essential for 
every man to learn and use a language. Language is the ability to acquire and use complex 
systems of communication. 
  Depending on philosophical perspectives regarding the definition of language, it 
may refer to the cognitive ability to learn and use systems of complex communication, or to 
describe the set of rules that makes up these systems, or the set of utterances that can be 
produced from those rules. 
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LEARNING A LANGUAGE 
   Learning a language involves the establishment of the links between the language 
forms and their meanings. The three factors involved in the process are: (i) the form, (ii) the 
content or meaning and (iii) their association. In speaking, the speaker associates the appropriate 
form with the meaning that s/he has in mind, and in understanding s/he associates the meaning 
with the form s/he has heard. The speaker can perform this miraculous task with wonderful ease 
because the production of the language forms and their association has become a part of his/her 
habits. That is why language learning is a matter of habit formation and habits are developed 
through constant practice and use which include listening, speaking, reading and writing.  
 
LEARNING  A SECOND   LANGUAGE 
   When a child acquires his/her first language (L1), s/he begins, as it were, with a 
clean slate. As s/he acquires the language, its forms, meanings and their associations get 
impressed on his/her mind, and they become part of reflex actions. Whenever s/he is in need of 
expressing a meaning, s/he uses the appropriate forms without any conscious thought. Language 
skills, like any other skills, can be acquired only through practice. In the case of the first 
language or the mother tongue, the child gets sufficient scope for this practice in his/her daily 
environment. It is a natural process of language acquisition of both language structures along 
with content. The child first learns the language that is his/her mother tongue or native language 
without being taught in formal situation. This language is learnt spontaneously without much 
strain, since the urge for language in the infant stage is very strong. S/he uses the language at 
home, in the playground, at school- everywhere from parents, teachers, members of the family, 
friends, relatives– almost everyone with who s/he comes in contact in day – to –day life. S/he has 
also the strongest motivation or urge to learn the language to fulfil the basic needs.  
 In case of a second language (L2), particularly when it happens to be a foreign language 
like English, these natural resources are not available to the learner and stand in contrast to first 
language acquisition. It is learnt as ones their additional language with much deliberate effort 
after s/he acquires his/her mother tongue. It takes place when the child is required to learn a new 
language formally as a part of its education. Learners acquire a second language by making use 
of existing knowledge of the native language, generally learning strategies or universal 
properties of the language to internalise knowledge of the second language.   
  When a child begins to learn a second language, s/he has not only learnt how this 
verbal signalling system works but has also acquired a particular system (i.e., his mother tongue) 
which s/he can use with ease. Therefore, whenever s/he wants to express something in the 
second language, s/he has to keep the habits of the first language in check in order to produce the 
new sounds and structures. Further, the child’s ears have become so accustomed to the mother 
tongue sounds that s/he does not easily hear the difference between the sounds of the two 
languages and as a result cannot produce the distinctive sounds of the  second language. This 
compels him/her to replace the sounds of the second language with the similar sounds of his/her 
mother tongue. The same is the case with the syntactic structures. His/her conscious attempt at 
arranging words into syntactic patterns results in literal translation, and when the patterning in 
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the two languages differs, s/he produces ungrammatical structures. This tendency to replace the 
sounds and structures of the second language with those of the mother tongue is known as ‘the 
pull of the mother tongue’. In psychological terms this phenomenon is known as ‘transfer’. It is 
assumed that learner’s first language (L1) interferes in the learning of second language (L2); 
where there are differences between the patterns of the (L1) and (L2) it functions negatively and 
negative transfer or ‘interference’ would occur.  
 
NOTION OF ERROR 
   The question ‘what is an error’ has been differently approached by different 
investigators in the field. Various terms like ‘slips’, ‘lapses’, ‘mistakes’, ‘goofs’ are currently in 
use to describe the phenomenon of deviant language items. An error is an unwanted form which 
a particular course designer or teacher does not want. Unwanted forms arise because the learner 
processes the language material in his own way. Errors, therefore, are those forms which the 
curriculum designer desires to avoid. 
   Committing error is the most natural part of learning. There are different ways to 
define the notion of error. What is an error to a layman is a part of learning process within the 
concept of Inter Language (IL). Errors are a sign of learning processes and are the outcome of 
the intermediate learning process which are not observable. Errors are not the sign of inability of 
learners but are the evidences of learners’ strategies of second language learning. Corder (1974) 
views learner’s error as 

It is a way the learner has of testing his hypothesis about the nature of the language he is 
learning. The making off errors then is a strategy employed both by children acquiring 
their mother tongue and by those learning a second language.   

