The Scope of a Spanish Grammar

for Minimal

Communicative Competence!

ABSTRACT Foreign language teachers have long

recognized that it is neither possible nor necessary

to teach a complete grammar of Spanish in a course
designed to develop communicative competence.
Studies of colloquial usage show that even a native-
like command of the grammar can consist of far
Jfewer verb forms than are traditionally thought
necessary. Basing himself on these studies, the
author proposes a minimal grammar of verb Jorms
Jor correct active use, More tentative suggestions
are made for the development of an easily expressed
and understood simplified Spanish for beginners.
The paper considers briefly the order of presenta-
tion of grammatical forms and concludes with a
review of some other aspects of a communicative
course in Spanish.

For at least the past decade an increasing em-
phasis has been placed on oral communication as
an activity as well as a goal for the language class.?
The need for this new emphasis was indicated by
the failure of most students to attain simple “‘sur-
vival skills’’ even after extensive study of the
necessary vocabulary and grammar. The reason for
the failure to speak and understand seems to be that
students learn by doing. They do not learn to com-
municate their own thoughts by doing grammar ex-
ercises and quasi-communicative activities involy-
ing only a response to someone else’s utterances.
When students practice communication, they learn
to communicate, albeit with individual differences
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in accuracy and fluency. Moreover, the tremendous
increase in motivation which results from the
students’ perception of their ability to use the
language can be even more valuable than the prac-
tical skill acquired.®

The Problem

The limits of time available for learning place
serious constraints on the ability to develop com-
munication skills. Attaining proficiency in com-
municating with native speakers in their own
environment—what has come to be called com-
municative competence—implies a great deal
beyond knowledge of grammar and vocabulary.
Besides knowing how to say something in a foreign
language, one must decide what to say depending
on when, where, to whom, and why one is talk-
ing. In order to communicate effectively, one must
be aware of the assumptions which a native speaker
brings to the performance or the interpretation of
a particular speech act. This *“‘shared universe of
discourse” is often as important, or more 50, than
features of a purely linguistic nature.*

The acquisition of a native-like communicative
competence is therefore a goal beyond reasonable
expectations for a one- or two-year course
sequence.” The concept of a ““minimal com-
municative competence’’ is a more appropriate goal
for the beginning language learner. Minimal com-
municative competence consists of the knowledge
of what to say and how to say it in a restricted
number of situations in which the student would
be found as a foreigner in another culture.® Ob-
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viously, even a goal of such limited scope is not
realistic if one must also learn a complete gram-
mar of the language as it is commonly presented
in college-level beginning texts. Experts have sug-
gested, however, that the amount of grammar in
a textbook can be drastically reduced without
reducing the ability to communicate effectively.’
The practical problem for the teacher is how to
limit the grammatical structures presented in the
textbook. In the past the usual solution has been
to cover sequentially whatever amount of material
can be mastered. However, aside from the dubious
validity of the mastery approach, textbooks do not
order the material according to communicative
criteria. The student is likely to have learned many
items of little use and not to have covered other
more useful ones.? In the following sections, I shall
offer criteria which will enable the teacher to select
the most essential structures to teach in a begin-
ning course. These structures will constitute a gram-
mar for minimal communicative competence in
Spanish.

Reduction of Scope

The criteria for selection depend primarily on the
teacher’s goals. Let us assume the major goal is to
have the students acquire something approaching
a native-like ability to communicate informally in
situations requiring minimal communicative com-
petence. Almost all textbooks pretend to incor-
porate this goal, but their objectives also encom-
pass the linguistic competence of all educated native
speakers, including the ability to read expository
prose. Such an extensive competence is totally
unrealistic for a beginning course. The following
paragraphs will define a goal of reduced scope and
determine some of its grammatical requisites.

Studies in dialectology and sociolinguistics have
shown how varied language is from region to
region, from class to class, and, in the individual
speaker, from situation to situation.? A reasonable
goal for a first-year Spanish course is to cover the
grammatical structures normally used by a member
of the middle class from one region speaking in in-
formal and semiformal public situations (omitting
both intimate and very formal styles). I have chosen
Mexican Spanish for three reasons. Descriptive
material is readily available; it seems a useful choice
for American students; it is closer to an average
“‘standard’’ Spanish than is that of some other
countries.

