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Abstract

L1 transfer is often considered in a negative
light as ‘“interference” something to be
eradicated at all costs. In vocabulary studies, for
example, interference characterises Meara’s
seminal 1978 article, the base reference for most
work on L2 word associations over the last 25
years. His main conclusion is that L2 learners and
native speakers provide fundamentally different
responses, and this is automatically attributed to
defective underlying mental representations
resulting largely from negative L1 transfer.

We begin with a critical review of Meara’'s
article and how it has influenced the field to date
and discuss some alternative interpretations for
such data and what they can tell us about the
structure of the L2 mental lexicon. We then provide
new context for this by describing part of an
ongoing series of experiments of our own amongst
French learners of English. Rather than comparing
the learners with natives of the L2, we compare the
results of subjects performing the same word
association task in English and in French. If their
L1 responses are taken as the baseline, then any
differences in the L2 data should be indicative of
influence from the L2 irrespective of whether such
responses approach L2 norms. In other words, we
are looking for evidence of approximating towards
the L2 rather than deficiency away from it.

Résumé

Le transfert L1>L2 est souvent percu de fagon
négative comme une “interférence”, et donc a
limiter. Pour ne prendre qu'un exemple, elle
caractérise l'article de Meara (1978), la référence
de base pour les recherches en associations
lexicales L2 depuis 25 ans. Sa conclusion prineipal
est que les apprenants et les natifs fournissent de
réponses fondamentalement différentes, ce qu'il
attribue d’'office a des représentations défectuguse
résultant du transfert négatif de la L1.

Suivant une revue critique de cet article et de
son influence dans le domaine a ce jour, nous
examinons d’autres interprétations possibles de
telles données et de leur importance pour
comprendre la structure du lexique mental L2.
Ensuite, nous décrivons une nouvelle série
d’expériences auprés d'un public d'apprenants
francais de l'anglais L2. Le point de comparaison
n'est pas, comme d’habitude, entre apprenants et
natifs de la langue cible, mais entre les répohses
et L2 des mémes sujets. En acceptant leurs réponses
L1 comme point de départ, alors toute différence
dans les résultats L2 pourrait indiquer l'influence
L2, quelles que soient les normes de la L2.
Autrement dit, nous raisonnons en termes d’une
approximation vers la L2 et non pas d'une
défaillance L2.
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Research in second or foreign language (L2) legrignoften based on earlier research
conducted with native speakers of that languages iBhprobably inevitable and often even
desirable, as it means that pre-existing experiatedgsigns can be used without having to
reinvent the wheel or go through the same processaband error in the L2. It also means
that the learner populations can be compared agaeats previously collected from natives of
the L2. However, there are clearly two basic paé¢rgources of difficulty here. Firstly,
experiments which are designed with native speaikersind may not transfer particularly
well to an L2 situation. Secondly, comparing leasnaith native L2 speakers may be
misleading. To highlight these issues, we loolatttaditional word association experimental
design as applied to L2 studies. In particulartake a critical look at Meara’s seminal 1978
paper and discuss some of the difficulties encoadtéere in transferring a test for native
speakers to a group of learners. We then move adlistmss data from a similar study of our
own which compares learners not with native L2 kEpeg but with data they produce
themselves in their mother tongue (L1).

Traditional word associations

Everybody knows what word associations are: ifyl #g& wordblack there is a fairly
high likelihood that the first word you think of lvbe white The use of word associations in
linguistics stems from the work carried out in theedical diagnosis of psychological
conditions; indeed, much work is based on normdect@d from a list of 100 stimuli
originally compiled by Kent and Rosanoff in 1910 their 2-partStudy of Association in
Insanity This initial transfer (from psychology and medeito language) was not without its
problems, as we shall see later. Postman and Kepp@V0 collection,Norms of Word
Associationsis perhaps the most widely cited in the field rothee last half century, for two
major reasons. Firstly, it clearly lays out a semddexperimental protocol that can be easily
reproduced — 100 written stimuli; subjects are torkwthrough the list, writing a single
response next to each one for “the first word ikesa[you] think of” (Jenkins 1970: 2) —
along with a number of minor variations, for exaeph the languages used. Secondly, it
made lists of norms readily available: each papetains a complete list of its response data
(most importantly Jenkins’). Such language-oriergatties have allowed insights into the
workings of the mental lexicon. Without going irttetail here:

* native speaker populations tend to be remarkahtydgeneous

* responses can be classified into broad categdhiesnajority are semantic — mainly
paradigmatic (the same grammatical class as theuksts, egtable>chair) but also
syntagmatic (such as collocations and other “cotigpis”, egtable>lay) — while a
very small number of responses have a purely fodm&l (“clang” responses, eg
table>able

* norms change predictably as a function of: protqtiohe allowed, written or oral,
single or chained responses etc), stimuli (famijiarpart of speech, priming etc),
population profile (age, education, socio-econogategory, sex etc), language (or
language variety, eg GB/US English), and date téction

Given the large body of work in L1, it is not sugomg that word associations started to
be used as an investigative tool in L2 researchnftioe 1960s, with well-reported work by
Kolers (1963), Lambert & Moore (1966), Ruke-Dravi(971), Riegel & Zivian (1972),
Arkwright & Viau (1974) and Champagnol (1974), argoothers. What is perhaps more
surprising is that none simply transferred the Lbtgcol to L2 learners with a view to
collecting norms; rather, they tended to focus iinduals rather than learners, use ingenious
but highly complex protocols, and pursue a vargdtglifferent and highly-specific aims.
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Paul Meara was the first to simply transfer thendéad procedure as laid out in the
Postman & Keppel collection (1970) to a group @frireers; indeed, he does not cite any other
L2 studies in this article. He uses Rosenzweig87Q) French translation of the Kent
Rosanoff set of 100 stimuli and exactly the samecgaure (written stimuli and single
responses). His subjects consisted of a group dEriflish girls at London comprehensives
starting their French O-level year (the equivalehtoday’'s GCSESs), so presumably aged
around 15 with at least 2-3 years of study behian This approach had the advantage of
allowing direct comparison between the resultingadand substantial native speaker norms.
His 1978 paper (along with complementary discussibthe same experiments in 1980 and
1982 in particular) was a landmark in the fieldspiming a number of L2 word association
studies over the years. While many of these arg diferent in design and objectives, they
frequently compare results back with Meara everayodndeed, his paper is perhaps
considered the foundation upon which all else rests

However, as this was the very first L2 experimentise the traditional design, there are
not surprisingly a number of defects. Meara himselthe first to point these out, so our
purpose here is to put these into perspective. ustnbe said that such re-appraisal does
nothing to diminish the importance of the paperoleed the researcher, who has published
dozens of papers on L2 lexis including several nmravord associations, notably in recent
years his work on using associations as a meadufexical competence (eg Meara &
Fitzpatrick 2000), as well as lexical networks amanplexity in graph theory (eg Meara &
Schur 2001, Wilks & Meara 2002). The problems frii@ original paper can be divided into
two broad categories.

Problems with design:
 transferring procedure: a protocol designed foiveatpeakers to L2 learners
» transferring stimuli: their perceived charactedstimay be different in the two
languages; this is especially apparent where thgg ko be translated
» transferring data: comparing L2 learners with ratieontrol” groups

Problems with results:
» data presentation
e primary responses, errors and selective reporting
» other conclusions, including heterogeneity and gigraatic/syntagmatic response

types
 further interpretation

More generally, the fact that earlier L2 studied dit attempt simply to apply the
standard protocol to L2 situations may suggest tbegarchers were aware of some of these
problems; the multitude of alternative procedurevetoped since may support this. For
example, learners are generally found to take densbly longer, which may imply that they
are less spontaneous in their associations, winalddead to radically different patterns. It
might then be more prudent to remember that waultireately comparing sets of behaviour
(indeed, most work on word associations was firmbyted in the behaviourist traditions), and
that any extrapolations to underlying mental stites is at best tentative. However, if we it is
comparisons we are interested in, then it is dlegrwe have to use the same procedure.

Transfer

A first theoretical problem is that the protocobastimulus sets devised for monolinguals
may not be entirely appropriate when transferredledale to L2 situations. For example, it is
well known that learners take longer to complete ttaditional test than native speakers
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unless some way is found to standardise time takénmight imply they are not responding
with the first word that occurs to them, but areha@s reasoning their response, which may
lead to quite different types of behaviour. Furthere, the Kent-Rosanoff stimulus list from
1910 is still probably the most widely-used; othisevresearchers use their own equally
idiosyncratic lists which are often not comparahtzoss studies; experimental design also
varies widely. Secondly, given the L1 research labée, direct comparison between natives
and learners seems inevitable:

Such a test asks the question: How do L2 learnemspare with native speakers in the typical
associations they have with given lexical items® Tiotive for using word association tests with L2
learners has always been... to provide a convenieasuare of ‘nativeness’... The extent to which the
L1 and L2 mental lexicon, respectively, are aciualtganised in the same way by virtue of their
shared structural properties will clearly promoiaikar paths of association (Kruse et al 1987: 141-
142).