     (Corder,1974,p.25) 

 
THE ROLE OF ERROR IN SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNING  
   L2 learners do not acquire their second language overnight; they go through 
several stages. Unlike L1 learners, L2 learners make conscious efforts in second language 
learning. Learners tend to show that their speech is rule-governed. They construct grammars 
(interlanguage grammars), which reflect their current understanding of the rules of the target 
language. For example, when a learner produces utterances such as “no speak” and “no 
understand”, and if we assume that these are consistent deviations and form a part of learner’s 
system, then it is possible to think of them only as errors with regard to English, but not with 
regard to the learner’s system. Despite the conscious efforts of the learners, their second 
language performance shows a large number of ungrammatical structures. Although a learner 
may have the knowledge of the second language rules, s/he makes errors, thereby proving that 
the knowledge about the language and its use in real life are different. 
  Second Language Acquisition is a specific domain of the linguistics that 
concentrates on the lingual transition from one language to another. There are essentially two 
hypotheses involved in second language to account for the learners’ deviant performance. The 
first approach is Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis. It is based on the behaviourist assumption. 
The second hypothesis is Error Analysis. It is based on the assumption that all the deviant 
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performance of second language learners is not only the result of mother tongue interference. A 
detailed description of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and Error Analysis has been 
presented below.  
 

Contrastive Analysis (CA) hypothesis 
   Contrastive analysis (CA) was developed and came into practice in 1950s and 
1960s, as an application of structural linguistics to language teaching. CA is a way of comparing 
and contrasting learners’ source language (L1) and target language(L2) in order to determine 
errors for the ultimate purpose of isolating what needs to be learned and what does not need to be 
learned in a second language learning situation. CA prefers to study the second language 
learners’ performance in comparison with their first language rather than in isolation. Carl James 
(1980) writes: 

Contrastive Analysis... is a linguistic enterprise aimed at producing inverted (i.e. 
contrastive not comparative) two – valued typologies (a contrastive analysis is always 
concerned with a pair of languages), and founded on the assumption that language can 
be compared.1 

    
Assumptions of Contrastive Analysis hypothesis 
 The theoretical assumption of CA is based on two basic assumptions as follows: 

i) Behaviourist assumption:   
   According to Behaviourist view, language learning is a process of habit formation. 
Such habits can be inculcated by varying contingencies of reinforcement, trial and error, 
repetition etc. It justifies the use of CA hypothesis. It is felt that by being aware of the structural 
differences between languages, the teacher can predict the learners’ errors and help overcome 
them. 

ii) Language transfer and language interference assumption:  
  According to behaviourist theories, the main impediment to learning is 

interference from prior knowledge. Robert Lado (1957) claimed that: 
...the individual tend to transfer the forms and meanings, and the distribution of forms 
and meanings of their native language and culture to the foreign language and culture – 
both productively when attempting to speak the language and to act in the culture, and 
receptively when attempting to grasp and understand the language and the culture as 
practised by natives.2 

  These sets of first language habits tend to interfere in the learning of second 
language learning. The L1 can facilitate (positive transfer) the process of L2 learning when 
learners’ L1 and L2 patterns have similarities. It leads to immediate learning of L2 structures. 
The L1 can interfere (negative transfer) the process of L2 learning, when learners’ L1 and L2 
patterns have dissimilarities. It leads to deviant constructions or errors in L2 performance. In this 
connection, Weinreich (1935) hypothesises that 

                                                           
1 Carl James, Cross Linguistic Awareness : A New Role for Contrastive Analysis, 1980, p.3 
www.ucp.pt>site>FCH>linguanet.pdf. 
2 Robert Lado, Linguistics Across Cultures : Applied Linguistics for Language Teachers (Ann Arber : University of 
Michigan Press, 1957) p.2 
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... the greater the difference between the system (of two languages), i. e., the more 
numerous the mutually exclusive forms and patterns in each, the greater  is the learning 
problems and the potential area of interference.3 