Learning the Spanish verb system is without a
doubt the most time-consuming task for the stu-
dent. A look at Professor Juan Lope Blanch’s ar-
ticle, *‘La reduccién del sistema verbal en el espaiiol
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de México,”’ shows that not all the thirteen tenses
(not including progressives and passives) found in
beginning texts are really necessary.!® Professor
Lope Blanch first cites those forms which are not
in current use anywhere, future subjunctive and
preterite perfect, and those forms which have
almost disappeared from spoken American
Spanish, second person plural verbs and the past
subjunctive in -se. He then analyzes phenomena
characteristic of spoken Mexican Spanish. The
reader will realize, however, that many of them are
characteristic of other countries as well.

The second person imperative, Professor Lope
Blanch notes, is often avoided as somewhat im-
polite. Grammatical questions or statements such
as quieres callarte, podias callarte, favor de callarte,
ahora te callas, or vas a callarte, are frequent
substitutes for the command form, cdllate (be
quiet). This observation is largely true of formal
commands as well.!!

As in the rest of Spanish America, the future
tense is falling into disuse in the spoken language
of Mexico in favor of periphrastic constructions
with ir a, pensar, querer, haber de, etc., or the sim-
ple present.!?

The conditional tense, although not disappear-
ing, is, according to Lope Blanch, ‘‘en desventa-
josa competencia con otros tiempos,’’ often being
replaced by the past subjunctive.'® Speakers fre-
quently prefer the subjunctive in desiderative yo
lo ayudara (1 would like to help him), hypothetical
nunca hiciera eso (I would never do that), and
dubitive quizds fuera bueno irnos (perhaps it would
be good for us to go) sentences. Subjunctive is often
used in conditional sentences where the “if*’ clause
is not expressed, as in En tu lugar yo hiciera igual
(In your place I would do the same), and it is not
rare even when the “‘if’’ clause is expressed—
especially if the result clause precedes: No tuviera
miedo si Ud. me acompaniara (I would not be afraid
if you went with me).!* The conditional as a
“future-past’’ in indirect discourse is normally
replaced by the imperfect indicative or the
periphrastic iba a (was going to): Dijo que venia
(iba a venir) dentro de poco (He said that he was
going to come in a little while).

Like English, colloquial Mexican Spanish makes
considerably less use of the perfect or compound
tenses than does the written language. The preterite
tends to replace the past perfect wherever the se-
quence of events is evident: Lo enconiré donde lo
dejé [for habia dejado) (1 found him where I left
him [for I had left]). The future perfect is extremely
rare. It is often paraphrased with the simple future.
Lo voy a mandar antes del viernes (I am going to
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send it before Friday), means very nearly the same
as para el viernes lo habré mandado (I shall have
sent it by Friday).'* The principal use of the con-
ditional perfect is in the result clause of conditional
sentences; even here, the -r¢ form of the past
perfect subjunctive regularly replaces it: Si /o
hubiera visto, te lo hubiera dicho (If I had seen it,
I would have told you so0).16 Finally, the present
perfect subjunctive is normally replaced by either
the present or the past (imperfect) subjunctive,
depending on the time reference. Instead of Cuan-
do lo hayas leido, me lo devuelves (When you have
read it, return it to me), one says Cuando lo leas
(When you read it)...or, to emphasize the perfec-
tive aspect, Cuando lo acabes de leer... (When you
finish reading it). Referring to a past action, No
creo que hiciera eso (I do not believe he did that)
replaces No creo que haya hecho eso (I do not
believe he did [has done| that).

Discarding the commonly replaced forms, one
is left with four indicative tenses: present, preterite,
imperfect, and present perfect; and three subjunc-
tive tenses: present, imperfect, and past perfect.
Some observers have also noted the frequent
replacement of the present perfect with the
preterite. Professor Lope Blanch shows, in another
article on Mexican Spanish, that this phenomenon
is not a simple substitution of tenses but rather a
restructuring of the temporal and aspectual values
of the preterite and present perfect. This restruc-
turing results in a much more limited use of the
present perfect in comparison to its frequency in
peninsular Spanish.!?

