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Introduction

The study of second language acquisition (SLA) is a fast growing, interdisciplinary
field which has evolved in the space of some 40 years into a multifaceted area of
research. One central aspect of SLA which has received constant attention is the role
of the mother tongue. Until the late 1960s, the acquisition of a second (or foreign)
language was thought to be largely determined by the structure of a learner’s first
language (L1), since ideas about language acquisition were rooted in behaviourism.
Learning a second or foreign language was viewed as establishing new sets of L2
habits through practice and reinforcement. Since L1 habits were thought to interfere
with the learning of L2 habits, it was assumed that differences between source and
target would lead to learning difficulties. These claims are known as the Contrastive
Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) (Lado 1957) and the main goal of its proponents was to
identify problem areas with the aid of unified descriptions of source and target
languages which would provide the basis for pedagogical materials (“drills”) aimed
at preventing and eradicating learners’ errors.

Towards the end of the 1960s, serious doubts were raised about the ability of
the CAH to predict and explain learners’ errors, thanks to theoretical insights and
empirical research. For instance, Dulay and Burt (e.g. Dulay & Burt 1972; 1974),
heavily influenced by Chomsky (e.g. 1965) claimed that, instead of being regulated
by habit formation, hindered by L1 interference, second language acquisition was a
process of creative construction similar to that of child language acquisition. In their
view, a large proportion of L1-like errors were in fact developmental and learners
from different language backgrounds went through similar acquisitional stages. As a
result of their views and the demise of behaviourism, research on the role of the
learners’ mother tongue waned.

Recent years have seen a revival of the interest in the influence of the mother
tongue in the language acquisition process. The role of transfer has been reassessed
and the discussion whether or not transfer exists has given way to research whose
aim is to gain more insight into the conditions under which transfer occurs and the
way transfer interacts with other factors relevant to SLA.

For instance, this study sets out to investigate the role of the L1 in one such
factor, fossilization. Teachers and researchers are often faced with the problem that
the interlanguage of many learners will contain persistent errors which are difficult
to eradicate despite the considerable pedagogical effort directed at them. Such
pedagogically resistant forms are considered to be fossilized. The most obvious and
least controversial area in which learners frequently fossilize is pronunciation, but
we also find deviations which may characterise a whole population of learners in
other areas, as we shall see. Fossilization is of considerable theoretical importance
as it is one of the aspects of SLA which distinguishes it most clearly from first
language acquisition (Bley-Vroman 1989). After all, children do not as a rule fail to
become fully-fledged native speakers.



II INTRODUCTION

One interesting case where fossilization is involved, concerns the acquisition of
hypotheticals by Dutch learners of English. Despite the fact that such learners may
achieve high levels of proficiency in general, they often fail to achieve native-like
competence when it comes to the grammatical expression of hypotheticality.

In the following example, an advanced learner inserts would in the if~clause of a
hypothetical conditional sentence, where in (standard) English a preterite is
required.

*If someone would ask you: “What’s wrong with Alice?”, you would say she
fell off her bike
(instead of ‘If someone asked you...")

This deviation from the norm is characteristic of English as spoken by native
speakers of Dutch. Similarly, advanced Dutch learners of French often fail to use
the imparfait in si-clauses in favour of the conditionnel:

*S1 je saurais la réponse, je te le dirais
(instead of ‘Si je savais ...")

Hypothetical conditional sentences are semantically, syntactically and
cognitively complex structures. They have the underlying structure if p, (then) q,
and in English, as well as in many other languages, they consist of a subordinate
adverbial clause and a main clause, its consequent. In hypothetical conditionals,
speakers reason about possible or alternative worlds. For example in sentences like
the following: if John had money, he would go to Mexico/ if John had had money,
he would have gone to Mexico backshifted tense forms are used by the speaker to
indicate distance from reality.

Expressing this kind of complex reasoning requires a good grasp of syntax and
the semantics of the mood and tense systems and often poses considerable problems
for language learners. Not only do such structures appear late in child language,
they are also recognised as being among the most difficult structures to acquire in a
second language (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman 1983).

Before we can investigate to what extent and in what way the L1 may influence
the fossilization process, we first need to establish the L1 facts. In principle Dutch
allows any combination of a preterite and a periphrastic conditional in the main and
subclause: Als John geld had/zou hebben, ging hij naar Mexico/zou hij naar Mexico
gaan (‘If John had/would have money, he went/would go to Mexico’).! However,
Dutch grammars generally have very little to say about the distribution of the
various alternatives that can be used in Dutch and opinions vary as to possible
meaning differences between the alternatives available:

Similarly, in past hypotheticals any combination of a pluperfect and a perfect conditional can
be used in Dutch.