   
Relevance of Contrastive Analysis 
   Over the last few decades, controversies have developed over the relevance of CA 
hypothesis and its utility in pedagogical purpose. The application of CA in second language 
learning and teaching can help to predict and diagnosis the proportion of L2 errors committed by 
learners.  It also aids in the preparation of teaching materials, test and supplementary 
materials in use and diagnosing students’ difficulties accurately. The ultimate goal of contrastive 
analysis is to predict areas that will be either easy or difficult for learners. 
Limitations of Contrastive Analysis 
   It is a teacher-centred approach, mainly concerned with teaching. It ignores the 
learning process of learner. In CA, learning is seen to take place inductively through analogy 
rather than analysis. CA is limited in a particular domain of language transfer and interference. It 
is unable to see the errors of learners as a whole. CA is inadequate to overlook many errors that 
are not result of learners’ L1 intrusion. B. Mc Laughlin (1987) professor of psychology in 
University of California points out the limitations of CA: 

Contrastive Analysis, based on linguistics comparisons of languages, both over 
predicted and under predicted the difficulties of second language learner. It over predict 
because it identified difficulties that in fact did not arise, and it under predicted because 
learners made errors that could not be explained on the basis of transfer between 
languages.4 

 

   However, it is accepted that predictions of CA are not reliable to any considerable 
degree, particularly in syntax, and therefore, errors are best observed as they occur in second 
language learning situations. Consequent on the unreliability of CA prediction of L2 learners’ 
errors and the realisation, among applied linguistics of the fact that there are other sources of 
error besides L1 interference, a wider branch of applied linguistics namely Error Analysis has 
emerged. 
 
Error Analysis (EA) Hypothesis 
   Error analysis (EA) supplanted CA and became a recognised part of Applied 
Linguistics owing the works of Corder (1967) who saw learners’ errors as productive outcome of 
language learning. EA is a type of linguistic analysis that makes the comparison between the 
errors in learner’s target language and the target language form itself. The distinction of error and 
mistake is also important in EA. Mistakes are slips of the tongue. The speaker who makes a 
mistake is able to recognise it as a mistake and corrects it. An error is systematic. It is likely to 

                                                           
3 U. Weinerich, Languages in Contact : Findings and Problems, New York, 1953, p.1. in A Linguistic Analysis of 
the Syntactic Errors in the Use of Verb Phrase Made by the Students of Class 10th at Gonda (U.P.) by Vinay Kumar 
Singh, p.11 
4 B. McLaughlin, Theories of Second Language Learning, p. 1 in A Linguistic of the Syntactic Errors in the Use of 
Verb Phrase Made by the Students of Class 10th at Gonda (U.P.) by Vinay Kumar Singh, p.12 
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occur repeatedly and is not recognised by the learner as an error. Corder (1974) recognises three 
stages in the process of L2 learning as evidenced by the nature and degree of  systematicity: 
  (i) Pre-systematic stage: This is a stage of random guessing and the learner is vaguely 
aware of the linguistic system of L2. Most of the time he produces erroneous sentences and 
occasionally, by chance, produces a correct one. 

(ii) Systematic stage: At this stage, the learner has discovered and is operating a rule of 
some sort, but the wrong one in the linguistic system of L2. His/her errors tend to be regular. 

(iii) Post-systematic stage: At this stage, the learner discovers the correct linguistic 
system of L2 but is not consistent in his application of the rules that he knows. This is also the 
‘practice-stage’ of learning, i.e., the learner tries to apply the rules of L2 to the sentences that he 
produces, though he may not always be right in his application. 
    
Assumptions of Error Analysis 
  The theoretical assumptions of EA are as follows: 
  i) L2 acquisition= L1 acquisition hypothesis: This hypothesis is based on the theories of 
Noam Chomsky, Roger Brown, and Dan Slobin et al. Contrary to Behaviourists, they reject 
language learning as a habit formation and affirm that language learning is an active and creative 
process. Dulay and Burt (1974) points out: 

