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THE RELATIVE INFLUENCE OF SPANISH
AND ENGLISH IN THE PORTUGUESE
WRITING OF BILINGUAL STUDENTS

John B, Jensen
Florida International University

Abstract: Consideration of possible influence of L1 on the acquisition
ol a TL has recently made a comeback in SLA research. Most work been
done inan L1/L2 situation, but recent investigation has looked at Third-
Language Acquisition (TLA) as well. A corpus of written work of Spanish/
English bilingual students of Portuguese (of three different linguistic
hackgrounds) is examined for evidence of negative transfer from the two
prior languages. The resulls were analyzed for error type (four categories)
und apparent source (Spanish/English/Non-transfer) and divided by
student type. Spanish yielded significantly more influence than English
[or most students, but the rate of “non-transfer™ errors was even higher,
It is concluded that Spanish yields heavy influence on the learning of
Portuguese for bilingual students, favored by its proximity 1o the TL
and, for Anglo students, by its status as an L2, both factors found
important in general TLA research. Consideration is given to pedagogical
application of findings.

Keywords: Hispanic, Anglo, Brazilian, writing, composition, error,
bilingual, heritage language, third-language acquisition, language transfer.

1), Introduction

In the carly days of modern applied linguistics, the 1940s and 1950s,
the influence exercised by the learner’s first language (L1) on the target
language (L2 or TL) was considered transcendental, such that the
profession witnessed the dominance of the Contrastive Analysis
Hypothesis espoused by Charles Fries in 1945 and reinforced by Robert
|.ado in 1957 and a decade or so of careful contrastive studies that were
intended to predict learning difficulties, depending on the specific language
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pair involved. Researchers began to notice, however, that relatively few
actual difficulties seemed to be traceable directly to L1, and more profoun

work began in analyzing what Selinker dubbed as interlanguage: that
form of L2 performance that learners produce before they achieve full
competence, if ever. The divergences from native standard — errors —
could be used to find out more about the acquisition process.

By the 1980s, the role attributed to L1 in second-language acquisition
had been greatly reduced, especially once it was determined that the
learning order followed in the acquisition of an 1.2 is similar, no matter
what L1 is involved (Dulay, Burt and Krashen, [02). Except for the

obvious fact that one’s foreign accent could often reveal his or her native

language, any influence from L1 came to be seen as almost trivial for

language learning. In terms of numbers, Dulay, Burt and Krashen show
research that suggesis that children have an incidence of 4% to 12% of
L2 errors attributable to L1, while adults show an index between 8% and
23%. Ellis (29) reports on other studies with a variety of languages that
indicate somewhat higher numbers, ranging from 23% in a study of
Arabic/English, to 51% in a Chinese/English study, These numbers hardly
seem trivial, but the thinking in SLA by the early 1980s tended to discount
“interference”, or the less hostile term “language transfer”, as a factor in
acquisition. That attitude is still prevalent in materials intended to train
language teachers: in a recent edition of Omaggio Hadley's influential
text on language teaching, the idea is barely mentioned as one item on a
list of matters to be considered (53).

The corollary to minimizing the influence of L1 in producing errors
in L2 13 to attribute errors to something else. Dulay, Burt, and Krashen
(172) called most non-interlingual errors “developmental™, that is, “errors
similar to those made by children learning the target language as their
first language™ (165). They also included a third category of “other
errors’ to cover those thal seem to be exclusively the domain of second-
language learners yet are not attributable to transfer. In summarizing the
relative effects of the two primary kinds of errors, those authors state:
“Although precise proportions differ from study to study, all the
investigations conducted to date have reached the same general conclusion:
the majority of errors made by second language learners are not
interlingual, but developmental” (173).

Nonetheless, there has been a notable reaction to “throwing out the
baby with the bath water”; that is, neglect of the possible effects that
possession of an L1 has upon acquisition of L2. After the work of Dulay,
Burt and Krashen had attracted a great deal of attention, a number of
other works appeared in support of the role of language transfer. In the
introduction to their edited work Language Transfer in Language

[ varning, Gass and Selinker say, “There is now overwhelming evidence
that language transfer is indeed a real and central phenomenon that must
be considered in any full account of the second language acquisition
process™ (7). Odlin published an insightful monograph on the topic, as
did Ringbom, and another collection of articles was edited by Kellerman
and Smith, followed by another edited by Dechert and Raupach.

