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LANGUAGE TRANSFER

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Second Language Acquisition (SLA), Psycholinguistics, Applied

Linguistics

1. Core Definition

Language Transfer is defined as a fundamental cognitive process in Second Language

Acquisition (SLA) whereby a learner's pre-existing knowledge and habits derived from their native

language (L1) are systematically applied to the learning and use of a target second language (L2).

This process is pervasive, operating across all levels of linguistic structure, including phonology,

syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. It functions as a form of heuristic strategy; when faced with the

complexity of a new linguistic system, the learner naturally reverts to the most readily available and

robust linguistic framework they possess--the L1--as a tool for hypothesis testing and production.

The core mechanism of language transfer involves the brain attempting to identify similarities or

correspondences between the L1 and L2 systems. When similarities are perceived, the L1 rule is

activated and utilized in the L2 context. This reliance on the L1 framework is particularly

pronounced when L2 structures are complex, ambiguous, or have not yet been fully internalized by

the learner. Essentially, transfer is the psychological phenomenon of proactive inhibition and

facilitation derived from established linguistic routines being extended to new linguistic tasks.

It is crucial to understand that language transfer is not merely a random set of errors but a

reflection of the learner's developing interlanguage--the unique, transitional linguistic system

created by the learner. The extent and visibility of transfer can vary greatly depending on factors

such as the learner's proficiency level, the perceived linguistic distance between L1 and L2, and

the context of learning (e.g., immersion versus classroom setting). While transfer often diminishes

as proficiency increases, subtle L1 influences, especially in areas like prosody and idiomatic

usage, can persist even in highly advanced learners.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The study of language transfer has evolved significantly since its inception. Initially, in the mid-20th

century, the phenomenon was almost exclusively conceptualized as "interference" within the

behaviorist psychological framework. This view, heavily influenced by stimulus-response models,

proposed that L1 habits competed with and actively hindered the formation of new, correct L2

habits. Learning was seen as a process of overcoming these ingrained, interfering L1 behaviors

through repetitive drilling and reinforcement.

This negative view underpinned the development of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH),

which rose to prominence in the 1950s and 1960s. The strong version of CAH claimed that virtually
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all L2 errors could be predicted by systematically comparing the structures of the L1 and L2.

Differences between the two languages were believed to result in difficulties (negative

transfer/interference), while similarities would result in ease of learning (positive

transfer/facilitation). This hypothesis profoundly impacted curriculum design, leading educators to

prioritize teaching points based on predicted areas of L1/L2 conflict.

However, the strong version of CAH proved inadequate, failing to predict many common errors,

particularly those that were developmental (i.e., stemming from the overgeneralization of L2 rules,

similar to errors made by native-speaking children). This led to a shift away from strict behaviorism

toward cognitivist approaches. Researchers adopted the broader, neutral term Language

Transfer to acknowledge that L1 could be a source of assistance as well as error. The subsequent

movement of Error Analysis (EA) broadened the scope, treating L1 influence as just one among

several potential sources of learner error, alongside intralingual factors and learning strategies.

3. Key Characteristics: Positive and Negative Transfer

Language transfer is traditionally dichotomized into two categories based on its effect on L2

production: positive transfer (facilitation) and negative transfer (interference). This distinction is

critical for both theoretical understanding and pedagogical application. The defining characteristic

that dictates whether transfer is positive or negative is the degree of congruence or divergence

between the specific L1 structure being transferred and the corresponding L2 structure.

The application of transfer is often governed by the learner's perceived knowledge, which

sometimes supersedes objective linguistic reality. For instance, learners are more likely to transfer

features they believe are similar, a phenomenon sometimes referred to as 'learner-induced

similarity.' Conversely, if a learner perceives a structure in the L2 to be highly complex or radically

different from their L1, they might employ a strategy of avoidance--a conscious or unconscious

decision to refrain from using that structure, thereby preventing transfer errors but also limiting

communicative competence.

Furthermore, transfer is not uniform across skills. It tends to be more evident in productive skills

(speaking and writing) where the learner must generate language under time constraints, relying

heavily on automatized L1 processes. In receptive skills (reading and listening), transfer may still

occur, but it generally manifests as misinterpretation rather than overt error, often leading the

learner to map L1 semantic nuances onto L2 vocabulary, even when the L2 meaning is slightly

different.

4. Positive Language Transfer (Facilitation)

Positive Language Transfer, also known as facilitation, occurs when an L1 structure, rule, or

element is identical or highly functionally similar to a corresponding L2 structure. In these
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instances, the learner can successfully map their existing, automatized L1 knowledge onto the L2,

leading to rapid and accurate acquisition of that specific L2 feature. This process is highly efficient

and dramatically speeds up the learning curve for related languages.

Examples of facilitation are abundant, particularly among speakers learning closely related

languages (e.g., Romance languages, or Germanic languages). A common example involves

shared grammatical word order, such as the Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) structure common to

English, Spanish, and French. Learners whose L1 uses SVO can correctly form basic declarative

sentences in the L2 without conscious effort, bypassing a significant stage of hypothesis testing.

Similarly, the existence of cognates (words with shared etymological roots and similar meanings,

such as table in English and Tisch in German or mesa in Spanish) significantly expands the

learner's L2 vocabulary base instantly.

The impact of positive transfer often goes unexamined in research, precisely because it does not

generate errors. However, its pedagogical significance is immense. Effective language instruction

frequently seeks to exploit positive transfer by explicitly drawing the learner's attention to areas of

overlap between the L1 and L2, thereby validating the learner's existing linguistic knowledge and

increasing confidence. This strategic harnessing of L1 resources transforms the native language

from a potential source of interference into a powerful asset.

