A key principle of structuralist thought is that language is a structured system of differences. Each
linguistic element gains meaning through its relationship with others rather than possessing an
inherent meaning of its own. For example, the phonemes /p/ and /b/ in English are distinct because
their contrast creates different words such as pat and bat. This emphasis on structure extends to
grammar and syntax, where sentence meaning is determined by the arrangement of words rather
than individual lexical items. Consequently, structuralists advocate for an analytical and systematic
approach to language learning, ensuring that learners internalize linguistic structures correctly.

Another major tenet of structuralist thought is the priority of spoken language over written
language. Structuralists argue that language is primarily an oral phenomenon, and written forms
are secondary representations of speech. This belief influenced teaching methodologies that
prioritize phonetic accuracy, especially through the use of minimal pairs—words that differ by
only one sound, such as ship and sheep. By focusing on spoken forms, structuralist teaching
methods aim to develop a strong foundation in pronunciation and auditory discrimination before
introducing written components.

Furthermore, structuralism in language learning is heavily influenced by behaviorist psychology,
particularly the work of B.F. Skinner. Behaviorism views language acquisition as a process of
habit formation, where learners acquire linguistic structures through repetition, reinforcement,
and correction. This perspective led to the development of the Audio-Lingual Method (ALM), a
teaching approach based on mechanical drills and pattern practice. In an ALM classroom, students
are required to repeat sentence structures multiple times until they internalize them. For instance,
a teacher may present a model sentence like She is singing, and students would repeat it. The
teacher would then slightly alter the subject, prompting the students to produce He is singing or
They are singing. This method reinforces correct grammatical structures through repetition and
immediate error correction, ensuring that learners develop automatic responses in the target
language.

In addition to ALM, the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) emerged as another significant
application of structuralist thought in language learning. This hypothesis posits that the differences
between a learner’s first language (L1) and the target language (L2) can predict areas of difficulty.
Structuralists believe that when L1 and L2 share similar structures, learning will be easier;
conversely, when the structures differ, learners are more likely to make errors. For example, Arabic
speakers learning English often struggle with consonant clusters at the beginning of words. In
Arabic, words typically do not begin with clusters like sp- or st-, leading learners to insert an
additional vowel (e.g., pronouncing school as iskool). Contrastive analysis helps educators
anticipate these challenges and design targeted exercises to address them.

Another practical application of structuralist thought in language learning is the structural
syllabus, which organizes language instruction based on a hierarchical progression of
structures. This approach ensures that students master simple linguistic patterns before moving



on to more complex ones. A structural syllabus might begin with the simple present tense (e.g., |
go to school), progress to the present continuous tense (e.g., | am going to school), and later
introduce the past simple tense (e.g., | went to school). This gradual sequencing allows learners
to develop a solid grammatical foundation before advancing to more sophisticated sentence
constructions.

Multilingualism, the ability to use more than one language, can be analyzed through a structuralist
lens in several ways:

1. Contrastive Analysis
o Structuralist linguistics has influenced contrastive analysis, which compares the
phonological, morphological, and syntactic structures of different languages. This
method predicts learning difficulties based on structural differences between a
learner’s first and additional languages.
2. Code-Switching and Language Contact
o Structuralist principles explain how multilingual speakers systematically switch
between languages while following grammatical rules. Code-switching is not
random but adheres to constraints based on language structure.
3. Interlanguage Theory
o Structuralist thought supports the idea that multilinguals develop an interlanguage,
an evolving linguistic system that incorporates elements from multiple languages.
4. Translation
o Structuralist theories analyze how meaning is conveyed across languages.
Structuralism emphasizes the equivalence of linguistic structures rather than
isolated words, influencing modern translation studies.
5. Phonological and Morphosyntactic Transfer
o Structuralist phonology explains how multilinguals transfer sound patterns from
one language to another, often leading to accents and phonetic shifts. Similarly,
morphosyntactic structures influence grammatical transfer between languages.

Language acquisition, whether first (L1) or second (L2), involves internalizing the structural rules
of a language. Structuralist approaches provide a framework for understanding this process.

1. First Language Acquisition (L1)
o Structuralist linguists argue that children acquire language by recognizing and
internalizing linguistic structures. This idea aligns with early behaviorist theories
(e.g., Bloomfield, Skinner), which suggested that language learning occurs through
stimulus-response mechanisms and reinforcement.



o

Phonemic development follows structuralist principles, as infants learn to
differentiate phonemes and construct meaningful contrasts in their native language.

2. Second Language Acquisition (L2)

o

Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH): This structuralist approach compares
L1 and L2 to predict areas of difficulty, emphasizing phonological, syntactic, and
morphological differences as sources of errors.
Interlanguage Development: Structuralist insights contribute to interlanguage
theory, where learners create a structured linguistic system that is neither fully L1
nor fully L2 but follows systematic principles.

3. Multilingual Acquisition

o

Conclusion

Structuralism aids in understanding how multilingual individuals acquire and
process multiple languages simultaneously. Studies show that multilinguals
develop distinct phonological and syntactic systems while maintaining systematic
patterns of cross-linguistic influence.

Code-switching and borrowing follow predictable linguistic structures, reinforcing
the idea that multilingual acquisition is not chaotic but governed by underlying
rules.

Structuralist thought has played a crucial role in shaping our understanding of multilingualism and
language acquisition. By emphasizing the systematic nature of linguistic structures, structuralism
provides valuable insights into how individuals learn, process, and use multiple languages.
Although more recent theories, such as generative and cognitive linguistics, have expanded the
discussion, structuralism remains a foundational perspective in the study of language learning and
multilingualism. Researchers continue to apply structuralist principles to explore how different
linguistic systems interact, shaping the way we understand bilingual and multilingual speakers

today.