In the first article in Gass and Selinker’s collection, S. Pit Corder sees
the influence of L1 primarily as a source of borrowing, not unlike that
which occurs in other cases of language contact, in which L1 supplies
linguistic material not yet available in L2 to aid the communication process.
Much of that borrowing may be successful, and results in error only where
imappropriate, although communication needs may nevertheless have been
served. The distance between the two languages has much to do with the
success or not of borrowing as a learner strategy: where the languages are
yuite distant, borrowing may not be possible; where they are close,
horrowing will be possible and largely successful. He says, “it is precisely
where the languages are only moderately similar that we get the heaviest
meidence of borrowing errors. Leamers are prepared to barrow but are
less likely to be successful in avoiding error”™ (27).

The major thrust of work involving language transfer involves genuine
second-language acquisition (SLA), that is, a new language acquired by
monolingual speakers of L1. There is, however, a small but blooming
field of work in the area of third-language acquisition, led off by
[Zingbom™s monograph of 1987 on Swedish students of English, both
monolinguals and bilingual speakers of Finnish, and more recently in the
collection of articles edited by Cenoz, Hufeisen, and Jessner in 2001,
These studies find that third-language acquisition (TLA) shows some
special characteristics that distinguish it from SLA, both because the
sludents are probably already experienced language learmers, and because
the presence of a second language system complicates the process of
acquisition. Research effort has taken two basic directions: it looks at
the many factors that affect TLA, such as age, language distance, status
of the prior languages and acquisition methods or conditions; and then
examines the linguistic and learning effects of the presence of two prior
languages, particularly the kinds of transfer that takes place.

Within the general context of SLA, Corder mentions the situation of
two prior languages in relation to his concept of borrowing as the primary
effect of lanpuage transfer:

Any other languages known to the learner are also a source of forms
when he is casting around to supplement his interlanguage. Studies
have shown (Khaldi 1981 [an unpublished paper unavailable.for



consultation]) that where one of these other second languages 1s
tformally more closely related to the target language, borrowing is
preferred from that language rather than from the mother tongue. It
sometimes appears that there is a positive preference for borrowing
from other second languages, and ofien the less well known they are
to the learner the more they prove a source of borrowing. (27)

Cenoz (“The Effect,” 16-17) shows experimental Iy the two factors
implied by Corder, above. which favor borrowing from one prior languagg
over another in TLA: status as L2, and linguistic approximation to L3
In research on Basque/Spanish bilinguals studying English, that autho
found that Basque L1 bilinguals borrowed more heavily from Spanis
than from Basque, with both factors favorable for Spanish. Spanish L1
bilinguals, however, with one factor favoring Basque (L2 status) an
another favoring Spanish (language distance from English), also borrow
more heavily from Spanish, but showed more borrowing from Basqu
than did the Basque L1 subjects.

Helmut Zobl published an article in 1994 dealing with differences
between monolingual and bilingual learners in the acquisition ol a new
language. He was looking at the openness to new forms that the two
categories of learners would exhibit (effect of the markedness value ang
the “initial state™ on the assumption that interlanguage starts with a greatly
simplified basic or universal grammar and is added to with more marked
forms as acquisition proceeds — a topic he also visits in his 1989 article).
He concluded that multilingual learers have “broader” grammars and
are willing to accept as correct a wider range of interlanguage structures,
than are monolingual learners. Sometimes this wider acceptance leads to
correct interpretation, sometimes to erroneous interpretation, and,
presumably, production, though his work was limited to interpretation of
COTTeciness.

The reality of teaching Portuguese in the United States, and probably
other English-speaking countries or even third-language countries, is that
we rarely encounter a pure SLA situation. The student who comes into
Fr;}rtqguesc without knowing at least some Spanish is rare. even if that
Spanish exposure occurred for one year in grade school. Truly native
_Spanlsh, that is at the level of L1, is not at all unusual, cither, especially
in areas with significant Hispanic populations. Thus, students bring with
them potentially two sources of exogenous influence, both Spanish and
English, which already occupy L1 and L2. thus presenting a genuine
TLA teaching situation.

