SYNTACTIC AMBIGUITY AND THE TEACHING OF WRITTEN
ENGLISH TO ADVANCED POLISH LEARNERS — NORM AND
USAGE

EiZBIETsA MUSEAT-TABAROWSEA

The Jogelloriian University of Crocow

Third in a series presented under the common heading “Syntactic ambi-
guity and the teaching of written English to advanced Polish learners”,
this paper is a continuation of my earlier investigation. Consequently, the
analysis is based upon the assumptions which were outlined in part one
(Muskat-Tabakowska 1974) and then reformulated in part two (Muskat-
Tabakowska 1975).

Parts one and two dealt with some sclected examples of syntactic ambi-
guity in written work produced by advanced Polish learners of English (stu-
dents of the Department of English of the Jagellonian University). However,
while carrying out an analysis of these materials T have been more frequently
coming across instances of what will be most adequately described as ‘extra-
lingual ambiguity’, i.e., discrepancy between the meaning of a given sentence
as intended by the writer and the meaning actually imposed upon the reader,
due to an intervening error of some sort. Such sentences may easily seem
grammatical and will be often considered fully acceptable; the misunder-
standing is discovered and the error respensible for its occurrence revealed
only after the relevant context (linguistic or extralinguistic) has been ana-
lysed.

The existence of such camouflaged errors has long been acknowledged;
of. for example 8. P. Corder (1967 :168): “an utterance which is superficially
non-deviant is not evidence of a mastery of the language systems which
would generate it in a natives peaker, since such an utterance must be sem-
antically related to the situational context”.

A preliminary analysis of the sample materials makes it possible to formu-
late the following hypotheses:

1. on advanced stages of language learning ‘extralingual ambiguity’
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on the level of syntax is directly related to high syntactic complexity
of sentences;

2. certain types of ‘extralingual ambiguity’ are systematic, ie., they
rcflect the leurncr’s transitional competerice;

3. ‘extralingual ambiguity’ can occur as a result of the interference of
the learncr’s mother tongue orfand excessive normative teaching;

4. ‘extralingual ambiguity’, like other types of linguistic crror, provides a
profitable starting point for contrastive analysis, which, though parti-
ally discredited as & reliable method of error prediction, can be le-
gitimately applicd when looking for an cxplanation of errors that
have been actually attested. It can also supply valuable insights con-
cerning remedial procedures.

The sample analysis presented informally further in this paper resulted
from purely practical considerations. (1) below comes from a summary of an
essay on life in tropical countries; it was written by a first vear student and
seems fairly typical for written performance of Polish learners after a stan-
dard four-year secondary school course of English:

1. People can get evervthing, which is nceessary to live without hard
work.

Apart from its semantic contents, syntactic considerations imply the follow-
ing interpretation of (1). The presence of the comma which terminates
the main clause excludes the possibility of interpreting the relative clause
as a case of restrictive modification on the sceond NP (ef. *People cen get
everything, that is necessary to...); for a discussion, see c.g. Stockwell et al.
(1968:448), Moreover, the possibility of nonrestrictive NP medification is
ruled out for semantic reasons, as it seems to be an inherent property of the
universal pronoun everything that it cannot constitute “the head [that] can
be viewed as a unique or as a member of a class that has been independently
identified” — a condition necessary for nonrestrictive modification {Quirk
et al. 1972:858). Hence, the relative clause in (1) can be unambiguously
interpreted as a nonrestrictive appositive with a sentential antecedent (cf.
Quirk et al. 1972:871 ff., Stockwell et al. 1968:448).

Thus, (1) could be considered grammatical only if semantically equiva-
lent to, e.g.

la. People can get everything, and being able to get everything is neccs-
sary to live without hard work.!