Inevitable perhaps, but nonetheless a major sooirdbeoretical difficulty, as the L2
learner is not and cannot be identical to a mogakh native speaker of the target language:
as Grosjean (1989) puts it, “a bilingual is notwa tmonolinguals in one person” — s/he
already has a mature cognition backed up by knayeeaf the world and knowledge of a
natural language. Given this, it seems highly wilikhat any bilingual mental lexicon can or
indeed should be a perfect replica of a monolindericon. Meara admits as much in a
follow-up paper: “teaching a language aims to poedpeople who are bilingual, not mere
replicas of monolingual speakers” (1982: 34). Thesequences of this are important: while
the ultimate goal may be native-like behavioursifar from certain that a native-like mental
lexicon is necessary to achieve this, or even wdrethis possible — pure monolinguals
cannot translate, for example (Boulton 1999a).

Familiarity of stimuli

If the protocol may not transfer perfectly, it ie&r that there may be even more severe
difficulties transferring stimuli: meaningful semtennorms cannot be expected when the
stimuli are unfamiliar to the majority of subjects,particular problem with a small group.
Meara seems to be aware of this, as he goes dus afay to describe the stimuli as “high
frequency words which students at this level wduddexpected to know” (p194). While he
defends them on the grounds that they feature ing&uheim et al's (1956Francais
Fondamental words such asnou tige, andrugueuxare unlikely to be highly familiar to
many learners, so the basis of comparison is umgwerighted. Meara recognises this
problem later (Schmitt & Meara 1997: 23), conclygdthat “it seems that word frequency by
itself is not a reliable index of the likelihood @fword being known,” and “association results
can best be interpreted according to how well tloenpt words were known to the individual
subject.” The results provide perhaps the besteend for the unfamiliarity of the stimuli —
in one cased(guille) the primary response is provided by only 2 of Tiesubjects. Indeed,
the lack of homogeneity in general, coupled witle telatively large number of formal
associations, both of which Meara takes to be chariatic of L2 learners, may in fact merely
indicate lack of familiarity with the stimuli. Whe®dderman (1989) used the same stimuli in
English, he found he could only analyse data f&¥% 8% the stimuli, as others were clearly
unfamiliar to his subjects.

The choice of stimuli can be criticised on sevenake general counts, not least because
“tried and trusted tools which work for L1 situat® are rarely wholly appropriate for L2
situations” (Meara 1982: 34). Specifically, they aot particularly frequent (nor consistently
rare); many appear rather dated now (the Kent Rdsast was first published in 1910); the
list was compiled with clinical psychology in miathd so does not represent a logical set for
linguistic purposes, and indeed are in many wagsffitient for this purpose. Meara’s 1982
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paper provides a detailed discussion of such defélebugh he had already concluded that
“only a small subset of the list is of any reakn@st where the main purpose of the study is to
make cross-language comparisons” (1980: 115).1, $tiése are perhaps minor problems

compared to Meara’s more pressing need of haviteyge bank of native speaker norms

against which to compare the learner data: the-Restanoff list fulfils this function.

Translation

More problematical is the translation of the listoi French: in much the same way as
total synonymy is probably non-existent for anyrigein a given language, so total synonymy
of translation equivalents is arguably impossilde. tAs Rozenzweig remarks (1970: 101),
comparisons between languages can only be madéétextent that confidence can be
placed in the translation”. He is in fact quite d@hin pointing out the difficulties in
translating such lists, and mentions that Lambedt ldoore’s translation (1972) differs for 8
cases. The criteria involved included choosing adweith as similar meaning, connotation,
frequency and coverage as possible. This gaveativel clear choice for 60 item, but a
number of problems remained. These mainly centréherfact that one form rarely has one
meaning. For example, one might hesitate beforeslatinglight asléger or clair, sleepas a
verb @ormir) or a noun gommeil, or sweetas doux (which might back-translate as soft).
Another problem concerns cognates: these may heam freferred in many cases, but not for
whiskywhich was considered a “foreign” drink. Similarbible was translated a&angile as
the Frenclbible, according to Rosenzweig, was rarer and more camymeferred only to the
Old Testament. This seems less true today for tattus. The implications for comparing
data in different languages are clear.

Furthermore, there is confusion as to some of tineus, as Rosenzweig uses different
sets in different studies. The upshot is that llkMeara use different stimuli for at four of the
items @gneau riviere and beau rather thanmouton fleuve and belle Rosenzweig in fact
seems to usmoutontwice in his data, though this is unclear).

Comparison groups

Meara compares his results extensively against mozeig’'s data for French women
psychology students, with passing comparison wittels study of British students (Figure
1).

study collection datg language | n°| sex | ag€
Meara 1978 1978? French Y6 f |15?
Rosenzweig 1970 1955-56 French 184 f |18?
Miller 1970 1961-62 English | 400+ m|18+

Figure 1: Comparison sets

As Schmitt (2000: 41) remarks, “we cannot asg group of native speakers for baseline
data; rather, it is necessary to organise a graugimilar as possible to the non-native
subjects in terms of education, age, and so onWwever, as can be seen in the table above,
the comparison groups do not correspond closélg.pbtential problems here are manifold.

Firstly, it is well known that norms change ovandi so using 20-year-old norms is
debatable at beStAnother difficulty concerns the population samptemay be wondered

! The corollary of this is of course that Meararglfngs should not be taken as a basis of compatiztay, 25
years on. More recent norms are available, sudhoss & Older’'s (1996) Birkbeck word association msry
these present data from British subjects aged 1f6#&ver 2000 words. More accessible is the “Edigi
associative thesaurus” (EAT), available free oedmét bttp://www.itd.clrc.ac.uk/activity/psych+28.7This
includes 100 responses for each of 8400 diffeamitus words including all of the Kent-Rosanof#tlialong
with other frequent words; the responses werewdsad as stimuli to gather further data. A furtrehraantage of
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how much similarity could be expected between adatiive speakers at university on the one
hand, and 15-year-olds with only 2 or 3 years efldnguage behind them on the other. And
while Rosenzweig’'s group comprises 184 women, Mdlelata is from 200 men and 200

women. While it is generally acknowledged that seekes relatively few major differences

between primary responses, a number of interesliifigrences can still be seen comparing
Rosenzweig’s data for women against those for niedeed, had Meara compared his
learners against all of Rosenzweig's population @as) they may have appeared
considerably more native-like.

This brings us on to the question of sample siberd are a number of dangers inherent
in comparing groups of different sizes, as candsnsf we push the argument to its extreme:
for a sample population of 1, every response wéllithosyncratic; for an extremely large
group, the number of different responses will iaseeas a whole but decrease as a proportion
of all responsesReductio ad absurduraside, a larger group may not significantly change
what we know about the primary responses, but fsogmt changes may occur with less
frequent items. The only way to avoid such diffie4 is to have comparable groups.

While Meara elsewhere argues that 50 subjectsuiallyssufficient (1986/1996a: 36), the
standard for native speaker studies seems to bm@rt00 (Jenkins 1970 tops 1000). This is
usually enough for a clear picture of the primaggponses, but leaves a large grey area
surrounding the more idiosyncratic responses. Megraup of 76 subjects is therefore rather
on the small side, especially as learners tenc tieds homogeneous than natives. (Though in
all fairness, many other L2 word association stsifeature considerably smaller groups.)

An alternative approach to criticising the stimubuld be to use more advanced learners.
While Meara (p194) deems them “moderately profitiehis is perhaps charitable to say the
least: it might be wondered how learners with #telexperience can possibly be expected to
provide adult native-speaker-like norms to reldyivi-known stimuli (Randall 1980: C4).
Either a larger group is needed, or better-knowrdaicor more proficient subjects.

Data presentation

Unfortunately, Meara does not discuss exactly hewahalyses his data, and provides
complete data for only 3 stimulpdin, long andmémaoirg; for the others, we only have the 3
primary responses, along with the number of ocoaes and a figure for the total number of
different responses for each stimulus. This mehasit is not possible to repeat some of his
analysis independently, so we shall be following dwwvn arguments closely. Furthermore, he
deals only in raw figures, providing no real state analysis whatsoever.

From our own research, we know that even in thé dfesrcumstances, word association
researchers have to make decisions about misggpelimon-words, multiple-word responses,
foreign words, nonsense words, singular and plmahs, regular and irregular inflexions,
derivations, etc. Meara is not forthcoming on thigt for the 3 well-known stimuli where the
entire results are given, responses were elicitedh f91%, 92% and 95%, of subjects
respectively. For the same words in our data (bgltlwss compares against 67%, 83% and
82% respectively — for students with on averager @vgears of the language behind them.
While this might be an indication that less praditi learners are more likely to take risks, it
might rather suggest that the subjects in Meargfeements were encouraged to produce
some kind of response no matter what; this woudrty have a significant result on the
number of formal or nonsense associations.

this set of norms is the interactive nature ofgihesentation, though again they are starting tcsageewhat.
Recent French norms include Ferrand & Alario (1998366 concrete nouns. That said, older normsate
totally without interest. Malrieu & Gronoff (1999yefer to use Kent & Rosanoff’s original (1910) imsr
rather even than Jenkins’ (1970).
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It is worth noting too that the data as given same$ contain 2 or more primaries; but
instead of choosing the primary alphabeticallyjsathe custom, he tends to choose the one
that suits his argument. For example, flaurneauhe givestourneay couteauandchaudas
primaries in that order (there may be more, bubwlg have the 3 primaries for eachhaud
features in the native norms, ldourneauis a clang, a feature he wishes to highlight. lof 3
these 7 cases, this leads to a change of category.