In addition to the fact that Portuguese students are in a TLA position,
one of the prior languages, Spanish, is exceedingly close, linguistically,

i the TL. This closeness and the transfer it implies, both positive and

nepative, 1s important for any teaching of Portuguese to Spanish speakers.

It muakes it possible, for example, to take advantage of positive transfer

by offering classes in an accelerated or intensive mode without expanding

contact hours, or introducing reading real literature in the first year, and

cmploying Portuguese as the exclusive language of instruction from the

lirst day, knowing that students will have a high degree of comprehension,

Al the same time, Portuguese instructors may struggle against difficulties

direetly attributable to Spanish throughout the leamning experience of
Spanish speakers. Interesting work has been done by Akerberg concerning
I'ortuguese classroom acquisition in Mexico by monolingual Spanish
speakers. The analogous situation occurs in Brazil when Spanish is taught
us a second language: progress can be quite rapid, but there are certain
pervasive difficulties that are clearly attributable to differences in L1

and L2. This proximity occasionally leads specialists to study the degree
ol separation and even to address the question, linguistic but not geo-
pulitical, of whether the two varieties are dialects of each other. In one
study by Jensen it was shown that mutual comprehensibility hovers
between 40 and 60 per cent for native speakers who have no study of
cach other’s language, interesting because mutual comprehensibility has
been one of the traditionally-applied tests of languape distance or
separateness.

The present study looks at the TLA situation of bilingual learners of
I"ortuguese in order (o investigate the effects of the students’ two prior
languages on writing errors, one of the languages closely related to the
I'L. Thave formulated two research questions: 1) To what degree is there
a measurable amount of influence on the TL from L1 and L2, and which
language has greater effect and in what ways? 2) What differences occur
as a function of the different kinds of learners? Answers to these questions
may lead to more effective approaches to our learners, either helping
them with specific points of difficulty, or better using the time for
communicative activities or passive exposure to the language.

1. The Research

A corpus was analyzed consisting of 67 one-page unrevised
compositions written in Portuguese by university students in their second
vear of Portuguese (intensive mode — intermediate), from a composition
and grammar class that is the first upper-division course for potential
majors and minors, The compositions are designated as “unrevised”
because an essential activity of the course is a revision of the original
submissions by the students themselves under instructor guidance, so



that at least two versions exist ol every assignment. The composition
were all written by different students and were collected over sever
semesters.

All errors were counted and classified on a twelve-cell matrix in
dimensions. The first dimension considers the type of error in a simpl
linguistic taxonomy by language component affected: syntax, morpholo
spelling (graphology), and vocabulary ( lexicon). This simple classificatior
was the same one used originally in scoring the compositions, and whil
it does not present the sophistication of more advanced systems, such
those described by James (90-1 28) or by Dulay, Burt, and Krashen (138
199}, it does present the advantage of grouping the tokens into broa
enough categories that interesting conclusions may be drawn. I recognize
that it is possible, and perhaps desirable, to make finer distinctions and
consider such factors as omission, addition, misformation, misordering,
elc., as suggested by James, but such devices are better left for further
studies, since this one is already dealing with two other multi-value
dimensions in this investigation. I make observations regarding some of
the problems in applying this four-way classification below, in
consideration of the results,

The second dimension in the matrix of error classification is the
evident source of the error in three categories: Spanish transfer, English
transfer, or non-transfer (without reference to a second language). Errors
were so categorized intuitively by the researcher, who knows all three
languages well, and is accustomed to dealing with Portuguese learners
of Spanish and English background. Some errors presented problems
in classification: Is da, ‘gives’ without an accent, a result of Spanish
influence or just ignorance of Portuguese irregular verbs or spelling?
Is a failure to make adjective-noun agreement a relic of English
processes, or incomplete Portuguese acquisition? In general, a
“conservative” approach was adopted: if a given error could Just as
likely have been committed by a hypothetical Chinese learner of
Portuguese, even though it happens to coincide with some English or
Spanish feature, it was classified it as ‘non-transfer.” On the other hand,
something with a clear genealogy from Spanish — vam a mudar for vao
mudar (<Sp. ir a + infinitive) - or En glish — depois de acordando,
(<Eng. after awakening) — such that that Chinese speaker probably
would not have come up with it, is attributed to the respective L1. [
believe that a more “liberal” stance. one more ready to see a Spanish or
English source, could have resulted in inflated attribution of L1
influence,

A third dimension ofervor classification deals with the students, classifying
them into three types: “Hispanic” (with naturally acquired Spanish), * An glo™

iwith school-learned Spanish) or “Brazilian”, who were :Stl.ldﬂ!‘lt.‘i from
Iruzihian or Portuguese families with some Pnﬂyguesle as a heritage _lalll guagi.
Virtually all of them had been expuseq to Spamsh, ealherthmugh limited S
truining or through informal contacts in ﬂ:lf: community. .