5. Negative Language Transfer (Interference)

Negative Language Transfer, or linguistic interference, occurs when a feature of the L1 is

structurally different from the L2, yet the learner erroneously applies the L1 rule to the L2 context.

This results in systematic, non-target-like structures or expressions that are intelligible but clearly

deviate from native L2 usage. Negative transfer is the primary mechanism responsible for many of

the persistent and defining errors observed in L2 learners, contributing heavily to phenomena like

"fossilization."

A classic instance of negative transfer involves obligatory elements in L2 that are absent in L1. For

example, a native speaker of a Slavic language (which often lacks articles) learning English

frequently omits definite and indefinite articles ("The student went to library"), transferring the L1

structural absence. Similarly, a speaker whose L1 employs a rigid Subject-Object-Verb (SOV)

order (like Japanese or Korean) may struggle with English SVO order, leading to misplacement of

objects or adverbial phrases. The resulting errors are systematic because they reflect a consistent,

underlying L1 rule being incorrectly utilized.

The persistence of negative transfer errors is often linked to the learner's perception of the L1/L2

differences. Errors arising from subtle structural differences are sometimes harder to eradicate

than errors arising from gross differences, as the learner may believe the structures are

functionally equivalent. For instance, the use of false cognates (e.g., Spanish embarazada,
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meaning 'pregnant,' incorrectly transferred to mean 'embarrassed' in English) represents semantic

interference that requires explicit intervention to resolve.

6. Linguistic Domains of Transfer

Language transfer manifests differently across various linguistic domains, resulting in distinct types

of L2 errors and characteristics. The most easily recognized domain is phonological transfer,

which is the application of L1 sound systems, stress patterns, and intonation to the L2. This is the

source of the learner's L2 accent. Since L1 phonology is deeply entrenched and highly

automatized, phonological transfer tends to be highly resistant to change, often persisting even

when the learner achieves near-native fluency in grammar and vocabulary.

Syntactic transfer involves the imposition of L1 word order or sentence structure onto the L2. This

can lead to difficulties with complex clause embedding, placement of adverbs, or inversion rules.

For instance, an L1 that allows dropping pronouns (pro-drop languages like Italian or Spanish) may

cause a learner to omit subjects in L2 English, where subjects are obligatory, resulting in

ungrammatical sentences like "Is raining." These errors are challenging because they stem from

deep-seated, internalized rules about sentence construction.

Finally, pragmatic and cultural transfer represents the influence of L1 communicative norms on

L2 social interactions. This goes beyond grammar and vocabulary to encompass rules regarding

politeness, turn-taking, appropriate levels of directness, and discourse organization. For example,

the transfer of L1 norms regarding direct refusal or apology structures can lead to

misunderstandings or perceived rudeness in the L2 culture, even if the grammatical L2 sentence is

perfectly formed. This subtle form of transfer highlights the intertwining nature of language and

cultural cognition.

7. Significance and Impact

The concept of language transfer is fundamental to the field of SLA, providing crucial insights into

the mechanisms of second language acquisition and informing effective pedagogical practices.

Understanding whether a learner's error is developmental, arising from L2 overgeneralization, or

rooted in L1 transfer allows educators to tailor their corrective feedback and instructional focus

appropriately. By identifying predictable areas of negative transfer, teachers can provide

preemptive instruction to minimize error formation.

The enduring significance of language transfer also lies in its role in shaping the final state of L2

competence, often leading to fossilization. Fossilization describes the phenomenon where certain

L1-induced errors become permanent features of the learner's interlanguage, resistant to further

instruction or practice. This persistence underscores the robust and often unconscious influence of

the native language, even years into L2 exposure.
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In psycholinguistics, the study of language transfer contributes significantly to our understanding of

bilingual mental lexicon organization. Transfer research provides evidence that the languages of a

bilingual individual are interconnected and mutually accessible, rather than stored in isolated

compartments. Experiments focusing on cross-linguistic activation and interference during real-

time speech processing confirm that L1 knowledge is constantly active and ready to be deployed,

even when the speaker intends to use only the L2.

8. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its central role, language transfer remains a subject of ongoing debate. A primary

theoretical challenge involves delineating the exact boundaries between L1 transfer effects and

universal learning mechanisms (developmental errors). Critics argue that attributing errors solely to

L1 influence (as the strong CAH did) often overlooks the role of Universal Grammar (UG) or

cognitive processing constraints that affect all learners, regardless of their L1.

Another major area of criticism concerns the variability of transfer. Research has shown that L1

influence is not uniform but is highly sensitive to non-linguistic variables, such as the learner's

attitude toward the target language culture, their learning anxiety, and their perceived L2

proficiency. For instance, learners may engage in more positive transfer when they are motivated

and confident, but may revert to negative transfer under duress or cognitive load. This complexity

makes precise prediction based purely on linguistic structure difficult.

Furthermore, the directionality and scope of transfer are debated. While research traditionally

focuses on L1 influence on L2 (proactive transfer), studies have also documented instances of L2

influencing the L1 (language attrition or backward transfer), especially when the L2 becomes

dominant. This dynamic relationship suggests that language knowledge is constantly negotiating

and reorganizing itself within the learner's mind, making the static categorization of L1 influence as

purely facilitating or interfering an oversimplification of a highly active cognitive process.

Further Reading

Language Transfer (Wikipedia)
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