! Semantic acecptability of (la), howevor, has been questioned by ost of my
native informants, who considered the sentence to be ‘rather meanmgless, with a commima
placed like this’.
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Yot it is only the consideration of the éntended meaning of (1} (easily in-
ferred from the argument presented in the original essay on which the stu-
dent’s summary was based) which makes it obvious that the sentence iz in
fact deviant in several ways. These errors become evident when one com-
pares (1) to (1b) below, which is the (contextually} correct version of (1),
offered by one of my British informants:

1b, People can, without hard work, get everything | that | they need
to live on. which

One could list the following errors:

1. Awkward wording. Fverything which is necessary was classified as ‘a rather
mild error of style’. Though judged as an example of interference from
Polish, alone it was not considered to affect the aceeptability of (1),

2. Oue-word verb wused instead of the corresponding prepesitional verb.
Correction was considered necessary in view of the semantic import of
(1): the obviously implied meaning being ‘to depend upon for support
rather than meaning ‘to be alive’ in a more general sense. It may he worth
noticing at this point that using the prepositional verb would also reduce
the possibility of ambiguous reference of the adverbial phrase in (1a), cf.:

le. People can get everything that they need to live on without hard work.

which is « less formal version of {1b), acceptable in spoken English.

Frrors listed under 1. and 2. are both crrors of style and, as such, they
are par excellence token- and not type-oriented (for a discussion, see Muskat-Ta-
bakowska 1974). Thus they cannot be easily classified as belonging to one
or other category of systematic errors.

3. Faulty insertion of the comma, which separates the main clause from the
restrictive relative elause—an error which appears frequently in the written
work of students of junior years. Apart from sentences which, due to an
analogous error, become clearly ungrammatical, ef.:?

2. * Machines were the most important things, that ancient man had
not got.

3. * An allophone is a phone-type, which does not differentiate between
meanings of words,

I found in the students’ compositions instances of scntences whose con-
stitutent dlauses might be interpreted (semantically) as alternatively rest-
rictive or nonrestrictive, eg.:

* All examples — unless specified otherwise — comeo from précis pieces written by
my first yoar students.



322 . Muskat-Tabakewska

4 ? Ancient man had not got machines, which do nearly everything
- for mankind in our times., :
ef s |
4s. Ancient man had not got (the) machines that do nearly cverything
for mankind in our times.

4. Ambiguous reference of the adverbial phrase without hard work: mis-
interpretation results from agsociating the adjunct with the right-most
VP in (1a), which accounts for the possibility of postulating the existence

of

1d. People live without hard work as
an element of the deep structure of (la).

Although no regular attempt was made t0 colleet a representative F:'ui'lﬂl'l].-llt‘-
of material which might confirm this hypothesis, 1t seems t-}m.t.putv.nt.ml
ambiguity, resulting from unelear reference of adjuncts, 18 frequent 1n written
performance of Polish students of English, who tend to pr::ndueu sentrt_-mfes
of high syntactic complexity (i.e., including numerous 1Es’."P":a:}. It those -
stances go unnoticed, it is becanse potential ambiguity is frequently resolved
by extralinguistic factors, of., e.g.:

5 Modern man hag numerons advantages which his ancestors lacked due
to the use of machines.

(3} ig considered nonambiguous as semantic considerations prevail over the
requircments of syntaetic rules; compare, however, the ambiguous

50 Mr X has numerous advantages which Mr 7 lacks due to his old age.

Tt must be admitted that -— In cages in which semantic import of & sen-
topnce ensurces its unambiguous interpretation - this type of potential ambi-
guity can be also found in the written language of native speakers, especially
in informal, journalistic prose, ¢.4.:

6. If 1 put every project question T'm asked on the page, there’d be no room
7 ] : ¥ il 17 " |! i (AT 1 £3
for anything clse (from the ‘Problem Page” i a oirls' magazine),

Without the help of contextual (andjor sitnational) factors, howcver,

this type of ambiguity may go urmoticed only because syntactic require-

I . . : . i y : o L
ments impose upon the reader o single — though not the intended one:

interpretation, of.:

7. People find peenliar satisfaction in creating something beautiful mn every
cletadl,

the intended meaning of which is shown in
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Ta. Poople find peculiat satisfaction in creating a complete and finished
article whieh 13 beautitul.