In this research there was no distinction mm:!f: bt_:tween Spanish
speakers whose dominant language is Spanish (e.g., immigrants educated
nbroad) and those dominant in English for whom Spanish is a Ihemage
language, primarily because the smdentslwere no longer a*.lrallabla Lt:{}
provide that information. A further iteration of the work might make
such a distinction. Nonetheless, in the area whe;e the Et’fsearch was
conducted, South Florida, the community itself is hig!‘ll)' bilngual, su_-::h
that Spanish is used extensively outside the I:c_-mc by vmuﬂlly_ull Spann_;h
speakers, and very few Hispanics are |iIT‘Ile‘! to domestic st;q!cs m
speaking, For this reason, there is hkel;,r a f'alr]y‘ smooth continuum
between the most highly competent {nﬂtlvF) Spanish speakers anFi the
least competent, and a classification dividing them would be arbitrary
anid perhaps of limited usefulness.

Table 1 illustrates samples taken from the corpus l:rl'_m;tual eITorS
cocountered and their subsequent classification. Even with a imited number
ol categories, there are some gray areas for clﬂs,?mcatmn: !5 an error of
rrase (use of the grave accent Lo indicatg contraction of contiguous a + a)
syntactic, morphological, or orthographic? In fact, it could be any of these,
i I-c]:rending on how or why the error was committed, but [ {:ﬂlleq it syntactic,
i that a word would be omitted from or ﬂdl.'lﬂld 10 1]1_1.." syntax in case of an
error, Is an apparent misspelled word just a mlﬁspﬂthng,lnr can it !Je use of
the wrong word or tense, or both, such as morram (‘they die prﬂﬂ&;:jt
subjunctive) for moram (‘they dwell’ present indicative)? As a rulie, | usl:I
my best judgment as a linguist and experienced teacher, and tried to be
consistent, normally accepting the simplest or least marked category. In
the case given, morram would therefore be_cnunlted as a misspelling. All
problems of verb tense/mood/aspect/conjugation were grouped with
concordance errors as morphological, although a good argument could be
made for a syntactical classification of some verb errors. A look at the
table will suggest some of the other classification challenges encountered.

2. Results

Table 11 provides the overall results of the classiﬁtr:a‘giun of error by
type and evident source. Reading across the bﬂltﬂm,}l is clear that the
non-transfer errors, at 864 overall (63%), are the most frequent, comfarcd
to Spanish transfer at 385 (28.3%) and English T.rﬂnSfEr at 110 (8.1%). A
glance at the far right column shows that spelling errors were the most



frequent, at 545 (40.1%}, followed by morphology at 303 (22.2%), syntax
at 284 (20.8%) and vocabulary at 227 (16.7%0). The internal cells break
down each error type by transfer type.

Table III gives the third data variable, student type, plotted against
transfer type, but combines error types for simplicity. Numbers are
fairly close down each column (transfer type) for Hispanic and Anglo
students, but Brazilian students show much less Spanish transfer than
the others, 7.4% compared to the average for all subjects of 28.3%, but
somewhat more English transfer, at 11.7% versus the average of 8.1%.

Graphs I through I'V express the research results by all three variables,
graphing first all students combined (Graph [} and then each of the three
student groups separately.

Graph I shows the same data as Table IT in a more readable but less
detailed format. In Graph 11 it 1s evident that for Hispanic students English
influence is quite low, with English at only 5.3% overall, virtually all of
that in syntax and vocabulary. Spanish influence for this group is at
35.2% overall, split mostly between spelling and vocabulary.

Graph I11 shows the results for the Anglo students, and is rather similar
to the Spanish student graph. Even for them, English reaches only 8.0%
overall, again mostly syntax and vocabulary. Their errors from Spanish,
however, their second language, stand at 26% overall, primarily in spelling
and vocabulary, as for the Hispanic students.