Primary responses, errors and selective reporting
Meara begins his data analysis with a considerabibthe primary responses of his
subjects, dividing them into 3 categories. We sbgdimine these in some detail.

a) learner primary responses are identical witivaairimary responses
b) learner primary responses occur in the nativenspbut not as primary responses
c) learner primary responses do not occur in thieeaorms

First though, his classifications seem to includwimber of errors:

In category A where the L2 primary is not a direquivalent in Meara’s data and in
Miller's: Meara finds only 4 cases; we find 7. Whib of these rank in Miller’s top 5,
they represent on average less than 10% of hisigbngbrms, which may suggest
learner behaviour which is not simply translation.

* In category B where the L2 primary is a translatadnone of Miller's 5 strongest
responses: Meara finds 25; we find 24.

* In category B where the L2 primary has a frequesfognly one of Rosenzweig’s list:
Meara claims 6; we find 2.

* In category Bsombre>soleildoes not occur among the female sample but ongngm
Rosenzweig’s male student and worker samples, wdgieeau>moutondoes not
occur in the norms fomoutonat all; aile is Rosenzweig's primary response for
papillon, notfleur as Meara gives; similarly, farey, ciel is the primary, noner.

* In category C for L2 primaries do not feature atimlRosenzweig’s sample: Meara
finds 37; we find 28. Admittedly, 8 of differenceaur with a frequency of only one,
so may have been given by one of the male students.

* In category C for clang primary responses: Meardsi18; we find only 14.

These are of course mainly only minor details, ibus also worthwhile examining
Meara’s interpretation of the data. In total, hedf 63 L2 primary responses occur
somewhere in Rosenzweig’s norms for female psygyostudents. He emphasises that 6 are
not typical French responses, occurring only oncié French list: this certainly constitutes
a case of selective reporting, as it might be mevealing to stress that this leaves 57 which
are more frequent, including 23 primaries.

Meara points out that many of these are identicdiller’'s English norms, and so may
reflect translation processes rather than the tstrei©f the lexicon per se. This may be true at
least to an extent, and it would therefore be edting to devise a test which might be able to
distinguish them, for example by reducing the tiawailable. But even if such responses are
indicative of translation and transfer from the litlis still interesting to see how and when
they occur and to what extent they help or hind@r dcquisition. It therefore seems
unfortunate to dismiss such large numbers of resgr— the most similar to the target at
that — as “basically uninteresting” (p200), espligiahen ostensibly looking for evidence of
similarity. In total, of the 63 L2 primary resposse&hich occur in the French norms, Meara
manages to find only 6 which are “genuinely Freraid un-English”. This is perhaps
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indicative of his tendency in this first article $ee the proverbial glass as being half empty
rather than half full. But there are other reasfmmsexpecting overlap anyway — it is, to be
sure, the same world they are dealing with in Batlyuages, and English and French are in
many ways culturally and lexically very close, as de seen from the considerable number
of primary translation equivalents by natives @& tvo languages.

The remaining 37 responses do not occur anywhergosenzweig’'s sample. Meara
qualifies these as “totally unFrench” (p200), thowgveral of the responses can be found in
Rosenzweig’'s companion study of workers’ normsmoire>téte for example, ranks 6=
there. It is also perhaps unfair to include therees’ beau>bellehere, as Rosenzweig had
belle as the stimulus for his female students, andokasias the fifth ranking response.

Meara also qualifies derivatives as “unFrench”. Hgves the examples of
confort>confortable beau>belleand maladie>malade While such forms are not frequently
to be found as native primary responses (thouglordge hasdésordreas primary), such
forms do feature in the French nornt®rffortableand maladeare both present, if only at
f=1). Beay as we have seen, is a more complex case but geamns fifth, and furthermore
contains two derivativedéautéandbelles de nujteach occurring once. This highlights that
the problem seems to be one of quantity rather thality: such associations can and do
occur in native norms, if considerably less fredlyen

Clang responses also feature in the native norramall numbers, including two of those
Meara gives as L2 primarieprpfound>plafondand rugueux>roug¢. There are also a
number of “misunderstandings” which may be con&dendirect clangs. Occasionally the
stimulus is apparently related to another Frenchdwegjaune [>jeune?] >vieu), but more
commonly the French stimulus seems to be identiigtd an English word which is then
associated back into French (santé [>Santa?] >noél; carré [>car] >voiturg sometimes
the intermediary stage may be French or Englisttéégre [>couleur/colour?] >blei.

This only leaves two primaries that are uncertepis>eaumay be the result dépioca
while aiguille>train remains mysterious, though this primary responas given by only 2
subjects. Nonetheless, for non-primary responsegrdleénds “a strong tendency for totally
extraneous words, related to the stimulus neithhdorim nor meaning” (p208). Whatever the
cause of these, even seemingly inexplicable daialdmot be cast aside, as Fromkin (1971)
has clearly shown: even the seemingly most anomaauguage behaviour generally has
some cause: it is merely that the cause is unknown.

As we have seen, formal or nonsense associatiomsparmaps more indicative of
unfamiliar stimuli than of a structural tendencytire L2 mental lexicon — faced with an
unknown word, semantic associations are simply pagsible. Furthermore, as there is
generally less exposure to the L2 than the L1L.2Mords are by definition relatively rare, as
Meara himself points out (1982: 37). This might dore argument for comparing the best
known L2 words with relatively infrequent L1 worfts a more even balance.

Other results

It is perhaps not worth going into such detail¥tgara’s discussion of the secondary and
tertiary responses, as similar comments can be nddale interestingly, he mentions several
other findings briefly, in particular the relativeeterogeneity of the learners’ responses, and
the relative dearth of syntagmatic responses.

Heterogeneity
It is clear that the learners are less homogenaswsgroup than native speakers, both in

terms of weaker primary responses and in termgexdtgr variety of different responses for
each stimulus. While this may at first sight app&aprising, the most intuitively appealing
explanation is that “words in a second language less well organised and less easily
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accessible than those in the mental lexicon oftveapeaker” (p118). Other explanations
should not however be ignored, such as a biasfegtasf insisting on responses for unknown
items. It should also be pointed out that Frenchmsoare less homogeneous than English
norms anyway — French primaries have been foundctmunt for 20.2% of responses,
British 31.2%, and American 37.5% (Rosenzweig 19¥dler 1970, and Jenkins 1970
respectively). Meara does not make much of thisisnoriginal article, probably because, on
this criterion alone, at 22.5% his learners acyuabpear more homogeneous than
Rosenzweig’s French female students.

Furthermore, as with native speakers, the leamdribit greater homogeneity with more
common stimuli, insofar as there are fewer differesponses and the primary responses
account for a greater percentage of all subjeatsl éven in English, as Schmitt (2000) also
points out, a concentration on primary responsesuldhnot ignore the high levels of
infrequent answers:

Even a cursory glance at... the published [L1] normshows that there are far more unstereotyped
responses than there are stereotyped responsesatinypt at a theory of lexical organisation must
come to grips with this large amount of data asl aglwith the most frequent responses (Randall
1980: C11).

Paradigmatic and syntagmatic responses

One of Meara’s original hypotheses was that learmeyuld resemble children in their
association patterns, in particular providing figkly more syntagmatic than paradigmatic
responses. The opposite apparently turns out touban his experiment, although the figures
are not given and cannot be fully derived from itheomplete norms provided. The
discussion in Meara’s 1978 paper again is rathief bn this point, though he concludes that
“there is no evidence in the data as a whole tiatdarners produce syntagmatic responses in
any systematic way” (p207). By giving higher thaipected levels of paradigmatic responses,
the learners would therefore seem to be exhibitimaye mature, educated behaviour than
might be expected given their profile. However, estHindings conflict on this point:
Soderman (1989) finds large numbers of syntagmesigonses at lower levels, rapidly giving
way to more paradigmatic responses as proficiemoeases.

Meara has returned to this point several timesst ficlaiming that the
paradigmatic/syntagmatic distinction “is largelyworkable in practice, as there are no clear
criteria for deciding which category any individueésponse belongs to” (1980: 119).
Singleton (1999: 233ff) agrees, lumping paradigmaind syntagmatic responses together
under the heading “semantico-pragmatic”. This vieil no doubt elicit much sympathy
from many researchers actually trying to allot iseto these categories: the distinction is so
open to subjective interpretation that comparisbesveen studies are extremely uncertain
(see also Schmitt 1999). Meara later (1982: 30)jndathe distinction is “important”, and
refers to it in 2002 (Wilks & Meara) as a possitiire direction for ongoing research.

