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Introduction

Second language acquisition is widely recognized as a complex, dynamic, and cognitively driven process
in which learners construct an interim linguistic system that evolves. This system, commonly referred to
as interlanguage, reflects the ongoing interaction between previously acquired linguistic knowledge and
the structures of the target language (Selinker, 1980). Rather than being a static or purely imitative
process, second language learning involves active hypothesis formation, testing, and restructuring of
linguistic knowledge, during which learners continuously refine their internal representations of the target
language.

One of the most significant manifestations of interlanguage development is the occurrence of learner
errors. Contrary to traditional views that interpret errors as failures or deficiencies, contemporary
perspectives regard them as systematic and meaningful evidence of underlying cognitive processes.
These errors reflect the strategies learners employ to manage linguistic input and output, and thus provide
a valuable window into the evolving architecture of interlanguage.

In the context of Persian as a second language, learners with diverse linguistic backgrounds often face
significant challenges in mastering phonological, syntactic, morphological, and semantic structures.
These difficulties are not random but are systematically influenced by cognitive mechanisms such as first
language transfer and rule generalization in the developing interlanguage system. The present study
focuses on two central mechanisms: negative transfer from the first language and overgeneralization of

target language rules, and investigates their interaction in shaping learner errors.

A brief note on previous works
Research on second language acquisition has extensively documented the role of learner errors in
interlanguage development. Early work by Corder (1967) established that errors are not merely linguistic
deviations but evidence of an active learning process. Subsequent studies have further refined this
perspective, emphasizing that error analysis can reveal systematic patterns in learner language.

Within this tradition, two dominant explanatory mechanisms have been identified: first language
transfer and developmental processes such as overgeneralization. Transfer theory suggests that structures
from the learner’s native language may facilitate or hinder second language acquisition depending on
structural similarities and differences. Negative transfer occurs when native language patterns are
inappropriately applied to the target language, resulting in systematic errors (Gass & Selinker, 2008).

On the other hand, overgeneralization refers to the learner’s tendency to extend a linguistic rule beyond
its appropriate domain. This phenomenon is considered a natural part of developmental progression and
has been widely observed in both first and second language acquisition (James, 2013). For instance,
learners may apply a regular grammatical rule to irregular forms, producing non-target-like structures.

Although both mechanisms have been widely studied, most previous research has treated them as
independent explanatory factors. Studies on Persian as a second language, in particular, have largely
focused on categorizing error types or examining either transfer or developmental errors separately. As a

result, the potential interaction between these two mechanisms has received limited attention. This
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represents a significant gap in the literature, especially considering that learner production often reflects
multiple overlapping influences rather than a single causal factor.

Recent cognitive approaches to language learning have also emphasized the role of conceptualization
and meaning construction in shaping linguistic performance. However, these perspectives have not been
systematically integrated with interlanguage theory and error analysis in the context of Persian language
acquisition.

Theoretical framework
The present study is grounded in an integrated theoretical framework combining three complementary
perspectives: interlanguage theory, error analysis, and cognitive linguistics.

Interlanguage theory (Selinker, 1980) provides the foundational assumption that learner language
constitutes a structured and systematic linguistic system in its own right. This system is neither equivalent
to the first language nor fully aligned with the target language, but represents an evolving linguistic
competence shaped by multiple internal and external factors.

Error analysis (Corder, 1967) offers methodological and analytical tools for examining learner
language. Within this framework, errors are viewed as evidence of underlying linguistic systems and
developmental processes rather than random deviations.

Cognitive linguistics (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Tomasello, 2003; Ellis, 2008) contributes the
assumption that language learning is fundamentally a meaning-based, usage-driven process. From this
perspective, linguistic knowledge emerges from general cognitive abilities such as categorization,
analogy, and conceptual mapping.

By integrating these three perspectives, the present study conceptualizes learner errors as the outcome
of interactions between competing cognitive and linguistic forces. Specifically, it proposes that negative
transfer from the first language and overgeneralization of second language rules are not isolated
processes, but dynamically interact within the interlanguage system. This interaction can be understood
as a form of cognitive competition in which different linguistic sources simultaneously influence

production.

Method
This study adopts a qualitative-analytical research design based on learner language data collected from
Persian language learners with diverse first language backgrounds. The data consist of written and/or
spoken productions obtained from classroom tasks, elicitation activities, and naturalistic language use.
The analytical procedure follows an error analysis framework involving three main stages: identification,
classification, and interpretation of errors. In the first stage, learner productions were examined to identify
deviant forms. In the second stage, errors were categorized into two primary types: those attributable to
negative transfer and those related to overgeneralization.
In the third stage, a deeper interpretive analysis was conducted to examine potential interaction effects
between the two mechanisms. Rather than treating each error as belonging exclusively to one category,

the analysis explored whether multiple cognitive processes could simultaneously contribute to a single
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erroneous structure. This interpretive step is central to the study’s contribution, as it moves beyond
descriptive classification toward explanatory modeling.

The analysis focused particularly on syntactic and morphological structures, as these domains are
highly sensitive to both transfer effects and developmental generalization processes. Examples were
carefully selected to illustrate patterns of interaction where applicable.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that learner errors in Persian as a second language cannot always be
attributed to a single explanatory mechanism. While negative transfer and overgeneralization are both
influential in shaping interlanguage development, they frequently operate dynamically and interactively.
In many cases, learner productions reflect the simultaneous activation of first language structures and
emerging second language rules. This interaction results in complex error patterns that cannot be
adequately explained through isolated analytical categories. Instead, error production should be
understood as the outcome of a cognitive competition process in which multiple linguistic systems are
co-activated and negotiated during language use.

The study, therefore, proposes a more integrated model of error analysis in which interlanguage
development is conceptualized as a dynamic system shaped by interacting cognitive forces. This
perspective not only refines our understanding of learner language in Persian as a second language but
also contributes to broader theories of second language acquisition by highlighting the need to move
beyond single-cause explanations.

The novelty of this study lies in its reconceptualization of learner errors as products of interaction
between negative transfer and overgeneralization within a unified cognitive-interlanguage framework.
This approach provides a more comprehensive explanation of learner language and offers implications

for more eftective pedagogical practices in teaching Persian as a second language.
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