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ABSTRACT 

This paper presents a conceptual optimality-theoretic account for the mismatch between second language learners’ 

attained competence and their (often unsatisfactory) performance on a language test. Optimality Theory (OT) 

(Prince and Smolensky, 1993; McCarthy and Prince, 1993a, b), the researcher believes, provides explanation for 

such discrepancies. The answer lies in the claim that Optimality Theory assumes a different architecture of the 

grammar. That is, instead of the serial organization of the structural requirements (traditionally called rules) on 

surface representations as proposed by the traditional derivational frameworks (Cf. Chomsky and Halle, 1968), OT 

proposes that these structural requirements (preferably called constraints) be presented in the textbooks and in the 

classroom in parallel fashion. In other words, OT refutes altogether the practice that structural requirements are 

presented as rules one at a time in a particular and fixed order. Instead, it promotes the proposal that material 

presentation should show at least three things: (1) structural requirements are which violable; (2) structural 

requirements which oftentimes impose competing demands; and (3) settling the conflict between competing 

structural requirements in the most harmonic way which requires relative ranking. In order to show how OT 

provides novel proposals about testees’ error patterns as well as some remedy strategies, the teaching-learning-

testing mismatch of the English tense system (with special focus on the Present Simple and Past Simple tense 

patterns) by some nonnative speakers of English (Arabs in our case) is being considered. 

Keywords: Optimality Theory, Language Testing, Language Assessment, Language Acquisition, 

Language Learn Ability. 

 

1. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM AND 

RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 

 

Over the past few decades, competing linguistic 

theories have helped shape our understanding of language 

testing. Much work on language testing has been 

conducted outside the transformational/ generative 

grammar framework, motivated by the sensible 

conviction that grammatical competence encompasses 

more than the formal aspects of language. Textual and 

sociolinguistic competences should be no less important 

focus of classroom drills and activities. However, it could 

be a difficult task to address the phonological, syntactic, 

semantic, pragmatic, discoursal, sociolinguistic, etc. 

aspects of language in one single study. It would also be 

impossible to coach such a study within the frameworks 

of competing models of analyses. 

For some theoretical and logistic reasons, the current 

research paper aims at exploring some insights mainly 

provided by Optimality Theory (OT) (Prince and 

Smolensky, 1993; McCarthy and Prince, 1993a, b) into 

long-term problems about language testing.
(1)

 

Specifically, the researcher sets himself the task of 

exploring the mismatch between language teaching/ 

learning on the one hand and language testing, on the 

other; that is, what learners are taught (and have actually 

learned) about language and compare that which what 

they actually do in a language test. The goal is, as Baker 

(1980) argues, to build up an "integrating" model of 

"teaching-learning-assessment". The main thrust of the 

argument is like this: whereas conflicting structural 

requirements on surface representations are suppressed in 

textbook presentation and classroom demonstration (i.e. 

relegated to the background), they are brought to the 

foreground in language testing, resulting in a mismatch 

between material presentation and testing. This is 

probably so because the material is presented in the 

textbook and by the teacher in a serial fashion (lessening 

the demands on constraint conflict), but it is administered 
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in a language test in a parallel fashion (highlighting the 

conflicting nature of structural requirements)
(2)

. 

 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

2.1. Language Testing 

Although tests have for long been considered an 

inevitable ingredient of language teaching and language 

learning (Cf. Kuhlman, 2005), they are oftentimes viewed 

as impediments to language learning and have sometimes 

caused unintentional ethical abuse (for details see Chase, 

1977; Coles 1978; Ortiz and Yates, 1983; Cummins, 

1986). That is, they fail to unravel correctly the learner’s 

actual mastery of the language and thus do not provide 

teachers with what Kuhlman (2005:1) calls “the 

diagnostic-oriented assessment rubrics… to make 

curricular decisions”. Much work has been devoted to 

improving the many facets of test validity and reliability 

(Cf. Spolsky, 1978; Foorman, 1981; Cohen, 1984; Klein-

Braley, 1985; Cerryholmes, 1988; Davis, 1988; 

Kobayashi, 2002; Chen, 2004; Eckes and Grotjahn, 

2006). Hence, researchers often cast doubt upon how to 

measure language skills (Lado, 1961; Farhady, 1983a). 

For a long time, test construction has been very much 

influenced by Carroll’s (1961) traditional distinction 

between discrete-point and integrative approaches to 

language testing. Some researchers (Cf. Lado, 1961; 

Rand, 1972, 1976) have favored the former approaches, 

but the majority have supported the latter ones (Cf. 