Interpretation

Meara finds his data consistent with two possiblerpretations. The first is that there
may be “serious inadequacies in the learner’s goasprench” (p208). In particular here, he
returns to the idea that the native speaker lexisogemantically organised, while for the
learners “this semantic organisation seems to behmess well established”; while the
learners “do show some evidence of semantic orgaors, this is “mainly dependent on
translation between French and English” (p208). Twtal points here: firstly, as we have
seen, semantic organisation depends on familiarusiti otherwise only formal associations
are possible; secondly, the vast majority of h&arlers’ primary responses are semantically
motivated. The claim about translation is perhapsensignificant, as Meara considers this as
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interference to studying the structure of the L2taklexicon. It is however possible to think

of translation as an entirely natural and commaactce (especially so for less proficient
learners, such as here), and therefore somethimthyvof study rather than a barrier to

research. One may be left with the feeling thatl#a@ners cannot win in most cases: if they
provide a common response they are merely tranglétom the L1, if they do not they are

not native-like.

Meara's second major possible interpretation is tihe major differences between
learners and natives are “not really of any impwoséd if “all learners go through a phase
when their foreign language lexicon is organisedion-semantic criteria” (p209). Again, the
words that are organised along non-semantic lieesl to be those that are unfamiliar,
suggesting that they may not be stored in the rhéeon as such; if this is the case, then
what is revealed in the experiment is not a nonasgit organisation of the lexicon itself, but
non-semantic associational processes.

Summary

As we have seen here, applying the standard testgmup of learners was a hugely
important step in the field of L2 WAs. Unfortunatethe study is potentially flawed in using
a small group of learners at a low level of prammy for stimuli of relatively unfamiliar
frequency. There are also a number of inconsistenar errors in reporting the results and
comparing against the native speaker norms; thdelindata provided means that other
elements cannot be checked.

These are perhaps minor quibbles in most case# isutlear too that facts do not speak
for themselves — they need interpreting, and netyemne has the opportunity to go through
the data in such detail. It is in the manipulatafrdata and selective interpretation of results
that more serious misgivings arise, given thatfitgings are still regularly cited in the field.
In particular, Meara tends to highlight differenchstween learners and natives while
neglecting similarities: as he himself pointed auta later article critical of other studies
(Meara 1982), the quantities of data resulting fnward association experiments mean that it
is possible to confirm virtually any hypothesisdaxplain away the rest.

Ultimately what we are left with are the followirmgses; as it can be seen, most of the time
the learner just cannot win (figure 2).

learner responses Meara’s explanation

probably the result of translation
SO uninteresting

similar to native speakers

. . different or developing lexicon,
different from native speakers - .
50 not native-like behaviour

reveals formal structure to lexico
so not native-like behaviour

>

“clang” or formal in nature

Figure 2: Response possibilities

Meara later admits that much of this original wask “rather coarse grained”, and
“suggestive rather than conclusive” (Meara 19842)23e has also on several occasions
criticised his own study, along with much other temnporary research, for covering “old
ground” and being “content merely to describe thessof responses that learners produce,
together with a minimal statistical analysis” (1982); this is ironical for someone who later
uses graph theory (eg Meara 1992; Meara & Schur)2@dhd who advocates greater
mathematical rigour in applied linguistics (Meaf202). Despite his own misgivings and the
problems outlined here, the study is still commoaoited as proof that learners are less
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heterogeneous than native speakers, that respgpse lhave different distribution, and that
the L2 lexicon is more formally based.

An alternative study

Armchair criticism is of course a very easy gameptay, but it is perhaps more
worthwhile to try to produce something constructivethis section, we discuss part of an on-
going L2 word association study. Over several yeaesare using the Kent-Rosanoff list in
standard procedure, despite its faults, with naeshist students in France. Given that the
stimuli, protocol and norms exist and have beemnl @s¢ensively, we are for some purposes
stuck with them for better or for worse, just asmway be stuck with a peculiar keyboard or
driving on an original side of the road.

In this series of experiments, subjects are bandi&dthree groups of approximately
equal size according to level, giving an averag@2sf sets of responses per year so far. This
will allow us to track how results may change otiere for the population, compare results
between groups of different levels of L2 proficign@and provide a large bank for other
comparative uses. This basic design is frequengbplemented by variations or other word
association tests, but as these are conductecelsathe researchers with students of the same
profile and within the framework of the same prgjecomparisons should be relatively
unproblematic — if some elements of design and yaigl are open to subjective
interpretation, at least the same subijectivity w&pbply to the entire body of data collected.
The rationale, design and results will be the sutbgd projected future work, but the basic
aim is to provide a coherent framework to a sefagje-scale traditional experiments along
with a fairly exhaustive battery of variations othame.

In the present case, we wanted to design a followexperiment allowing us an
alternative perspective to Meara’s original stullyhen two native speaker samples are
compared, differences are considered interestiog,nbt indicative of a deficient lexicon.
With learners, however, any differences betweerldhmer and the native speaker data tend
to be taken to represent the learners falling sbbtheir target (situation A in Figure 3).
Meara’s original paper attributed all significaniffefences to deficient structure of the
learners’ mental lexicon and implied a view of sktion as interference that has to be
overcome for successful learning to take place.

learnersin L1 @ m @ natives in L2
(French) (English) (English)
successful
bilinguals

We have already seen that successful bilingualsi@ikely to be indistinguishable from
a native speaker of each language. Thus if wordcéason tests are in any way indicative of
the structure of the mental lexicon, then someetiifices between learner and native L2
responses may be necessary and desirable ratinetotbe avoided at all costs. Comparisons
with natives are not without their value, but thexe not necessarily as revealing as once
thought. Thus Meara, on second thoughts, decidaid“the apparent bonus of being able to

Figure 3: Points of comparison
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compare learners’ responses with the published sidomnative speakers turns out on closer
inspection to be of doubtful value” (1982: 33), b some of his most recent work (eg
Wilks & Meara 2002) still involves useful compansoAn alternative point of comparison
would be between learners and successful bilingsélsation B in Figure 3). As Kruse et al
(1987: 142) point out, researchers working withrdeas are interested in the “interlexicon”
rather than some idealised finished product ofveatpeaker-like bilingualism. In many ways,
such comparisons would be ideal, though it is hardefine and harder still to find a suitable
comparison group of “successful bilinguals”.

A third type of comparison compares the learnerthéir L2 and their L1 (situation C in
Figure 3). This is the approach adopted in thidyst@Thus rather than considering an ultimate
L2 goal to aim for, we consider the starting poaftthe learners’ own L1; rather than
considering any non-native-like (L2) behaviour allirig short of the target, we may consider
any non-native-like L1 behaviour as an attempaagliage acquisition.

In this experiment then, the same group of learoenspleted the test in the L2 (English) and
in their L1 (French) to allow a direct comparisohtbe results. This design produces a
number of quite practical benefits. In particulasing the same group of subjects twice
provides an almost perfect comparison, as the kggus virtually the only thing that
changes; furthermore, group size is identical, anth close collection dates there are
unlikely to be any significant differences in agex, personality and so on.

These benefits are balanced by a number of diffegyl such as that the first test may
serve as a prime for the second: this is the reaggynthe L2 experiment was conducted first,
as it is more likely to be influenced by the L1rihace versa. The biggest problem is that we
are dealing with two languages, which has two alwibut important consequences: firstly,
translated stimuli are as we have seen not iddngicd will influence results; secondly,
responses can also only be compared in translamany judgements depend on a degree of
(partially subjective) interpretation. For thesagens, any results must be interpreted with
caution and should be taken as indicative rathem #bsolutely conclusive. However, we feel
this approach is useful in complementing resultiasobtained in the field.

Method

The Kent-Rosanoff (1910) list of 100 stimuli in Hsh was presented using the
procedure in French given in Postman and Keppél@QLand previously replicated by Meara
(1978): briefly, to respond to each written stinaulith a single written response, the first
word that came to them. Further explanation wasrgias necessary from earlier pilot trials:
in particular, responses should be in English; extbjwere asked to provide some response
even if they did not know the stimulus, but to mareif really nothing came to them; time
was limited to 13 minutes. The same procedure waglayed two weeks later using the
Rosenzweig (1970) French translation of the samelvist as it features in Meara 1978;
responses were here to be given in French.

Subjects were first year students at ESSTIN, arnneegng college in Nancy, in the
north east of France. Subjects are entirely maeyehr-old native French speakers enrolled
for the first time here. Results were not countedif students with other profiles, who did not
understand the test instructions (eg by responutirthe wrong language), or who attended
only one of the two test sessions, leaving a widl38 subjects. With between 5 and 9 years
(median 7) of English behind them, they have Ehglés a compulsory part of their
engineering course (two 2-hour classes per weekl) tleey are streamed according to an in-
house placement test which allowed us to dividentirgo 3 approximately evenly-weighted
groups for the purposes of this test: 44 upperrimeliate; 50 intermediate; 44 lower
intermediate; clearly though such groupings doraptesent discrete classes. The experiment
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itself was conducted 2 months into the academic gethe end of normal class time by the
researcher.