 The L1 = L2 hypothesis holds that children actively organise the L2 speech they hear 
and make generalisations about its structure as children learning their first language do. 
Therefore, the goofs expected in any particular L2 production would be similar to those 
made by children learning the same language as their first language. For example, Joes 
want Miss Johns would be expected, since first language acquisition studies have shown 
that children generally omit functor, in this case, the –s inflection for third person 
singular person indicative.5 

   ii) Interlanguage: Taking hints from Lenneber’s “latent language structure” and “latent 
psychological structure” relationship, Selinker (1974) comes with a new concept termed as 
“Interlanguage” (Selinker 1974, p.31). It refers to a set of second language learners’ utterances 
that are not identical to the learners’ L1 and L2 in the process of the learners’ attempted 
meaningful performances in a second language. The interlanguage continuum consists of a series 
of overlapping grammars. Each grammar shares some rules with the previously constructed 
grammar, but also contains some new or revised rules. Learner’s utterances are only erroneous 
with reference to the target language norms, not to the norms of their own grammars. Such 
utterances show the existence of a separate linguistics system based on the observable output that 
results from the learners’ attempted production of the target language norm. Interlanguage is an 
intermediate, in some way, between two languages. As we have so often seen, students of a 
second language do not make random errors; their language is rule – governed (although the rules 
do not conform to those of a native speaker of the target language). Cognitive theories of 
interlanguage claim that with the assistance of learning strategies, learners build mental 

                                                           
5 H. Dulay and M. Burt, You Can’t Learn without Goofing in Error Analysis : Prospective on Second Language 
Acquisition (Longman Group Limited, 1974) p. 46 
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grammars of the second language. Learners draw the rules they have constructed to interpret and 
produce utterances. Selinker uses the concept of “fossilisation” to refer to 

...linguistic items, rules and subsystems which speakers of a particular NL (native 
language) will tend to keep in their IL (interlanguage) relative to a particular TL (target 
language), no matter what the age of the learner or amount of explanation and 
instruction he receives in the TL. 
      (Selinker, 1974,p.36) 

 Fossilisation is not as simple as a barrier to development; an individual may fossilise at 
different distances from the TL in different syntactic areas.  
  iii) Non-contrastive approach: Richards (1974) acknowledges the influence of the 
mother tongue on the learners’ L2 performance. He documents a number of other common 
features of the learners’ interlanguage, often ignored in discussions of learners’ errors. These are 
referred to as interlingual and developmental errors. Such errors are seen as the outcome of 
overgeneralisation of target language rules, false concept hypothesised and ignorance of target 
language rule restriction and incomplete application of target language rules (Richards, 1974, pp. 
172-82). 

iv) Approximate system: It emphasises that language learners’ use of L2 should describe 
not only by reference of the native and target language of the learner but by reference to the 
approximative systems of the learners as well. William Nemser (1974:55) proposes 
“approximative system” that is ‘the deviant linguistic system actually employed by the learner 
attempting to utilise the target language. Such approximative systems vary...in accordance with 
proficiency level; variation is also introduced by learning experience (including exposure to a 
target language script system), communication function, personal learning characteristics etc.’ 
     EA is a method of diagnosis that has given a broader view regarding learners’ 
errors. It is more practical and learner centred approach where learners have many opportunities 
of learning. Christopher N. Candlin (1973) proposed in the Preface of Error Analysis: 
Perspectives on Second Language Acquisition, three objectives of EA: 

First, that far from there being a fundamental opposition between Contrastive Analysis 
and Error Analysis, the latter serves as an important source of corroboration to 
contrastive linguistics analyses in their claims for predictability of error.... Secondly, that 
the study of learners’ error should permit the formulation of rules for learners’ 
interlingual systems, thus providing incidentally for the teacher confirmation of what 
remains to be learned. Thirdly, charting a learner’s language development through error 
study has psycholinguistics importance in that it submits transfer theory to critical 
observation and provide data on the nature and significance of the obstacles that lie in 
the path towards discovery of the target language rules.6 

CONCLUSION 

                                                           
6 Christopher N. Candlin, Preface of Error Analysis : Perspectives on Second Language Acquisition in A Linguistic 
of the Syntactic Errors in the Use of Verb Phrase Made by the Students of Class 10th at Gonda (U.P.) by Vinay 
Kumar Singh, p.15 
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From the above discussion we can say that linguistic error can plays an important 
role in second language learning. Without the errors language learning will not be 
fully completed. As a teacher of language we should try to convert the errors into a 
proper way.  
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