Graph TV shows the students with Portuguese as a heritage language.
They exhibit the highest level of English influence, evidently because Spanish
was much less of an issue for them, It would seem that although they may
know some Spanish, it was probably much weaker than their heritage
Portuguese, the TL, such that it really did not exercise much influence.

3. Statistical Analysis

The raw data were processed through the Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) computer program, version 7.0 for Windows, in
order to identify statistically significant trends correlating the student
groups with sources of error. After several trial runs it was determined
that the Brazilian group was too small to produce meaningful results, so
it was combined with the Anglo group, thus creating a Hispanic and
Non-Hispanic two-way division.

Correlations procedures were selected for analysis, yielding several
measures of significance of correlation, perhaps the most suitable being
Kendall tau_b for nominal data (SPSS, 164-65). When the four types of
errors were combined into “Spanish transfer”, “English transfer” and
“non-transfer” calegories, there was found to be a significant relationship

only between Hispanic students and “Spanish transfer”, at a correlation
of about.23 with a level of significance at <.05. When considering the
error types separately, morphological errors were the type that proved
the most highly correlated with Hispanic student group, while spelling
showed no significant correlation. That does not mean, however, that
there was little Spanish influence on spelling, just that it affected both
Hispanic and non-Hispanic groups indistinctively. See Table I'V.

4, Discussion

The first research question asks: Ta what degree is there a measurable
amount of influence on the TL from L1 and L2, and which language has
greater effect and in what ways? The second asks: What differences
occur as a function of the different kinds of learners? The answers are
intertwined, and they will be answered together.

The data have shown, perhaps not surprisingly, considering current
thinking in the field of SLA research and the anecdotal experience of
Portuguese instructors, that there is a measurable amount of influence in
the form of negative transfer causing ermors, from both of the previously
acquired languages in the case of Hispanic and Anglo students. However,
the difference between Spanish transfer and English transfer is notable,
In the case of English influence on Portuguese acquisition, the data point
to a confirmation of the Dulay, Burt, and Krashen position, seeing
relatively little transfer. Overall, English seems to be responsible for only
8.1% of error, reaching a maximum of 20% for syntax, well within the
parameters of data presented for other languages by Dulay, Burt, and
Krashen,

Spanish, on the other hand, accounts for 28.3% of error overall, and
reaches almaost 50% in the category of vocabulaiy. The fact that it affects
both Anglo and Hispanic students confirms the Cenor finding, as well as
Corder’s statement, both cited above, that lingnstic proximity and L2 status
favor borrowing, since for the Anglo students both factors are in effect.

If L2 status brings about greater transfer, it is not evident for the
Hispanic students in the study. who did not show any increase of English
influence over the Anglo subjects, unlike the L1 Spanish speakers with
L2 Basque in the Cenoz study, Two possible explanations are likely:
first, the actual relative status of Spanish and English for the Hispanic
subjects is unknown, as was pointed out above, since the group includes
both Spanish-dominant foreign-educated students and local Spanish
heritage speakers. Secondly, the proximity of Spanish and Porfuguese is
so great that the proximity factor is very likely to be so heavy that it
could obscure any effects of the L2 favoring factor.



In tenms of the kinds of effect observed, the negative influence of
Spanish is particularly strong in spelling and vocabulary, as words are
either borrowed whole from Spanish, or spelled like them, when essentially
the same word exists in Portuguese. Where the spelling happens to be the
same in the two languages, positive transfer takes place and is not noticed.
Because syntax is often very similar between Spanish and Portuguese,
transfer effects would be mostly positive, and, again, invisible in error
analysis. English influence, such as it is, is limited primarily to syntax
and vocabulary, Syniax is probably a result of borrowing of structures
from L1 to supply a means to express something that would require an
unknown structure in the TL. Most of the vocabulary problems come
about from “false cognates”, the inappropriate use of an otherwise
legitimate word. Morphology is hardly ever a recipient of borrowing
from either language, because Portuguese presents morphological patterns
that are not really vulnerable to borrowing from English, although
morphology transfer from Spanish is certainly possible, and would often
be positive.