It must be noticed that the surface structure of (1), (2) and (3) allows
for a spoken rvealization which would render all these sentences gram-
matical; it is only the function of the commas in evoking the unacceptable
intonation patterns that makes them crroncous. On the other hand, (4),
() and (7) would have to be disambiguated in speech, as division into tone
groups implies the choice between restrictive and nonrestictive modification
(in (4)), as well as an indication of the refercnce of adverbial phrases (in (5)
and {7)).

Consequently, errors listed under (3} and (4) above might result either
from transfer of errors of intonation from spoken to writen langnage, or else
ifrom Inadequate knowledge of the conventional aspeet of punetuation rules.
Morcover, in their written representation, (4), (56) and (7) are erroneous only
because of what I propose to call ‘extralinguistic ambiguity’. From the point
of view of s language teacher this type of errors is cspecially difficult to cope
with: the learner must be made aware of the fact that what Is uugrammatical
andfor unacceptable in a given context, is a legitimate product of applying a
certgin sot of rules, and would - under different circumstances — be ex-
plicitly required. Shaple provision of & contextusily correct form can in such
cases Jead to ‘unteaching’ of a vule which had already become part of the
learner’s competence, or else, to blocking the way towsrds Lis forming and
testmg of new hypotheses,

As the problem scemed rather tynical of the students’ performance, it
beeame an incentive for further practical investigation, which resulted n
the followmyg observations.

Literestingly enough, with senior students the Instances of ‘surplus’
commas in sentences including restrictive relative claures was noticed to
deerense rapidly, und — whal is more — inadequate punctuation {i.e., the
lrek of commas which should cut off nonrestrictive modifiers or subordinate
clanses of other types) hecame much more froguent. A pilot study of a set
of 46 written summaries produeed by first vesr students as o part of the
reguirements for the annual examination in practical use of English resulted
111 the following data:

Table 12
The: totnl namber of ‘cronma nustales’ RO
Inadeguale puncluation (omission of comiog) T
Superfleonus punetuation (UNNSCCREATY  CONDRLS) 13

 These yesults agree with an inferesting statistical report presented in Wryatt

(1973 : 177); this might suggest a more universal character of thia iype of error.,
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Next, the punctuation of relative clauses was investigated {(only those
were considered which were nonrednced and had the relative pronoun overtly
present in the surface structure). The results are given below:

Tahle 2

With incomplete

With commas Without commas

punctuation
Bosilrclive®
clauscs 3 — 10
Nonreatrietive
clauses & 2 16
Total 11 L 28

* Raelatively simall number of restrictive clauses reaults from the tact that cases involving deletion of relative
prononn were not considered,

Out of the total of 39 relative clauses, 18 were punctuated correctly (8
nonrestrictive and 10 restrictive). Among the remaining 21 there were only
3 cases of superfluous punctuation of restrictive clauses and 16 cases of omission
of commas that cut off nonrestrictive clauses. In the 2 cases of fincomplete’
punctuation the second of the two commas was missing,

Thus, out of the 13 cases of superfivous punctuation (Table B) only 3
were cases of restriefive relative clauses. By no means could it be maintained
that these results have a definite seientific value. Any statistic study would
require a more systematic investigation aud more sophisticated methods?.
I think it justified, however, to use the data as a basis for formulating the
following hypotheses:

L. at the less advaneed stages of learning the rules® of punctuation of re-
strictive and nonrestrictive relative clauses show a high degree of inter-
ference from Polish;

1 For exanple, I am fully aware of the fact that the choice of structures used in
my materials was to a ccortain extent imposed upon the students by the contents and
structure of the original pussage,

* As far as one can apply this term to a set of what would be more jualifiably called
“tendencies” or regularities® {of. ep. Quirk et al. 1972: 1060}, In tho case presently under
consideration, however, the term ‘rule’ ean be legitimately applied, as the use of comma
1% today 1n a great extent eonventional {even though in 1%0lish it is more so than in Eng-
lzsh; ef. Przylubsey 1973 ; 22). In the present discussion 1 make no reference to other
punctuation marks — the dashos and parentheses — which can be used instead of com-
mas to cut off nonrestrictive relative celauses. The same altemabive exists in Polish,
though the comma 1 more frequently chosen in both banguages, Whatever the cholee,
however, my basic argument remains unchunged.
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4. ? Anctent man had not got machines, which do nearly cverything
- for mankind in ovr times., '
o5 s
4a. Ancient man had not got {the) machines that do ncarly everything
for mankind in our times.