Blanks, illegible responses and repetitions of #iemulus were counted as zero
responses. Iltems were lemmatised for plural, veradjectival and genitive inflections,
though derivatives were counted separately, as @«verd responses (except in the case of
some grammatical particles). Items that include gtimulus as part of the response were
counted together (egpan andspidermanwere counted as the same response to the stimulus
spidel). Spelling was normalised, though at times thisiésd subjective decisions due to the
high number of cognates between French and Endlikk. 3 primary responses for each
stimulus in both English and French versions aseergiin the appendix, along with the
number of zero responses and the total numbeffefeit responses for each stimulus.

Results and discussion

As has commonly been noted, word association exgets give rise to enormous
amounts of data that can be analysed in countiéfesetht ways. As the purpose of this paper
is to provide comparison with Meara’s 1978 findinge shall limit our discussion to similar
analysis and relevant evidence. We thus focusriticpéar on the following:

* homogeneity: from primary response strength aral thtferent responses
 translation equivalents: as a group as well agdgh individual subject

» formal response types: in particular clang respeasel “erroneous” associations
 typically “un-French” responses

But first, the large number of zero responses waraabrief initial analysis: barely 10%
of subjects provide a response for one stimusieny, and for the test as a whole, over a
quarter of all possible answers in English areeeitaft blank, illegible, or merely repeat the
stimulus, with subjects averaging 72 responseshi®rl00 stimuli; this compares to over 99
for the French version. Such results echo Singlet®99) finding that L1 stimuli produce
more chained associate responses than L2 onesecagav It is clear that zero responses were
not a random feature, as the correlation betweeuapgris extremely high at +0.94 (see Figure
4), which shows that it is consistently the sanraui that pose problem.

r
(Pearson r
product-moment (coefficient of| p
correlation | determination
coefficient)

2

zero
responses

Figure 4: Average between-group correlations for 2® responses / stimulus

+0.9373 0.8790 <.0001

Further, an ANOVA test followed by a Tukey HSD tebibw that all three groups are
significantly different ap<0.01 level (Figure 5). This further shows that thenber of zero
responses declines significantly with proficiency.
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GpA GpB GpC Total SS df | MS f p

treatment

n 100 100 100 300 [between | 1604.81| 2| 802.4 83.41<.0001
groups]

X 971 1347 1526 3844 error 1904.53| 198 9.62

mean 9.71 13.47 15.26 12.8133| | subjects |37936.21 99

X2 19647 32757 38296 90700 | | total 41445.55 299

variance| 103.2181| 147.6052 151.6085 138.6139

std. dev.| 10.1596 | 12.1493 12.3124 11.7734

std.err. | 1016 | 1.2149| 1.2313 0.6797| | Tukey HSD: A/B, A/C, B/Cp<0.01 |

Figure 5: ANOVA and Tukey test summary for zero reponses by group

One obvious assumption is that the zero responeegien to unfamiliar items. While
frequency is not an infallible guide to familiaritygs has already been noted (especially with
two languages with such a high degree of cognasess English and French), some
considerable overlap may be expected. Comparedsigae British National Corpus of over
100 million words (90% written text, 10% spoken)k wound that 23 of the 100 stimuli did
not feature within the commonest 4844 words whieleha frequency of at least 20 per
million. The average ranking for the others was2,#4ith an average frequency of 213 per
million (Leech et al 2001). This compares with M#arcomment that all but 7 of the French
stimuli appeared in the first or second levelshefFrancais fondamentalGougenheim et al
1956).

Homogeneity
There are two basic ways we can gauge the homadygeried group:

a) from the relative strength of the primary reg@mas a portion of all responses
b) from the total number of different responsesefach stimulus

a) Primary responses

For the English experiment, primary responses audctor 22.3% of all responses on
average; the three primary responses for 36.5%.tl@rrench version, these figures are
rather higher at 32.2% and 51.5% respectively, ssitygg that the subjects are indeed more
homogeneous in their L1 than the L2. It is intérgptto compare these scores against
Rosenzweig’s 1970 study of 104 male students (Eiglra mere 22.2% provide the primary
response, considerably lower than our roughly coaiga group of subjects in French, and
similar to the L2 results in our study and in Memralrhis may be revealing of norms
changing over time and becoming more homogenedwsjgh such discrepancies serve
perhaps more to underline how dangerous it cam lm®mpare dissimilar groups: even if all
are male students, Rosenzweig’s data were fronmalsgpopulation finishing high school or
enrolled in psychology at the Sorbonne in Pari$965-56 rather than first year engineering
students in Nancy in 2002.

Rosenzweig Meara
L1 French L2 English | (male students
L2 French
L1 French
Primary 32.2% 22.3% 22.2% 22.5%
responses

Figure 6: Primary response strength
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A more rigorous statistical analysis is necessang hHANOVA and Tukey HSD tests on
the primary responses show that there is no sggmfidifference between our subjects in the
L2 test and Meara’s when taken as a percentageimber of participants (Figure 7); but
there is a significant difference between L1 andihZoth casesp&0.01). Insofar as the
proportion of subjects providing primary responses be taken as an indication of
homogeneity, this provides strong support for Msa@nclusion that natives are more
homogeneous than learners, though we can add arththension: this homogeneity applies
whether the learners are compared against nativer Inhtive L2 norms. In other words, not
only are learners not behaving like L2 nativesythiee not behaving like L1 natives either.

(EnLgZIish) (Frléﬁch) (Mléaira) Total SS |di} MS | T | p

treatment

n 100 100 100 [between | 6767.47| 2 |3383.73 24.71| <.0001
groups]

X 2226.79 3215.95 2191 7633.74 error 27110.97 198| 136.92

mean 22.2679 32.1595 21.91 25.4458 subjects | 60330.24 99

X2 77034.4567 132353.148179067.697 288455.3018 | total 94208.69 299

variance| 277.2578 | 292.2202 | 313.7665| 315.0792

std. dev.| 16.6511 17.0945 | 17.7135| 17.7505

std. err. 1.6651 1.7094 1.7713 1.0248 | Tukey HSD: A/B, B/Cp<0.01; A/C: no sig diff

Figure 7: ANOVA and Tukey test summary for percentae of primary responses between languages

If we apply the same reasoning and analysis tomwbifierences, we find that the higher
groups are indeed slightly but significantly momrogeneous than group £<0.01), though

there is no significant difference between groupanél B (Figure 8). This can be seen too in
the way the standard deviation decreases with qeoity. In fact, groups A and B are also
more homogeneous than Meara’s group of learnersis-group C which brings the average

down. So it seems that learners do become more ¢grameous in their primary responses as
they progress in the L2, though it remains debatathether such homogeneity would

ultimately level off, for a group of successfullears, at levels comparable to their L1 or to
the L2.

GpA GpB GpC Total SS df | MS | f p
treatment
100 100 100 300 [between | 639.13 | 2 |319.57/9.3|0.000138
groups]
X 2440.9 2402 2113.66 6956.56 error 6803.28| 198| 34.36
mean 24.409 24.02 21.1366 23.1885 subjects | 76453.32 99
X2 84823.2116 85788 |74596.9388 245208.1504 | total 83895.73 299
variance| 254.9827 |283.7572 302.2359| 280.5877
std. dev.| 15.9682 | 16.8451| 17.3849 16.7508
std. err. 1.5968 1.6845 1.7385 0.9671 |Tukey HSD: A/C, B/Cp<0.01; A/B: no sig diff ‘

Figure 8: ANOVA and Tukey test summary for percentaye of primary responses between groups

It may be interesting to take into account zer@oeses and to redo the calculations for
the primary responses accordingly — not as a ptapoof the number of subjects, but as a
percentage of responses elicited; we uséeat here, as Meara does not provide the number
of zero responses for his data. While there remaingdifference, this is markedly less
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significant £<0.05) and the gap narrows considerably to onl963\8ith an average of 28.7%
in the L2 and 32.5% in the L1.

This shows how easy it can be to manipulate thigssts to show whatever one wants,
and at the same time how difficult it can be realyprove anything. On the one hand, if
learners are instructed to respond no matter vihatstatistics will suggest a high degree of
heterogeneity compared to native speakers; on tther,af they are allowed not to respond
and this is allowed for, then the differences du&gy. Another perspective: over the 100
stimuli, the subjects were actually more homogerdauhe L2 than their L1 for 21 words
(see appendix); 12 of these were translation etpnts of the L1 primaryhlack, white,
citizen, soldier, stomach, dream, yellow, breadldyi hungry, butter, bgdbut the others
were not fnusic, sickness, house, foot, spider, sleep, wgprkatigion, city.

b) Total number of different responses

Another way to gauge homogeneity is to look attttal number of different responses
provided by each group. Statistical analysis res@al significant difference between groups
A and B, but A/C and B/C show slight differenceshatp<0.01 levels (Figure 9).