Taylor, 1953, 1956, 1957; Valette, 1964; Briere, 1966; 

Upshur, 1967, 1969a; Spolsky, 1968a; Anderson, 1969; 

Oller and Conrad, 1971; Oller, 1973). Very few 

researchers believe that both approaches yield almost 

identical results (Cf. Farhady 1983a). However, because 

of the impracticality of discrete-point testing, the 

argument has for long been like this: measuring language 

skills has to be integrative, i.e. a test item should mix 

several skills (reading, listening, speaking, and writing) 

with several domains of structure (phonology, syntax, 

semantics, morphology, pragmatics, etc.). This view 

replicates Corder’s 1973 long standing position that “[i]n 

language, nothing is learned completely until everything 

is learned.”
(3)

 

 

2.2. Optimality Theory: An Overview 

In this sub-section, the researcher lays out the basic 

premises and conventional notations of an OT analysis. 

As a starting point, Optimality Theory (Prince and 

Smolensky, 1993, McCarthy and Prince, 1993a, b) 

capitalizes on the claim that learners have available to 

them innate Universal Grammar, which is no more than a 

language-particular ranking of a set of violable 

constraints. Despite being controversial, an OT analysis 

adopts the view that the child’s learning of a first 

language and the adult’s learning of a second or a foreign 

language are identical processes (on pre-optimality 

literature see Dulay et al., 1982, on Optimality see Tesar 

and Smolensky, 1993, 1996). Both involve language-

particular rankings of the set of universal and violable 

constraints. Hence, “learning begins with no relative 

ranking of constraints” (Tesar and Smolensky, 1996). In 

addition, Optimality Theory proposes the concept of 

conflicting universal constraints to account for the belief 

that languages share the same set of universal principles 

and yet allow for variation. As Prince and Smolensky 

(1997: 1605) succinctly put it, constraints are “not just 

universally available to be chosen from, but literally 

present in every language.” In this theory where 

“grammaticality equals optimality” (Prince and 

Smolensky, 1997: 1604) what the grammar of each 

language does is to resolve the conflict between 

competing universal constraints by language-specific 

‘constraint rankings’. In other words, all languages share 

the same set of universal constraints, but they differ in 

how these constraints are ranked relative to each other. 

According to previous theories that assume rule-based 

grammars (Cf. Chomsky and Halle, 1968), the input is 

mapped onto the output through linearly ordered 

rewriting rules. That is, rules apply one after the other, 

and more importantly, the output of the application of 

RULE A is the input of RULE B, and so on. Optimality 

Theory, however, proposes that these rules be preferably 

thought of as constraints (i.e. structural requirements on 

surface representation) that apply on the output form in 

parallel fashion. Unlike probably all previous models of 

Grammar (Chomsky and Halle, 1968; Liberman and 

Prince, 1977; McCarthy, 1979a, b; Hayes, 1982, 1991, 

1995; among others), Optimality theory proposes that 

constraints are violable, and they apply to surface forms. 

As such, OT assumes that constraints can never perfectly 

be satisfied; constraint satisfaction can only be optimal; 

some constraints are satisfied at the expense of others: a 

higher-ranked constraint is satisfied at the expense of a 

lower-ranked constraint. Hence, the violation of a higher-

ranked constraint is more serious (i.e., yields 

ungrammatical output) than the violation of a lower-
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ranked constraint. A natural deduction of this line of 

thought is the assumption that constraint violation is 

never binary; there are degrees of violation. 

Optimality Theory proposes two sets of constraints: 

markedness constraints and faithfulness constraints. 

Whereas markedness constraints are structural requirements 

on the well-formedness of output forms, faithfulness 

constraints match the input forms with their corresponding 

output forms. In addition to keeping the symmetry between 

a linguistic form and its different realizations or variants, 

constraints compete to choose the most harmonic (least 

marked) output form. Both types of constraints are needed. 

Whereas markedness constraints only favor output forms 

that are structurally simple, faithfulness constraints allow for 

cross-linguistic variations. 

The question then rises as to how these universal and 

violable constraints interact. OT proposes that the 

function Gen (generator), which acts on the lexicon, 

provides all possible output structures. This amounts to 

saying that “every language considers exactly the same 

set of options for realizing an input” (Prince and 

Smolensky, 1997: 1605). This is technically called 

richness of the base: “The set of possible inputs to the 

grammar of all languages is the same” (Tesar and 

Smolensky, 1996: 33). The function Eval (evaluator) 

evaluates all candidate forms against the set of universal 

constraints uniquely. In other words, whereas Gen is 

language-independent, Eval is language–dependent. 