4. Ambiguous reference of the adverbial phrase without hard work: inis-
interpretation results from associating the adjunct with the right-most
VP in (1la), which accounts for the possibility of postulating the existence

of

1d. People Hve without hard work as
an clement of the deep structure of (la).

Although no regular attempt was made to collect & representative sample
of material which might confirm this hypothesis, it seems that potential
ambiguity, resulting from unclear reference of adjunets, is frequent in written
performance of Polish students of English, who tend to produce sentences
of high syntactic complexity (i.e.. ineluding numerous VP’s). If those in-
stances go unnoticed, it iy because potential ambiguity is frequently resolved
by extralinguistic factors, ef., c.g.:

5. Modern man has numerous advantages which his ancestors lacked due
to the use of machines.

(5} iz considered nonambiguous as semantic considerations prevail over the
requirements of syntactic rules: compare, however, the ambiguous

5a. Mr X has numerous advantages which Mr Z lacks due to his old age.

Tt must be admitted that — in cascs in which semantic Import of a sen-
tence ensures ity unambignous interpretation - - this type of potential ambi-
ouity can be also found in the written language of native speakers, especially
in informal, journalistic prose, e.g.:

6. If T put every project question I'm asked on the page, there’d be no room
for anvthing else (from the ‘Problem Page’ in a girls’ magazine).

Without the help of contextunl (and/or situational) factors, howeser,
this tvpe of ambiguity may go unnoticed only because syntactic require-
ments impose upon the reader a single — though not the intended one! —
interpretation, of.:

7. People find peculiar satisfaction in crcating something beautiful m every
cetatl,

the intended meaning of which iz shown in
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Yet it is only the consideration of the infended meaning of (1) (easily in-
ferred from the argument presented in the original essay on which the stu-
dent’s summary was based) which makes it obvious that the sentence 18 in
fact deviant in several ways. These errors become cvident when one com-
pares (1) to (1b) below, which is the (contextually) correct version of (1},
offered. by one of my British informants:

1h. People can, without hard work, get everything | that | they need
to live on. which

One could list the following errors:

1. Awkward wording. Bverything which s necessary was classified as ‘a rather
mild error of style’. Though judged as an example of interference from
Polish, alone it was not considered to affect the acceptability of (1).

2. One-word verb uscd instead of the corresponding prepositional verb.
Correction was considered necessary in view of the semantic import of
(1}: the obvicusly implied meaning being ‘o depend upon for support
rather than meaning ‘to be alive’ in a more general sense. [t may be worth
noticing at this point that using the prepositional verb would also redunce
the possibility of ambiguous reference of the adverbial phrase in (la), cf.:

le. People can get everything that they need to live on without hard work.

which is a less formal version of (1b), acceptable in spoken English,

Errors listed under 1. and 2. are both errors of style and, as such, they
are par excellence token- and not ty pe-oriented (for a discussion, see Muskat-"l'a-
bakowska 1974), Thus they cannot be easily classified as belonging to one
or other category of systcmatic crrors,

3. Faulty insertion of the comma, which separates the main clause from the
restrictive relative clause —an error which appears frequently in the written
work of students of junior years. Apart from sentences which, due to an
analogous error, become clearly ungrammatical, ef ;2

2. * Machines were the most important things, that ancient man had
not got.

3. * An allophone iz & phone-type, which dees not differentiate between
meanings of words.