The studies cited both above and in the notes
show that a native-like command of Spanish gram-
mar can involve far less than what is traditionally
considered necessary. This point should be em-
phasized since it is frequently misunderstood: a
drastic reduction in forms entails no reduction in
what can be naturally expressed. The forms retain-
ed in the syllabus provide a colloguial and usually
more common way of saying everything expressed
by the forms discarded. The grammatical scope
described thus far does not constitute what
Valdman calls a “little language,” i.e. a reduced
system which enables the foreigner to communicate
but is far less than the native speaker normally
uses.'s

Further Simplification

If the goal is to communicate as soon as possi-
ble in a wide range of situations, it seems advisable
to lighten further the grammatical load. The basic
assumption of a notional-functional syllabus pro-
vides a clear way to do this: one organizes the

syllabus first according to what the learner must
do with the language, and then one decides what
structures are necessary (rather than deciding what
grammar to study and then what use to make of
it).!? The past subjunctive, for example, is indispen-
sable only in expressing past contrary-to-fact con-
ditions. If we eliminate the expression of counter-
factual hypotheses from the repertoire of functions
for beginning Spanish, the forms become
superfluous. Likewise the conditional tense is most-
ly used in explicitly conditional sentences. It would
be practical at first to limit the learner to the
description of actual situations and exclude
hypothetical expressions. A case can also be made
against the present perfect indicative since, in most
of its functions, it can be replaced with a preterite
or a present construction.

An analysis of function should be used also to
limit the range of uses of the forms which are
taught. Teaching the subjunctive does not entail
teaching all its uses. The present subjunctive is most
frequent in spoken Spanish in adverbial clauses,
commands, and noun clauses after verbs of voli-
tion. Its use after verbs of denial and in adjective
clauses is far less important simply because the
ideas expressed thereby occur less frequently. Final-
ly it should be noted that, for many Spanish
speakers, clauses following expressions of emotion
do not require the subjunctive, 20

Another criterion which has been suggested for
simplifying the task of communication is reduction
of variance.?! A notional-functional analysis is the
key to reducing the number of ways to say
something: if more than one form expresses a cer-
tain function, the student should learn only the
easiest or most typical one at first and get on with
communication. The Spanish progressive tenses,
for example, unlike their English counterparts, are
only optional alternatives to non-progressive tenses
for expressing action in progress at the time refer-
red to. The passive voice in Spanish is a much less
used alternative to a reflexive construction or a
transitive active expression.

Even where two forms do not express exactly the
same function, an analysis of the social functions
of language may indicate that one form should be
chosen to replace the other. One can command,
and one can request. Although students must learn
to follow commands from the beginning, it will
almost always be more appropriate for them, as
newcomers to the foreign culture, to express a re-
quest than to give a command. ;Me hace el Javor
de...2, ;Podria Ud....?, and ; Quiere Ud....? plus
infinitive are both socially more appropriate and
easier than the complicated command forms of
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Spanish. The social implications of language use
should also be taken into account in deciding
whether or not to teach the familiar form of ad-
dress. The adult who expects to have more formal
contacts with Spanish speakers will have much less
use for fu forms than will the younger learner.

Amount of Grammar Needed
The limitations on grammatical form imposed
by considerations of the language functions the
learner needs to handle, together with the reduc-
tions typical of colloguial native usage, now sug-
gest a specific characterization of a grammar for
minimal communicative competence, one which
permits a natural expression of ideas with only
slight limitations of content and variety of form.
It consists of the structures needed to make
statements and ask questions in the first and third
forms, singular and plural, of the present, im-
perfect, and preterite indicative, and the present
and past subjunctive.
In fact it is debatable whether any tenses of the
subjunctive should be part of beginning students’
active grammar. When expressing themselves freely
in Spanish, English-speaking students tend to avoid
constructions requiring the subjunctive.* When
they do use them, they are more likely to use the
indicative even though they have learned the cor-
rect usage of the subjunctive. If, as many linguists
hold, the subjunctive is the automatic result of the
use of certain words and structures, the subjunc-
tive form itself carries no information, and failure
t0 use it does not affect the message.* There seems
to be a natural strategy of communication which
tells the learner to concentrate on the features of
grammar and vocabulary which convey the message
and ignore those which do not.** The use of this
strategy explains the large number of errors in
agreement of verbs and modifiers with nouns even
where, as in the case of noun-verb number agree-
ment, the lack of corresponding features in English
is not a possible explanation.