Archangeli (1997) sketches this out as in figure (1) 

below: (1) 

 

Inherent in this line of thought is the proposal that 

constraints impose conflicting demands. To illustrate, 

whereas one constraint defines the configuration AB, for 

example, as ungrammatical (call it constraint X), another 

constraint may define anything other than AB as 

ungrammatical (call it constraint Y). Put more succinctly, 

one constraint acts against the realization of B after A, and 

the other constraint militates against the realization of 

anything other than B after A. OT demonstrates the idea of 

conflicting constraints in a tableau like (1) below (where the 

constraints are horizontally arranged, and the outputs 

vertically, and where * means violation of a constraint): 

Tableau (1) 

Input constraint X Y ETC. 

AB *   

AC  *  

AD  *  

DA  *  

ETC.    

 

Tableau (1) above shows that in one instance X is 

violated; the other times Y is violated. When two (or 

more) constraints impose conflicting demands, OT makes 

use of the notion of dominance. That is, constraint X 

dominates Y if X is a higher ranking constraint, and Y is 

a lower ranking constraint. All in all, constraints are 

either higher ranking or lower ranking, as represented in 

the Tableau in a descending fashion from left to right. 

Violation of a higher-ranking constraint yields a sub-

optimal form (indicated by the exclamation point ‘!’ in 

the cell corresponding to the violation). The pointing 

hand � indicates the winning configuration: 
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Tableau (2) 

Input X (*AB) Y (*AC) 

AB *!  

�AC  * 

 

By reversing the domination relationship between X 

and Y, the output configuration AC loses the 

competition: 

Tableau (3) 

Input: AB Y (*AC) X (*AB) 

�AB  * 

AC *!  

 

It is interesting to note that the application of both 

markedness and faithfulness constraints depends crucially 

upon their eventual consequences on the surface. 

 

2.3. Constraint Formulation and Constraint Ranking 

in OT 

What is a constraint? Much has been said in the OT 

literature about what a possible constraint could be. As 

for formulation, research has shown that constraints are 

subject to at least two major universal constraint 

schemata: the Generalized Alignment schema of 

McCarthy and Prince (1993b) and the Correspondence 

Theory of McCarthy and Prince (1995). As for content, 

constraints are partitioned into two major families: 

faithfulness constraints and markedness constraints. As 

has been noted earlier, whereas faithfulness constraints 

(e.g. world phonologies’ MAX, IDENT, etc.) militate for 

a one-to-one correspondence between the input and the 

output forms, markedness constraints (e.g. world 

phonologies’ *CODA, *COMPLEX) favor structures that 

are inherently simple. Both types of constraints are 

needed to account for the thesis that human languages are 

underlyingly similar (markedness constraints), and yet 

they allow for cross-linguistic variations (faithfulness 

constraints). Since the schemata provide vocabulary to 

state constraints, a markedness constraint for English 

grammar can be formulated like this 

(2) *VERB-s verbs are unsuffixed, 

which basically tells that go, take, and do, for 

example, are preferred over goes, takes and does. 

However, given the English subject-verb correspondence, 

a faithfulness constraint can be formulated along the 

following lines: 

(3) (3
rd

 person noun, 3
rd

 person verb) (henceforth 

3
rd

, 3
rd

) 

A third person singular verb corresponds with a third 

person singular noun 

The point worthy of mention here is that the 

markedness constraint formulated in (2) and the 

faithfulness constraint in (3) above impose conflicting 

demands. Whereas the markedness constraint militates 

against the realization of “s” at surface form, the 

faithfulness constraint requires the realization of this “s” 

such that the output matches the input. We believe that 

this is exactly the conflict that goes on in the mind of the 

test-takers, especially at the beginning and lower-

intermediate levels. 

In order to resolve this antagonistic relationship 

between markedness and faithfulness constraints, the 

notion of constraint ranking comes into play. In order that 

each winner be more harmonic that all its competing 

losers, the constraint violated by the loser must dominate 

the constraint(s) violated by the winner. As far as 

language acquisition is concerned, markedness 

constraints are often said to dominate faithfulness 

constraints in early stages of language acquisition (for 

details see Gnanadesikan, 1996). Later, a process of 

unhurried readjustment whereby faithfulness constraints 

dominate markedness constraints gets underway. All in 

all, grammar re-adjustment (or language acquisition 

progress) involves constraint re-ranking. And this has to 

be a big part of what teachers should let themselves in for 

within the classroom. 