I found in the students’ compositions instances of sentences whose con-
stitutent clauses might be nterpreted (semantically) as alternatively rest-
rictive or nonrestrictive, cg.:

2 All examples -- unless speeitied otherwise — come from précis picces written by
my first year sfudents.
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2, tesching techniques and learning strategics result in overgeneralization
of these rules at later stages of learning.

The arguments that speak in favour of the first of these assumptions

are provided by the analysis of a maximally congruent Polish translation

of (1):

le. Czlowiek moze zdobyé wszystko, co jest niezbedne do Zycia, bez
cigzkie] pracy.

With correct punctuation (i.e., with two commas cutting off the relative clause)
(le) involves no ambiguity. It seems that the ‘categorically demanding rule’
(“przepis bezwzglednie nakazujacy” in Jodlowski’s terms, ¢f. Przylubsey
1973 :22) that requircs both the ‘opening’ (otwierajacy) and the ‘closing”
(zamykajacy) commas is gradually acquiring the status of a normative pre-
scription, in view of what becomes the common practice of native speakers
of Polish {cf. Przyhubscy 1973 :46); out of the group of 26 students on whom I
tested this tendency, only 4 used the ‘closing’ comma. Therefore, one should
rather expect

if. Czlowiek moze zdobyé wszystko, co jest niezbedne do zycia bez cigzkiej
pracy.

An interpretation of the modifying clause in {1f) as having a sentential ante-
cedent would be, for semantic reasons, as unlikely as the analogous in-
terpretation of the English counterpart (1a). Nonrestrictive modification
is algo ruled out by semantic considerations, whose nature seems vniversal,
at least in respect of the two languages under consideration (cf. the argument
on p. 320 above). Thus, (1lc) reflects the intended meaning of (1), and is both
correct and nonambiguous.

Unlike in English, in written Polish sentences with embedded relative
clauges are systematically ambiguons (in all cases in which their semantic
contents allows for the alternative possibility of both restrietive and non-
restrietive modification), cf., e.g..

8. Wiem przeciez, ze rondo to nie najlepsze rozwiazanie, szczegolnic na
skrzyzowsaniach, gdzie rozlozenie ruchu pojazdéw nie jest réwnomierne
7. poszczegllnych kierunkéw. (from a daily newspaper),
ef.

8a. ...especiplly at the intersections §,where the distribution of traffic...
where the distribution of traffic...

The ambiguity can be resolved only by supplying additional syntactic and/or
semantic signals, ec.g.: '

8b. ...szczegdlnie na tyoh skrzyzowaniach, gdzie rozlozenie ruchu. ..
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This type of ambiguity may partially account for the difficultics that Polish
lingrists encounter while teyinge to establish formal eriteria of differentiation
between what is called (after Klemensiewicz) ‘zdanie przydawkowe’ (attrib-
utive clause) and ‘zdame rozwijajace’ {developing clause}s. Morcover, re-
striction of vestigation to written texts only, conditioned probably by the
rare occurrence of the ‘developing’ type in spoken language, results in the
negligenee of the faet that, i spoken Polish, the rules of tonality require
that pauses set off nonvestrictive clauges, just as it i the case with English
{for discussion, see e.o. Marek 1975).

Conscquently, the rules governing the use of commas in such - and shn-
ilar — ecases are genorally considered ag & matter of pure convention (ef.,
e.g. Salom 1971: 111 ., fezysto konwencjonalne sa na praykiad zasady uzveis
przecinka’. ..}, as well as for the developing of the techniques of teaching
punctuation to Polish children (cf. e.g. Cofilik et al. 1973: 245 ff.),

'The emphasis on purely conventional character of punctuation in Polish
seems to facilitate negative transfer at the ecarly stages of learning English,
whieh ig proved by sumerous instances of students’ written performance,
ef,, c.u.:

g
9. *The fact, that the Lhife of oneient man was loss safe.
H). *The general result was that hie liad to do himsell anyihing he wanted.
11. *His life wag less comtortable, than nowadays,
12, *1 found the stories and poems. we wsed to read at school not very in-
teresting.