GpA GpB GpC Total SS df | MS f p

treatment

n 100 100 100 300 [between | 401.29 | 2 |200.64 33.5| <.0001
groups]

X 1604 1647 1383 4634 error 1186.05|198| 5.99

mean 16.04 16.47 13.83 15.4467 subjects | 6880.81| 99

X2 28414 29709 21925 80048 total 8468.15| 299

variance| 27.1297 | 26.09 | 28.2637 28.3216

std. dev.| 5.2086 | 5.1078 | 5.3164 5.3218

std. err. 0.5209 | 0.5108 | 0.5316 0.3073 ‘ Tukey HSD: A/C, B/Cp<0.01; A/B: no sig diff

Figure 9: ANOVA and Tukey test summary for total number of different responses by group

More important of course is to compare the L1 a2dversions of the experiment; we
cannot include Meara’s learners here, due to védfgrdnt sample sizes. Atest shows a
significant difference — but with the learners lgeimore homogeneous in the L2 at a
significance level 0<0.0001 (average 33.4 different responses per kisras opposed to
40.0 in the L1). The obvious explanation is simfat the learners provided enormous
numbers of zero responses in the L2. Once thekentinto account (by dividing the number
of different responses by the total number of respe for each stimulus), the averages
change to 38.3 different responses per stimuliubarL2 and 29.3 in the L1, still at the huge
level of p<0.0001. Viewed this way, the subjects are indeedenmomogeneous in the L1
than the L2, just as we saw above. This suggeatstir earlier allowance for zero responses
is not just statistical manipulation. On the otland, it might be argued that this in fact
skews the results here: remember that our reagonotocomparing against Meara’s results
was that the group sizes were very different. Bgcolinting zero responses here, we are
effectively creating different group sizes; themems to be no obvious solution to this
problem.
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unweighted weighted for zero responses
(Enlézlish) (Frléich) Total (Enlézlish) (Frltich) Total
n 100 100 200 n 100 100 200
=X 3342 4000 7342 X 3828.00 | 2928.00 | 6756.00
X2 121744 | 172688 | 294432 X2 1744.82 | 925.680 | 2670.5
subjects| 10054.36 | 12688 | 24907.18 subjects| 279.46 | 068.36 | 388.32
mean 33.42 40 36.71 mean 38.28 29.28 33.78

Figure 10: t-test data summary for total number ofdifferent responses by language

Translation equivalents

We now move on to the question of translation whicimed the basis of much of
Meara’s discussion. As deciding what constitutaadiation is necessarily partly a subjective
judgement, we have generally assumed translatie@reminere seemed to be room for doubt.
For the primary responses in English, 47 have ctomeslation equivalents that are also
primaries on the French list; 11 others are inttpethree. This figure is considerably higher
than Meara’s 23 primary overlaps. We therefore canegb our L2 data against Miller’s
English norms and found 37 primaries in commors thistill considerably more than Meara.
We also compared our French primaries against Ressg’s French norms and found only
52 primaries in common. Taken together, these églguggest that we are unlikely to be
dealing with a simple anomaly. The high L2 figuodgained here suggest two possibilities.
Firstly, if WAs are a gauge of the structure of thental lexicon, it may be that the learners,
for the most part, see no need to structure th2itekicon any differently from the L1, and
transfer all kinds of lexical elements from the ditectly on to the L2. On the other hand, it
may be that the subjects are resorting toptaessof translation, especially for the less
familiar stimuli. For example, none of the 3 primaresponses for 12 stimuli feature
anywhere in the L1 listsfnooth, sweet, whistle, needle, carpet, sour, agdbstem, swift,
square, heavy, blossomn most cases, these words are clearly unkn@athé vast majority
of subjects, so they are much more revealing of @aly lexical processes than lexical
structure.

In order to compare translation equivalents betwgerups, we looked at individual
students to see how many provided translation efgmé responses in the two tests. As
expected, there is a linear difference between3tlggoups, though this difference is only
significant between groups A and <0.05). This increases @<0.01 once zero responses
are allowed for (ie as a percentage of those resgsogiven), though is still not significant
between the other groups (Figure 11).
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GpA GpB GpC Total SS df | MS | f p

treatment

n 44 50 44 138 [between | 932.52 | 2 |466.26|5.4|0.005545
groups]

XX 924.56 963.21 647.81 2535.58 error 11665.42 135| 86.41

mean 21.0127 19.2642 14.723 18.3738 subjects

X2 24641.584623239.3787111305.131559186.0948 | total 12597.94 137

variance| 121.2572 95.59 41.1036 91.9557

std. dev.| 11.0117 9.777 6.4112 9.5894

std.err. | 1.6601 | 1.3827 | 0.9665 | 0.8163 | |Tukey HSD: A/Cp<0.01; A/B, B/C: no sig diff |

Figure 11: ANOVA and Tukey test summary for averagetranslation equivalents per subject as a
percentage of responses

All this might sound like unnecessary statisticst Wwhat is interesting is that group A
(the most proficient group) on average gives sigaiftly more translation equivalent
responses than group C (the least proficient). Alisnote is that their standard deviation is
almost double, indicating greater variability amdhg more advanced learners. Taken at face
value, this suggests that translation (if indeeat tb what is going on) may be desirable or
even necessary for proficiency, but that this isetiels enormously on the individual learner.
This clearly goes against the widespread ideattaaslation is indicative of an immature L2
lexicon and is not something to be encouraged —nbey learners use translation as they
have few other tools at their disposal, but advdriearners should relate L2 words to each
other rather than back to the L1.

As this finding goes against the grain of receivaddom, caution should of course be
exercised here. One explanation seems obviouslataon can only be used when the learner
knows the equivalent for both (L2) stimulus and )(lkésponse; clearly the more proficient
learners are more likely to fit into this categofylditionally, less proficient learners may be
apt to produce erroneous responses through misstadding of either stimulus or response.
Nonetheless, this explanation suggests that tri@mslanay be conducive to learning in at least
some cases, may be one tool out of many that bomérito a mature L2 lexicon, and as a
result should not be discouraged out of hand. lddgeen the wealth of linguistic and extra-
linguistic knowledge that the learner has in hisdrlusing his L1, it might be considered
unnecessarily handicapping to try to deny him adesthis in attempting to eradicate all
translation and transfer. Conversely, it seemsoregse to draw on this in at least some
cases, to explore how translation may be used effesitively by allowing reference to a vast
pre-existing store of linguistic and extra-linguesknowledge rather than trying to force the
learners to relearn everything anew. This appearscplarly pertinent given that it seems
impossible to stop learners translating all oftthee anyway.

A qualitative analysis finds that significant o\agl(in translation equivalents) tends to
occur between L1 and L2 primary response patterasgitain circumstances:

» stimulus and response are not language-specifitein meaning

e stimulus and response are close equivalents andnatepolysemous (or are
polysemous in similar ways)

» learners know both stimulus and response (theeefarly strong inverse correlation
between translation equivalents and zero respor3&8;p<0.0001)

If translation equivalents are thus dependent enstimulus, this must go at least some
way towards explaining why general statistical grau$ are difficult to find and indeed
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misleading if they are applied to all the itemsaimelatively random list such as the Kent-
Rosanoff set. Where the criteria above apply, weukh expect the items for the two

languages to be embedded in similar network strestin association experiments; failure to
show this indicates unfamiliarity with either thensulus or the response or both, or some
deviant network structure for other reasons. Comsetly, translation equivalents are “a good
thing” here. On the other hand, we might expectwoitems to be embedded in language-
specific network structures; failure to show this association experiments indicates
unfamiliarity with either the stimulus or the resigse or both. Alternatively, there may be
some other reason for a deviant network strudimrether reasons; translation equivalents
are “a bad thing” in such cases.

Formal response types

Meara makes much of clang responses, finding 1&grtiee primary responses alone. In
our data we find only 5 clang responses among timeapies: whistle>castle needle>need
cabbage>garbagestove>love blossom>blood As these are some of the weakest primaries,
together they account for only 26 responses out pbssible total of 13800, ie 0.19%; even
for the three primaries the rate is still only @&l 7The reduced importance of clang respones
is found in other studies (eg Randall 1980, Simglet999b). It may well be that the subjects
here are more familiar with the stimuli than areavées population sample, but this seems
unlikely to provide a complete explanation for thsparity; it seems unlikely too that French
is more conducive to clang associations than BEmglifis leaves two major explanations: it
may be inferred that the subjects either have adiglidifferent lexicons (probably as they are
relatively more advanced than Meara’s subjects),am employing radically different
procedures (if they are more likely to produce eozesponse to unfamiliar items where
otherwise only clang responses are possible) hoixture of the two.

A second formal category explored by Meara inclutisoneous” responses resulting
from confusions and misunderstandings; these maydogdental or, apparently in some
cases, deliberate. In our data these represent Bnlgrimary responsessdur>ear,
swift>clean representing 0.04% of total responses possibkretare only 12 altogether in
the 3 primaries, accounting for 0.3% of possiblepomnses. While such items are clearly of
interest and worthy of further study, such low figgi show that it is as well not to overstate
their importance.

Another area we might include here concerns lexicahsparency between the two
languages. In particular, English and French hageyrtognate items: Walter (2001: 121),
for example, lists 3222 words which are spelt “dlsdy identically” in English and in
French and “cover exactly the same meaning or mgahiin the two languages; vast
quantities more are similar in form and meaningsIhot surprising then that 41% of the
English primary responses are likely to be knowth® subjects in roughly similar form and
with significant semantic overlap (dgot having primarily different meanings in the two
languages), and figure in theetit Robert2001; this compares to 48% of the stimuli.
Similarly, some English words, while not full cogeaborrowings and not in most
dictionaries, are still known to many monolinguakch speakers for ephemeral cultural
reasons, mainly sport, cinema and television, musmputers and video games. Thus we
havewar>hammer heavy>metal smooth>criminal spider>man etc. In all 16% of stimuli
and 14% of primary responses seem to feature snctitegory; combined with cognates, this
brings the total to 64% and 55% respectively (seelt®n 1999b for more on this.)