Simplification and Errors

Further simplification would produce wide-
ranging patterns of errors or, even worse, highly
unnatural utterances. One could, for example,
avoid using conjunctions and object pronouns by
speaking only in simple sentences and constantly
repeating noun phrases. Certainly some errors
would be preferable. Although the assumption that
errors are an inevitable and necessary part of
language acquisition is widely accepted now,* it
is still a matter of contention to what extent a
teacher should accept errors as a legitimate
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simplification of grammar for communication.
Researchers have hypothesized that second
language acquisition normally goes through a
simplified pidgin-like stage, that pidginization is the
effect of universal language-acquisition strategies.?®
If this is the case, the teacher would do well to
become aware of the phenomenon and exploit it
as a quick way to produce simple yet effective com-
munication while working toward correct grammar
as a long-range goal. The use of object pronouns,
for example, is second only to verb forms as a
source of difficulty for the learner and is
unavoidable in natural speech. In creolized forms
(supposedly derived from earlier pidgins) of
Romance languages, the unstressed preverbal pro-
nouns are replaced with stressed pronouns placed
after the verb. This is in fact a very frequent oc-
currence when English-speaking students com-
municate in Spanish. A common error like Visité
ellos can be immediately and correctly interpreted
by the native speaker, apparently as a reduction of
Los visité a ellos (I visited them) by omission of
the unstressed words.

In a natural language-acquisition situation most
errors seem to be self-correcting in time. ‘Where ex-
posure to the language is limited (as in the
classroom), development may stop, the forms be-
ing ““fossilized”’ at the pidgin stage. Correction of
errors by the teacher seems to have little or no ef-
fect. Even with adequate exposure, a pidginized
version of the language may develop when the
learner’s only goal is to get a message across.?’ In
order to achieve the natural self-correction process
in the classroom, the teacher needs to give the
students as much exposure to the target language
as possible. Equally important, the goal of com-
munication must go beyond the literal message to
include the affective features necessary for self-
correcting acquisition to take place spontaneous-
ly. In other words, “‘integrative motivation’’ is

needed as well as “‘instrumental motivation.”’

The reaction of native speakers has been propos-
ed as a criterion for the acceptability of
learners’mistakes.?® Although results of tests con-
ducted so far have been somewhat inconclusive, the
studies show that messages are almost always
perceived in spite of the mistakes. Moreover, it
seems that the attitude of the learners and the con-
tent of what they say matter far more to the native
speakers than grammar mistakes.?®

A Question of Order

After determining which structures are necessary
for active communication, the teacher must decide
on the order in which they should be presented. In
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a notional-functional syllabus, the order in which
the uses or functions of language appear determines
the order of the grammar. Since so many forms
are used in the commonest situations, most of the
basic grammar would need to be presented very
quickly near the beginning of the course and con-
tinually reviewed in what has been called a
“‘cyclical’’ approach.®® It seems more practical in
the early stages to introduce language functions in
an order based to some extent on a graduated
presentation of grammatical forms.

One way of deciding the order of presentation
is to observe the order in which native speakers ac-
quire language structures. According to a study of
the acquisition of verb forms by native speakers
of Spanish, children master the present tense by the
age of two.?! After six more months they have
mastered the preterite, present progressive, and the
periphrastic future (voy @). At three they actively
use the present subjunctive, and three months later
they add the imperfect indicative. At four the use
of the imperfect progressive and the present pro-
gressive with andar become established. They add
the use of the present progressive with ir and the
imperfect subjunctive at four years and six months.
Other tenses are not mastered before the age of
five.

The results are what one would expect, given the
assumption that children are learning to fulfill com-
municative needs.*? They learn how to refer to the
present, then to the past and future, and subse-
quently acquire modal and aspectual distinctions.
In view of the belief that children acquire all the
basic grammar of their native language by the age
of five,®® it is interesting to note that the simple
tenses cited in the above paragraph are precisely
those which have been shown to constitute a
minimal communicative grammar (of verb tenses)
in Spanish, based on Lope Blanch’s study of adult
usage. The early appearance of a variety of pro-
gressive constructions may point to the desirabili-
ty of learning them earlier than a minimal grammar
would require. Acquiring progressive forms would
make the learner’s grammar more natural and
would be easy to learn given the similarity between
English and Spanish progressives.