Dioubtlessly, it is the systematic correction of such crrors that lsads to-
wards overgencralizetion, which beeomes elearly visible already in those
compositions which are written by first vear students towards the end of the
first yveer of academic study {ef. the high pereentaee of omitted commas,
Table 1). Admitting no restrictions to the newly formulated ‘no comma’
rule results in frequent ocaerronee of sentences like
13. *Although Henry wus clever his life was a fuilure,

14, *Beeause gneient man had no mechines he did everything with his own

Frands.

In nmumerous cases faulty punctuation (or rather lack of punctuation) leads
to difficulty of semantic interpretation:

15, *En modern times men have many advantages as machines which arc
mastered by men work for their comf{ort.

or to distortion of originally intended meaning {i.e., to ‘extralingnistic am-
biguity’):

® Hor a discussion, see c.p. Tabakowska (1966).
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16. ? Our notes should have logical structure which Is not easy to achieve.
with the meaning actually conveyed, l.e.,

16a. Our notes should have logical structure that is not casy to achieve.
different from that actually intended:

16b. Our notes should bave structure, which is not easy to achicve,, of.

- F - = g * 2 - i i 1 5 ol L]
16c. Notatki powinny miec logiezng ko nstrukeje,| co nielatwo ostagnac’.
Lktdra

A diligent Polish pupil, who learned both Polish and English in a Polish
secondary school, may well develop the conviction that there exists a con-
vention in Polish that requires cutting off relative clauses by means of commas,
and another one in English that strictly forbids it. In respect of ¥nglish, the
problem is first introduced in Grade II (units 16 and 17), where the intonation
of restrictive relative clauses is described and illustrated with examples;
hypotheses concerning discrepancies in punctuation betwoeen Polish and Eng-
lish can be formed by those attentive pupils who might have carefully ana-
lyzed the English exomples and their Polish counterparts. The rules of the
nse of comma in written English are discussed only in Grade IV (unit 8),
but with no reference to intonation, Nonrestrictive modification, formally
realized as relative claises, is mentioned to be “another type of attributive
clanse, very rare in speech, but found in written language™ (Smolska, Za-
wadzka 1973, part IV :132). It is illustrated by several examples of such
clinses, a short explanation of their semantic function and the rule that
requires the use of the {pair of} commas. With the very restricted use _nf
written English (both in the sense of interpretation of written texts and n-
dependent weiting) in the texthook (which is in accordance w ith the require-
ments of the teaching programme), it cannot be justifiably expeeted that the
rule will actually beeome a part of pupils’ competence, That it does not,
is clearly proved by first wear students’ written performance: the students
do mob use the commas even when they consciously abm at nonrestrictive
modifieation. Moreover, many are unaware of the fact thas the presence
or absence of commas distinguishes between the two types of modification.

(16) and (16b) were given to a group of 19 first year students, whom 1
asked to analyze the sentences and then choose one of the three suggestoed
opinions, The results arc given below:

Table 3
There is no difference in meaning 11
Thore 1z a difference in meaniog 6
I dorn’t. know 2

* Syntactic ambiguity of (16b). shown overtly in (l6ic), results from tho possibility
of double reference of the nonrestrictive relative clause, l.e., to the second NP of the
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The same students casily differentiated between an analogous pair of sen-
tences which were read to them; it is plausible that the discrimination was
facilitated by the analogous (in this respect) tonality of Polish.

Strangely enough, similar conclusions follow from the analysis of the seeond
of the two errors exemplified in (1).