Typically “un-French” responses
This leaves us with other response types that dedme typically “un-French” in some
way, and which may therefore be indicative of sdamel of L2 influence, real or perceived.
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But firstly, some more prosaic explanations neebde@onsidered. In some cases French-like
primary associations would be virtually impossiblee to the translation of the stimulus list
itself: fleuve givesriviere, while English has no equivalent distinction aras tiver as the
stimulus; the obvious antonyms fghort and petit are long and grand respectively, the
primary for each. This is still interesting howevas it does mean that learners are focusing
on the most relevant sense in each language ré#ther just transferring willy-nilly. In
addition to the unfamiliarity of some stimuli (ctiodiscussion of zero responses above), it
might be that a familiar word as stimulus triggarsoncept for which the learner does not
have a lexical item in the L2, or at least whichrefatively unfamiliar to large numbers of
subjects. This may explain why, for exampb@pillon produces 2£henilles but butterfly
only 4 caterpillars — subjects may wish to make more direct use obutlbe unable to for
lack of competence in the L2.

That said, some words do seem to have quite Englishotations. The primary response
for house for example, watiome which has no real equivalent at all in Frencle, ¢cfosest
perhaps beinghez soat rank 10. It also seems tlyardens(f15) are more closely associated
with housesthanjardin (f5) with maison Sweetalso giveshome as the expressionome
sweet homes well known. Similarly, Englisttottageis associated witltountry andfield,
neither of which feature in the data for Frengha, which may have a rather different
meaning. A final example i€heese common on fast food menus, thus more closely
associated withamburgerghan dairy products as in French.

For several stimuli there seems no good reasondibchoosing the primary:

« wantis highly familiar, but only features in®3place in response twish, while its
translation equivalentouloir is the primary;

» there seems no particular reasondpesto be more closely associated wihiadthan
oeil/lyeuxare withtéte or forwaterto be closer t@ceanthansea(asmerto océanin
French);

» the primary forbeautiful was nice, which has no obvious equivalent in the French,
while womanis only the secondary response;

» carpethas the primarynagic and though French has the same common concept (as
can be seen througiolantin second position)nagieitself has only1;

» workingis primarily associated witsleep(f27), buttravail is mostlydur (f13).

A number of words have quite unusual patterns: uldests, for example, responded
deep>forest though no equivalent featured anywhere in thenbims. Some associations
seem to be language specific: Englislisicelicits rock, but musiquehas more classical or
traditional associationlianson son notg. These provide further evidence of the subjects
exhibiting rather different behaviour in the twadmages.

Conclusion

In this paper we have examined some of the problentsansferring word association
experiments intended for native monolinguals td_arsituation. In particular, these include
protocol (flexible time for each response may emage different behaviour), stimuli (the
choice as well as the translation) and control grésize and recency, as well as subject
profiles — age, sex, education etc). We criticatkkamined an experiment carried out by Paul
Meara (1978), the first to transfer the standarddwassociation test directly to L2 learners.
We analysed a number of general difficulties asl wela several more specific problems:
these include some minor factual errors, but alsdam problems of reasoning and
interpretation.
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We then carried out our own experiments with a lsimilesign, the main innovation
being to compare learners’ word association regmimsL1 and L2. Using the same subjects
for both experiments provides the “perfect” contiol terms of size and profile. While
supporting Meara’s major conclusions of differeggponse patterns, our data suggest that the
differences may not be as high as previously thguagid underline that they are quantitative
rather than qualitative in nature (cf Boulton 199%ruse et al (1987) found that some
learners may even produce more “native-like” respsnthan natives; clearly, there is
enormous overlap and differences are mainly toobed in statistical patterns.

This alternative paradigm also entails a shift pjpraach, as we are not merely looking
for evidence that learners behave inappropriatelyhe L2. This is partly inherent when
comparing learners with a native L2 control groap any differences are taken as evidence of
deficiency on the part of the learners.

In our design, comparing learner behaviour withrtbe/n L1 norms allows us to begin
with the hypothesis that any differences are ewdeaf not just relying on the L1. The
response patterns here reveal considerable oveelayeen the two sets of data. While Meara
underlines that this may be evidence of translatiot therefore not worthy of discussion, we
have argued that such overlap may be a necessatydeof a successful bilingual lexicon
rather than just a hindrance. Other researchers bancluded that the overlap is suggestive
of L1 patterns being used in the L2 and not justrarfisiation processes. Van Ginkel & Van
der Linden (1996: 32), for example, find that LXluence “remains obvious even at an
advanced level of proficiency... building up an LRit®n does not mean that access to [the]
L1 lexicon is inhibited in any important way.” Nehould we wish it to be. Lewis (1993: 16)
argues that “it is by no means obvious that natuadcurring data should provide either the
model or the target for language learning”; the s@ould be said for experimental data:

Knowing the native ‘norm’ would in no way facilieathe teaching or learning of foreign words — on
the contrary: it would create additional (semantmpblems, as cultural differences would be
involved. (Erdmenger 1985: 161)
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Appendix
English primary responses (all groups combined)
. . . : zero | difft

N stimulus Primary Secondary Tertiary respt | resp?

1 |[table 72chair 18desk 8eat 5 26
2 |dark 26black 23night 27light 6 30
3 |music 16rock 11song 11sound 4 57
4 |sickness 1l 7 |illness 4health 61 43
5 |man 112voman 1qirl 3|boy 1 16
6 |deep 1Horest 8hole gpurple 47 34
7 |soft 63hard 16(soft) ware 4cool 17 31
8 |eating 4%drink 17food 7/meat q 42
9 |mountain 2jsnow 10sea %bike 3 52
10 |house 2Hhome 15%garden 1lfamily 4 39
11 |black 9dwhite 12dark gcolour 1 22
12 | mutton 16sheep 1&nimal gcow 69 25|
13 |comfort 17bed 15sofa ‘farmchair 30 39
14 |hand 5Foot 30finger 13(hand) ball 8 17
15 |short 68ong 8little 5|small 7 39
16 |fruit 41apple 17orange 15/egetable 4 30
17 |butterfly 10flower 1Qfly 9|bird 44 44
18 |smooth 1&riminal 4mouth 3lip 84 27
19 |command 2@and) conquer lorder 8army 38 45
20 |chair 64table 13sit 9 seat 17 20
21 |sweet 1Home 13shirt 7/good 39 38
22 |whistle Beastle 4whisky 3wind 90 33
23 |woman 74man 17qirl 5|beauty 2 28
24 |cold 49%hot 18warm 14ice 17 27
25 |slow 57fast 21speed 1Quick 10 25|
26 |wish l4dream 11lhope 1lwant 45 43
27 |river 4water 13sea 1Qocean 14 29
28 |white 76black 1Qcolour 9snow 4 30
29 |beautiful 1fnice 17woman 11girl 17 46
30 |window 28door 17computer llglass 11 44
31 |rough 4red 3smooth 2golf 107 24
32 |citizen 14city 16|person Tiown 3] 50
33 |foot 46(foot) ball 24hand 12sport 3 31
34 |spider 64spider) man fveb Hanimal 13 33
35 |needle heed 2drug Janimal 105 26
36 |red 3%blood 21blue 12colour 5 36
37 |sleep 5hed 1Qwake up &dream 11 31
38 |anger Furious 4cross 3angle 69 43
39 |carpet 1Bnagic Gfish 4dog 60 41
40 |girl 65boy 11beautiful 9man 4 31
41 |high 27low 15/mountain Tobuilding 22 41
42 |working 27sleep 21hard 16school g 44
43 |sour 2ear 4stone 1blind 115 21
44 |earth ldvorld 1Q(earth) quake 10lue 19 46
45 |trouble 2fproblem 3ill 3|peace 49 48
46 |soldier 5lwar 12army gfortune 12 43
47 |cabbage Garbage hag 4baggage 102 16
48 |hard 5feasy 18soft 12difficult 10 30
49 |eagle 3fbird 11fly 10leye 24 34
50 |stomach 2eat 8food g(stomach) ache 50 38

1: Column 9: total number of zero responses, inolydlanks, illegible, and repeating stimulus

2: Column 10: total number of different responsesefach stimulus
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English primary responses (continued)