Finally, the largest category of errors consists of the “non-transfer”
types, responsible for 63,3% of overall error, and 78.5% of morphological
problems. This finding also supports the position of Dulay, Burt and
Krashen regarding “developmental” and “other” errors, not attributable
to interlanguage, that “the majority of errors made by second language
learners are not interlingual, but developmental™ (173). It is possible to
speculate, of course, that the investigator’s decision to take a
“conservative” position in assigning errors to a transter category could
have skewed the data away from a stronger view of transfer effects.

Finally, a comment on the “Brazilian” students: they seem to exhibit
the characteristics of learners of their first language, struggling with the
specific peculiarities of Portuguese structure and relatively unencumbered
by English, the dominant language of all of them, and with only occasional
incursions from Spanish, The fact that Portuguese was their first language,
although now weaker, apparently gives it special status in terms of having
some immunity to negative transfer effects.

5. Conclusions

In considering this research and its possible applications, it is
interesting to seek some kind of pedapogical guidance. The reahty of
Spanish as a source of both positive reinforcement and negative transfer
must be recognized in students of Portuguese who have Spanish as a
first or second language. In this regard, it seems to support the position
taken by those following Corder’s (and many others) that L1 does matter.

If L1 does matter, our classroom work might well benefit from some
sort of Contrastive Analysis (CA), or at least some attention given to those
features that either reinforce learning the L2 or that may cause difficulty.
This was the basis of the whole CA movement of the 1950s and 19605 (see
above), but now devoid of its prior connection to the Audio-Lingual Method
and behavioral leaming theory, 1ts concepts may be applied more objectively.
Some interesting recent work has been done in exploiting Contrastive
Analysis in teaching, such as that of Sheen who compares experimentally
the effects of teaching specific aspects of structure based on a contrastive
understanding of the two languages in contrast, In the case of Spanish and
Portuguese, Akerberg's work, mentioned above, has looked at both specific
learning features (graphermics and nasals) and overall questions of transfer
and language attitudes. Perhaps pedagogical affinities can be found
programs designed to teach second closely-related languages or dialects
around the world, as in the Scandinavian languages.

A way in which one might approach the Portuguese teaching situation
where Spanish plays an important role is through a process of awareness,
or calling the attention to our students of linguistic matters of importance.
The notion of awareness or noticing in second-language instruction has
received much attention over the past decade or so, starting with Schmidt,
and has evolved into the concept of 3 input processing3 in which authentic
input is subject to some specific instruction on salient points to be 3
noticed3 by the students, as suggested in Gass and Selinker (Second
Language), and in many individual studies, such as that of Lowe.
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Table 1. Error counts by type and by source of enor, all stodents
& anliorey peraertage v o peags Na o papes = 67
MNon-Transler | Spanish Tmnsfer | English Transfer TOTALS
Synlax 168 () 56 84
C 1%4% o 15.6% « 509 ¢ 10.4%
£ 59.1% £ 21 1% r i o r 100%
Marphelogy 1 2 3 1w ]
o 5% e Ie 1% c 1™ c 12.2%
[ TES% r 20.4% r1.0% T 100%
Vocahulary &0 108 349 227
c 92% c IR c 355% c 6.7
r352% T 47.0'% r17.2% r1C0%
Spelling i7e 155 vz 545
C43E% © 403% c 10.9% c 40 1%
T B4 r I8.4% I13% r 100
TOTALS B 385 e L35%
c 100% ¢ ICC% ¢ 100% < 100%
T 83,55 r 28.3% r 8. 1% r H00%
Tahle ITI1. Eerors attributable to three influences by groups of studenis
Mon-Transfer Spanish Transfer English Teansfer
All studenes 63.3% TH% Hol%
Hizpanic student« 595w, LR S
Mgl students 05 6™ 2,14 R
Braz, students 00 B Aty 11,
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Giraph IL N° of pages = 26 N* of errors = 585
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Graph 111 N* of pages = 28 N* of errors = 291
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Graph TV. N° of pages = 8 N° of errors = 162
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Table IV Statistical Correlation Between Group “Hispanic™ and
Errors Artriburable to Spanish

Student Group by Correlation value
{(heerudall mL'!f_l
Spanish Influence all repes LA
Syntax/ Spanish ereoey 230
Mowphedowy /Spanish errors 2
Veabulury fSpanish eroors 217
Spelling/Spanish errors 099

= Significant o the <.05 level, Otherwise, not significant
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