The teaching of the position of the Adverbial Prepositional Phrase inside s
sentence is traditionally done according to the rule which states that “end
position (i.e. after a verb and complement/object if any) is the most frequent”
(Quirk et al. 1972: 334). Except for the adverbs of frequency, the elastic
positioning of which is the subject of numerous exercises in numerous text-
books, the problem of adverbial modification is hardly discussed. The rough-
and-ready rule advises the learners to position adverbials ‘at the end of a
sentence,’” in accordance with the rule for manner, place and time adverbs.
Adherence to this rule, when combined with the tendency to generate Syn-
tactically complex structures, results in the produection of sentences lile
() and (7} above. Unless the sentence includes some additional semantic
signals, the prepositional phrase is in such cases taken to refer to a verh other
than the one intended by the writer. A maximally congruent translation
of (5) shows that in Polish analogous misinterpretation is prevented only
by rigorous application of the normative rule of the ‘closing’ comma:

5b. Wapdlezesny ezlowiek korzysta z licznych udogodnien, ktérych jego
przodkowie byli pozbawieni, dzieki stosowanin maszyn.
ef.:
5¢. Wspdlozesny czlowiek korzysta z lieznych udogodnieri, ktdrych jego
przodkowie byli pozbawieni dzieki stosowaniu maszyn.

In case of a reduced clause, however, the distortion of the intended nmeaning
does oceur:

7b. Ludzie znajduja osobliwa satysfakcje w tworzeniu czegod pigknego
w kazdym szezegdle.

cf.

7c. ? Ludzie znajduja osobliwa satysfakeje w tworzeniu czegod pieknego,
w kazdym szezegodle.

In the Polish counterparts of both (5) and (7), however, the preferred word
order would be, respectively,

main clause or to the whole main elgusoe. In this cage, however, thia does not lead to
mgnificant diserepancies in semantic interpretation.
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5d. Wspoélezesny czlowiek korzysta (,) dzieki stosowaniu maszyn (,} z licz-
nych udogodnien, ktérych jego przodkowie byli pozbawieni®.
or o
5e. Wapdlezesny czlowiek (,) dzigki stosowaniu maszyn (,) korzysta...
and _ ' ,
7d. Ludzie znajduja osobliwg satystakeje w tworzeniu w kazdym szezegole
czegoé, co jest piekne.®
and also + _
1g. Czlowiek moze (,) bez cigzkiej pracy () zdoby¢ wszystko c¢o jest nie-
zhedne do Zycia.
Dr . .
1h. Czlowiek moze zdobyé () bez cigikiej pracy (,) wszystko, co Jest...

and finally |
1i. Czlowiek (,) bez ciezkie] pracy (,) moze zdobyé wszystko, co Jest...

Tn all the three sentences, placing the prepositional phrase m sentence
initial position would be felt as an instance of marked theme (for discussion,
see Quirk et al, 1972; 945 ff.). Thus (5¢), (7c), {1g), {1h) and (1i) are shown
to conform to the respective rule for English, which states that — althnug.h
for adverbial prepositional phrase the medial {or ‘parenthetical’) position 18
the least usual — it is nevertholess used “where factors such as focus and
the complexity of the sentence make the other positions undesirable or
imposgible” (Quirk et al. 1972: 335). In such cases, most acceptable medial
positions are thosc between the auxiliary and the main verb (lg), betwee_an
the verb and complement or object (5¢, Te, 1h) or after the subject (5d, 11).
In the case of (1), the first of these was proposed by the native informant
(cf. 1b), while the remaining two, l.e., respectively,

1k. People can get, without hard work, ...

and
1m. People, without hard work, ...

were considered as acceptable alternatives., The initial position was ruled
out, as an implication of marked theme. Tt seems that none of these a,lteli'-
native positions was used by the authors of (1), (5) and (7} because Df their
‘dogmatic’ attitude to the normative rule concerning the end position of
adverbials, To test this hypothesis, T asked a group of 20 fourth year students

* Commenting upon the apticnal use of commas in (5b}-{11) Wﬂ?ld 1.111du13r prolong
the discussion. Therefore, I decided to confine myself to mere indication of such an

option.
® For rhythmical rcasons, non-reduced clause is preferred,
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to translate (1g) mnfo English. The following positionings of the adverbial
phrase were chosens;

End position T
Middle position {(analogous Lo Ig)* G
Iritial position {L.e., marked theme)® 7

Total; 24}

Thus 357, students use the ‘standard’ end position, even though in 3 eases the
writers tried to prevent the misreference by setting the adverbial phrase off
by means of a comma. Although the positioning of the phrase in (lg) was a
temptation to produce & congruous transiation, asnother 35%; tried to convey
the intended meaning by choosing the only normatively attested alternative
concerning the positioning of the adverbial, ie., the initial, even though the
gsemantic import of {1g) clearly does not call for the marked theme.