 

2.4. Optimality Theory and Language Assessment 

Optimality Theory, though most of its reputation is 

due to being applied to phonology, can account for 

phenomena of language learnability. To the best of our 

knowledge, this is probably the first endeavor that relates 

optimality theory to the second language teaching-

learning/assessment mismatch. In particular, the 

optimality-theoretic model, the argument goes, can 

account for why second language learners (especially at 

lower and intermediate levels) fail to perform up to the 

expectations of the test-makers. In short, the thesis is like 

this: testees fail to exploit the target language relative 

ranking of the set of violable constraints. For example, a 

second language learner of English who fails to produce a 

consonant cluster at the beginning of an English word 

like /skirt/, favoring, say /iskirt/, /sikirt/ or probably /sirt/ 

and /kirt/, still ranks markedness constraints (those which 

favor simple structures) over faithfulness constraints 

(those which favor replication of the input). The learner’s 
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English will definitely improve once he or she reverses 

the domination relationship between the conflicting 

constraints. 

If this is true, the "teaching-learning-assessment" 

model needs radical re-evaluation. First of all, we 

probably need to reconsider how constraints are 

incorporated into the textbook and demonstrated in the 

classroom (Shulman’s 1987 ‘pedagogical content 

knowledge’). Second, we need to see how the very same 

constraints are incorporated into a second language test. 

Third, given OT as a model of analysis, we need to 

exploit the OT machinery on how to bridge the 

discrepancy between “pedagogical content knowledge” 

on the one hand and test-construction on the other hand. 

 

2.5. Patterning Errors and Prioritizing Treatment 

In order to analyze second language learners’ error 

patterns, we therefore need to do at least three things. 

First, we need to figure out learners’ actual rankings of 

the set of violable constraints at a particular stage of 

learning. Second, we need to identify error patterns that 

are due to learners’ failure to exploit the target language 

relative constraint ranking. Finally, we need to sketch a 

remedy strategy by which we set priorities of treatment; 

i.e. which error patterns should first be targeted. This last 

step is of great significance as it relates to the OT 

learnability literature (Tesar, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 

2004, 2006; Tesar and Smolensky, 1993, 1996 inter alia). 

The strong claim is like this: given the thesis that certain 

errors are predicative of others (Dinnsen et al., 1997) and 

that constraints (and ultimately error patterns) are ranked 

relative to each other, the demotion of some error patterns 

(by means of OT demotion mechanism) may pull along 

some other error patterns for free. In other words, fixing 

some error pattern may obviate the need for fixing 

(an)other error pattern(s). 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1. Objectives of the Study 

In EFL/ESL teaching/learning situations, the problem, 

we hypothesize, lies in the material presentation (i.e. 

pedagogy). That is, for purposes of clarity and 

convenience, textbooks most of the time present 

structural requirements as rules one at a time in a 

particular and fixed order, accounting in most cases for 

what Riddle (1986: 268) calls “prototypical” uses.  The 

implication is like this: effective content sequencing, 

along with effective means of teaching, surely enhances 

language acquisition. In other words, they make their 

teaching (and ultimately students’ learning) more 

discrete. And this, the argument goes, causes a mismatch 

between second language learners’ attained competence 

and their (often unsatisfactory) performance on language 

tests. 

The present paper is then intended to pay language 

tests their deserved due and to cast more doubt, not on 

test construction but, on textbook and classroom 

presentation. Concisely, the researcher intends to show 

that big part of the problem regarding the mismatch 

between language acquisition and language testing at 

least at the beginning and intermediate levels lies not in 

what material is being presented (traditionally called 

content knowledge) but more importantly in how that 

material is presented to second language learners in 

textbooks and by the teacher (traditionally called 

pedagogy). Both types of knowledge have been termed 

“pedagogical content knowledge” (Shulman, 1987; 

Cochran et al., 1993; Chen and Ennis, 1995; Grenfell, 

1998; Johnston and Goettsch, 2000), which in Shulman’s 

terms (1987), basically means "the capacity of a teacher 

to transform the content knowledge he or she possesses 

into forms that are pedagogically powerful". This is what 

Shulman (1987) calls “selection of instruction”, i.e. 

teaching strategies that are one component of an umbrella 

term technically called “pedagogical reasoning” 

(Shulman, 1987; Gorsuch and Beglar, 2004), which 

basically consists of six ordered stages: comprehension, 

transformation, instruction, evaluation, reflection, and 

new comprehensions.  Our current research paper 

therefore anchors transformation and instruction on the 

one hand with evaluation (specifically formal tests) on 

the other. The goal is to show that instead of devoting 

much time and effort on improving our language tests 

(which is still recommended, of course), more time and 

effort are needed to reconsider our “pedagogical content 

knowledge”. An improvement of the teaching-learning 

syllabus and teaching methods will surely lessen the 

demands on test construction (Cf. Brown, 2002; Ruby 

and Verplaetse, 2000). 