25

N° stimulus Primary Secondary Tertiary 0 difft
resp | resp

51 |stem thoward 2stamp 2step 123 11
52 |lamp 69ight 3|petrol Zelectricity 44 22
53 |dream 43leep 1Mnight 8nightmare 13 38
54 |yellow 41sun 18submarine 1rolour 1 32
55 |bread 2feat 12butter 9breakfast 46 35
56 |justice 2%aw 12judge ‘Tbalance 26 49
57 |boy 87qgirl 8|man 1young g 28
58 |light 23dark 23sun 19lamp 19 40
59 |health 21life 8|ill 8|sport 43 39
60 |bible 42religion 19god 17book 3 32
61 |memory 1ghead 18rain gremember 25 54
62 |sheep 18ow 8animal Twhite 6(Q 35
63 |bath 31(bath) room 29vater 17shower 27 25
64 |cottage 1house &country 3field 82 34
65 |swift 4clean Jswiffer 2|life 113 19
66 |blue 34sky 18sea 14colour 6 26|
67 |hungry 4%eat 12food 7langry 29 37
68 |priest 1%eligion 8bible Gchurch 82 19
69 |ocean 2pvater 2(0sea 1®lue 5 32
70 |head 1lfeye 11hair 9brain 35 46
71 |stove Jove 2rolling 1jfire 119 13
72 |long 69short Htime 4court 23 31
73 |religion 25bible 15god 10church 17 39
74 |whiskey 58lcohol 22drink 9 good 24 26|
75 |child 14parent 1ichildren 10baby 15 46
76 |bitter 4beer 4butter 3dog 99 26|
77 |hammer Kvar (hammer) fear 4hummer 78 42
78 [thirsty 11drink 5hungry HBtwenty 87 28
79 |city 43town 8village 7\citizen 10 38
80 |square lgarden dree 1park 39 42
81 |butter 2%read 18 butter) fly Gbreakfast 46 30
82 |doctor 1éhealth 12nurse 101 27 44
83 |loud ‘Tmusic Gnoise 4quiet 9( 27
84 |thief 4bad 4robber 4steal 86 38
85 |lion 28king 26jungle 15animal 15 33
86 |joy 16happy 1lenjoy 4(joy)stick 74 20
87 |bed 7%leep 1Y(bed) room 4night 19 19
88 |heavy 2{heavy) metal thard Bstrong 68 26
89 |tobacco 2Bmoke 1kcigarette 1(bad 39 37
90 |baby 21child 11mother 8cry 27 51
91 |moon 24sun 20night 13earth 24 32
92 |scissors 24ut 4knife A paper 93 15
93 |quiet 1%silence 6calm 5noisy 49 49
94 |green 2yrass 1blue 1Qcolour 27 29
95 |salt 16pepper 1%ugar Tsea 66 21
96 |street 24ty 16|car 7road 31 43
97 |king 40queen 18ion 8lkingdom 31 32
98 |cheese 1hamburger 1¥nmouse burger 42 35
99 |blossom blood Jcoat 2heart 122 13
100 | afraid 2%care 1¥ear 10frighten 46 36
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French primary responses (all groups)

26

N° stimulus Primary Secondary Tertiary 0 difft
resp | resp

1 |table 96chaise Tmanger Houreau D 21
2 |sombre 5tlair 27noir 16 nuit 0 26
3 |musique 1Zhanson 1Bon 11note q 62
4 |maladie 155IDA 12|cancer 10médecin D 45
5 |homme 11gemme Jfort 3|viril 1 18
6 |profond 3Zrou 19mer 10puits Q 52
7 |mou 87dur 4molle Jcaramel D 38
8 |manger 6/boire 16faim 5/dormir 2 37
9 |montagne 3Beige 14mer 11plaine @ 47
10 |maison 1Roit 10|famille 1Qporte 1 55
11 |noir 90blanc 12sombre uit 1 25
12 |agneau 3fouton 15%oup 14brebis ( 36
13 |confort 32canapé 1Buxe 15fauteuil 1 13
14 |main 5@pied 39doigt 18bras y. 24
15 |petit 98grand 17nain 2gros 1 23
16 |fruit 42pomme 29égume 1%orange D 27
17 |papillon 24chenille l4insecte 1®0ler 0 45
18 |lisse 6@ugueux 11doux 11plat 3 35
19 |ordre 61désordre 1Panger éclasser D 39
20 |chaise 6Rable 16asseoir 1lpied 1 27
21 |doux 20Qdur 10Qlisse flaine 1 62
22 |sifflet 32arbitre 27bruit 6/gendarme D 44
23 |femme 9thomme 8belle Henfant ] 28
24 |froid 66chaud 1¢hiver 15glace l 28
25 |lent 8%rapide 16tortue 12escargot D 22
26 |désirer 54/ouloir 27 envier 1Jaimer ( 29
27 |fleuve 4%iviere 28eau 8lac 0 37
28 |blanc 7hoir 23neige 5bleu Q 29
29 |belle 3%moche 2)femme 1%béte 4 32
30 |fenétre 3lporte 12rideau 1lvitre 1 43
31 |rugueux 6fisse 11doux 10dur 3 42
32 |citoyen 1aville 13|voter gcitoyenne 2 46
33 |pied 43main 18chaussure 1gambe ( 31
34 |araignée 4oile 19insecte 10animal q 32
35 |aiguille 25fil 21|piquer 14couture 0 37
36 |rouge 5kang 1¥nhoir 14bleu Q 38
37 |sommeil 44dormir 37lit 13|réver @ 29
38 |colére 1&nerver 1#ouge 1(calme ] 60
39 |tapis 34s0l 9volant gsalon y. 56
40 |fille 73 garcon 4belle 4enfant y. 39
41 |haut 9fbas §immeuble pmontagne 1 22
42 |travail 13dur 9repos $santé 2 67
43 |aigre 48oux 2Qvinaigre 12acide L 32
44 |terre 15mer Jciel 9eau @ 55
45 |difficulté 45facilité 18facile gdur 3 49
46 |soldat 4Ruerre 28armée 1%lomb Q 41
47 |chou 54(chou) fleur 1@égume 1(bruxelles 3 38
48 |dur 65mou 1Qdoux Hdifficile 1 47
49 |aigle 43oiseau 1#rapace 12oyal 1 41
50 |estomac 26nanger 1ventre 1¢faim 1 38
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French primary responses (continued)

27

N° stimulus Primary Secondary Tertiary 0 difft
resp | resp

51 |tige 53fleur 1Qbéton efer 5 47
52 |lampe 74umiere 15chevet 12ampoule 1 30
53 |réve 34dormir 2nuit 19cauchemar 1 42
54 |jaune 3&soleil 17vert 14ceuf Y. 35
55 |pain 18manger 18nie 1lbeurre 0 45
56 |justice 2floi 19|balance Bribunal Q 50
57 |garcon 9gille 4|jeune 3homme 3 26
58 |clair 61sombre 1%oncé 120bscur 2 33
59 |santé 2dnaladie 1imalade fragile 2 47
60 |évangile 3Beligion 37bible 8dieu 4 33
61 |mémoire 3kerveau 2ouvenir ftrou 0 60
62 |mouton 4%aine 13agneau 1ibrebis 1 43
63 |bain 32douche 2%au 11mousse 1 38
64 |villa 41maison 1(Qriche 1Qvacance D 40
65 |rapide 68ent gvite 5voiture 1 42
66 |bleu 42ciel 22mer 17océan D 27
67 |faim 38manger 26s0if 1Qnourriture y. 42
68 |prétre 3feglise 24religion 19curé 1 42
69 |océan 3@ner 23bleu 1leau @ 39
70 |téte 24cerveau 2lcheveu 1pied 1 43
71 |fourneau 3Main 14cuisine 11chaud 1 31
72 |long 74court 21large Bgrand y. 29
73 |religion 14dieu 12croyance 1&glise y. 57
74 |cognac 8lcool 7whisky 5boisson 83 35
75 |enfant 2(parent 1@oébé 1%adulte ] 54
76 |amer 2{acide 14aigre 11doux 3 46
77 |marteau 38lou 14enclume 1ipiqueur y. 38
78 |soif 3@boire 35faim 23eau ] 29
79 |ville 19village 15cité gcampagne 1 59
80 |carré 36&ond 24rural 1Qtriangle 2 37
81 |beurre 2[pain 15tartine 13mou 2 48
82 |docteur 2fnédecin 24malade 1lmaladie 1 48
83 |bruyant 2jtalme 17silencieux 11sourd y. 50
84 |voleur 1(Qcambrioleur Srigand 8police 3 66)
85 |lion 30Qroi 19jtigre 16jungle 1 40
86 |joie 22tristesse 1fheureux 1¢bonheur 2 45
87 |lit 50/ dormir 13sommeil 1loreiller 1 36
88 |lourd 73léger 19ros Splomb 4 43
89 |tabac 3Rumer 3lcigarette 1Imauvais 2 31
90 |bébé 3@enfant 9naissance Biberon y. 54
91 |lune 27soleil 23nuit 1Qpleine (lune) D 41
92 |ciseaux 6touper 1couteau 1(papier y. 30
93 |tranquille 4%calme 8paisible Bénerver 4 56
94 |vert 2Therbe 15aune 12bleu 1 35
95 |sel 58ooivre 3qmer 11sucre 4 27
96 |rue 2%venue 1@ille 10|voiture 3 51
97 |roi 53reine 1glion 11lmage 2 36
98 |fromage 1@ait 13|pain 12odeur 1 50
99 |fleur 23rose 9pétale 8lys 1 59
100 | effrayé 5(peur 2%apeuré Beureux 4 46
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