Samples of students’” written performance, as well as the results of tests
(however limited and unsophisticated) seem to justify the assumption that
both types of errors discussed in this paper (e, the omission of commas
setting off nonrestrictive relative clanses and misreference of adverbial modi-
fiers 1n syutactically complex sentences) might result from the excess of
normative teaching,

In both, traditional teaching techniques follow the conclusions, concerning
crror prediction, which might result from eontrastive analysig, however
informal and impressionigtic: due $o interference, Polish learners wéll place
commas in front of all relative pronouns, and they well tend to place adverbial
prepositional phrases in any of the middle sentence positions, thus showing a
tendency to use word order that in Euglish often becomes definitely marieed.
Fighting against these predilections might indeed prevent the occurrence of
errors at carly stages of learning. With advanced studonts, howeves, it might
become responsible for the “smrpriging tendency to dogmatism about correct
and tneorrect forms” (from the report on the written performanee in English
of a group of top fourth year students, members of o language course in Brit-
ain), which might in turn result in errors of overgeneralization (ef. inad-
equate punctuation) or lack of elarity (ef. ambiguous reference of adverbials).

The discussion presented in this paper scems to prove onee again that
contrastive analysis and error analvsis should complement each other: while
contrastive analysis can “only point toward o potential learning problem or
difficulty, on the other hand, error analysis can tell us {..)) the size of the
problem” {Banathy, Madarasz 1969: 92), as well as provide insights coneerning

1 With or without the soparating commas; ef. nole 8,

-
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reinedial procedures. Errors dicussed in this paper show clearly that “simple
provision of the correct form may not always be the only, or indeed the most
effeetive, form of correction” (Corder 1967: 168). For instance, the contrast
hetween restrictive and nonrestrietive modification is dealt with i most
texthooks (of. e.g. Allen 1959: section 46; Hornby 1961: § 94; Kingdon 1958:
205 8mélska, Zawadzka 1973: part IV, unit 8). But the effectiveness of
instritetion suffers fromt a touo strict separation between spoken and written

language. |
Even though nomestrietive relative clauses are not frequent 1u spoken
fangmage -~ either inglish or Polish — it is generally acknowledged that

she nse of punctuation is closely related to the interpretation of a written
text. On the other hand, intonstion is a crucial factor responsible for the
oceurrence of punctustion errors — a fact that has becn often mentioned
in theorctical and practical works (ef. e.g. Salonl 1971 : 112).

Mucli more rescarch will be necded before it can be stated “what specific
itexos of grammatical. knowledge hold the greafest promise for improving
c:ﬂmpositin;n skill” and “what degree of mastery of this knowledge is required
hefore we may reasonably expect transfer to writing skill”!!. But whenever
dixtortion of intended meaning in written performance is caused by trasfer
from spoken language, one camot expect cffective imstruction to be carried
out without wmple reference to the spoken medium. The Polish learner should
he inade aware that modifving relative clauses, which in written Polish are
svatematically ambiguous in respect of their rostrietive or nonrestrictive char-
H‘,-l':fi_ﬂ‘, ars in fact .distinguishml by differing patterns of intonation, This
could facilitate the wnlerstapding of the analogous funetion of these two types
of modification in the two languages. On the other hand, practising oral
interpretation of written texts according to their punctustion can t:ﬂ"a;fhtivgl}f
break up the false convietion abowt purely conveational eharacter of the rules
of comma usuge.

Similarly, teaching word order to advanced learners should go beyond
the level of simple sentences and boeome morve closely connceted with the
problem of semantic fimetion of sentence stress and intonation.
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