Comprehension and Other Factors

In adopting a grammar for minimal com-
municative competence the teacher must also con-
sider how other aspects of the course will be af-
fected. How will the proposals offered above fit
into the total course framework, and, more
specifically, what course components must be given
increased or changed emphasis when the amount
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of grammar is reduced? Three components to be
considered are listening comprehension,
vocabulary, and testing.

The practical value of knowing a second
language is severely limited if learners do not have
skill in listening comprehension which exceeds their
speaking ability. We still know very little for sure
about how language is understood; however,
evidence is accumulating that contextual clues,
background knowledge, and the like, play a ma-
jor role.** Foreign language learners apparently pay
little or no attention to grammatical signals in a
communicative situation; they rely mainly on
perceiving the words and using contextual clues to
get the meaning. The evidence suggests that it is
not necessary to study and practice tenses which
are not included in the minimal grammar. At most,
irregular future/conditional stems and irregular
past participles can be taught as vocabulary. The
necessary conditions for developing listening com-
prehension are that the learners be exposed to a
large amount of spoken Spanish (appropriate for
their level and with abundant contextual clues, e.g.
gestures, visual aids, previous summary of the con-
tent, use of proper names, etc.) and be motivated
to want to know what they hear. The teacher,
visitors, and recordings can supply the spoken
language. The topics must be intrinsically in-
teresting, but they should also be followed by
testing for comprehension.

Vocabulary is much more at the center of com-
munication, speaking as well as comprehension,
than is grammar. It is a common experience of
linguists and travelers that they can perform far
more effectively in languages in which they have
learned a little grammar and an extensive
vocabulary than in those in which they have studied
a lot of grammar but little practical vocabulary.
Although learning words is often thought to be
pure drudgery, recent experience with Sug-
gestopedia and other affective learning techniques
has shown that vocabulary acquisition can, under
the right conditions, be rapid, enjoyable, and
lasting.?* Decisions on what words to use are largely
determined by the topic or situation. The teacher
should, however, facilitate a wide range of active
communication in the early stages by avoiding most
synonyms and nearly synonymous expressions, thus
reducing the number of non-communicative choices
the student has to make.

Appropriate testing is one of the most critical
factors in the implementation of course objectives.
For students, the goals of a course are defined by
the tests, no matter what the teacher says. A tradi-
tional discrete-point grammar test will negate much
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of the motivational effect of communicative prac-
tice in class. (It will also be increasingly difficult
to construct within the limits of a minimal gram-
mar.) An oral interview, rating the students’ global
competence in communication, will better tell the
teacher what the students have accomplished, and
will show the students that they have been work-
ing to attain the real objectives of the course.3¢

The components just discussed do not exhaust
the list of considerations involved in designing a
communicative course. The teacher must make
many creative adaptations of any current textbook.
This is not always easy since most authors consider
it a virtue to integrate the grammar as much as
possible into the readings, dialogues, and other ac-
tivities of the chapter. The students, with the
teacher’s guidance, should often create their own
language situations. The references made previous-
ly to the notional-functional syllabus can provide
a framework for planning class objectives and
activities.?” There also exists a fairly abundant
literature giving practical suggestions for language
acquisition activities.?®

Conclusion

I have made some specific suggestions for greatly
reducing the grammatical load of a beginning
Spanish course and have shown that this can be
done without abandoning the traditional objective
of conversing with nearly native grammatical pat-
terns on some range of topics. This is not to say
that all students reach this goal. There is wide varia-
tion in accuracy due to differences in their rate of
learning. But, by severely limiting grammar con-
tent, concentrating on oral responses, self-
expression, and the development of listening com-
preheusion, the teacher will find that all students
do learn to respond appropriately, express
themselves intelligibly, and comprehend what they
hear.

Whatever success students achieve in actually
communicating in Spanish is a very strong
motivating force. Not least among the benefits of
having more motivated students is that the teacher’s
task is more enjoyable.
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