The traditional structural syllabus which “breaks 

language down into small grammatical components and 

presents them in strictly controlled sequence” (Schulz, 

1984) is, in OT terms, no longer theoretically motivated.  

For, OT refutes simple linear sequencing in favor of 

parallel presentation. 
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3.2. Data Collection 

The primary goal of this study is to see how, using the 

OT model of analysis, the English tense system (with 

special focus on the Present Simple and Past Simple tense 

patterns) is presented to students at the beginning and 

intermediate levels and then tested in some 

teaching/learning situations. The researcher therefore 

consulted all textbooks that have been in use for years at 

some Jordanian Universities for General English 

language skills courses (namely Eng. 99, Eng. 100, Eng. 

105, and Eng. 111), which all target students at the 

beginning and (lower) intermediate levels according to 

the cross-classification adopted by the Language Center 

at Yarmouk University-Jordan. The textbooks include 

Matters; Cutting Edge; Upgrade; The Skills in English: 

Course for Jordan; Freshman English Course (for Arab 

students); and Interactions one: A communicative 

Grammar. 

Over the last three years, the researcher has worked 

with instructors, coordinators and proctors of these 

courses at the language Center at Yarmouk University- 

Jordan to consider their “pedagogical content knowledge” 

(Shulman, 1987) in the classroom, i.e. whether structural 

requirements are presented as rules one at a time in a 

particular and fixed order. As expected, most instructors, 

due to time limitations imposed by the testing schedule, 

have asserted that they follow what we call “typical 

sequencing” which involves prioritizing and segmenting 

text content into workable class meetings. This is 

corroborated by the fact that instructors follow a 

coordinated delivery plan. 

During the-focus-on-language exams, which have 

luckily become mostly on-line, the researcher has made 

effort over the last three years to be watchful of students’ 

errors regarding the English Present Simple and Past 

Simple tense patterns. The think-aloud probing technique 

has been used to check with students about the reason 

(i.e. the thinking) that has caused them to choose the 

wrong alternative without drawing their attention to the 

fact that their choice is unsuccessful. In short, the 

researcher asks the testees this simple question “why did 

you choose this one?” Students’ responses have provided 

us with ‘the thinking’ that has resulted from it. 

Traditionally called distractors, these are in fact structural 

requirements (here technically called constraints) that 

oftentimes impose conflicting demands in the head of the 

language learner. For example, when some student brings 

to your attention that she has chosen “c” over “d” in (4) 

below because of subject-verb agreement, you 

immediately infer that she has not resolved the conflict 

between the structural requirement of *LET-s and the 

structural requirement of 3
rd

, 3
rd

, for example, in the most 

harmonic way. 

(4) The teacher won’t let Ann ------------ into the lab 

daily. 

a. to go b. will do c. goes  d. go 

To this learner, the structural requirement of the 

faithfulness constraint 3
rd

, 3
rd

 still outranks the structural 

requirement of *LET-s. Notice that it is both time and 

effort consuming to communicate to students that the 

structural description of let in (8) above is not met. In 

order to overcome learning problems like this one 

especially at lower and intermediate levels, the OT offers 

a straightforward solution. Instead of spending a whole 

class meeting discussing the structural description of let, 

and another (probably with long time interval) discussing 

subject-verb agreement, textbooks and teachers are 

invited to present both structural requirements 

simultaneously (i.e. content knowledge) provided that 

they draw students’ attention to the fact that when these 

two structural requirements compete, *LET-s should 

outrank 3
rd

, 3
rd 

(i.e. pedagogy). This can be demonstrated 

in a tableau like (4) below: 

Tableau (4) 

Input: *LET-s 3
rd

, 3
rd

 

�a.  The teacher won’t let Ann go into the lab  * 

b. The teacher won’t let Ann goes into the lab *  

 

In so doing, teachers have at least shown three things: 

(1) structural requirements (e.g. subject-verb agreement, 

etc.) are violable; (2) structural requirements oftentimes 

impose competing demands (*LET-s vis-à-vis 3
rd

, 3
rd

); 

and (3) settling the conflict between competing structural 

requirements in the most harmonic way requires relative 

ranking (*LET-s >> 3
rd

, 3
rd

). 

 

3.3. Procedure: “Think-aloud” Probing and 

Constraint Demotion 

To identify relative constraint ranking in the mind of 

the second language learner, the researcher adopted the 
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“think-aloud” probing technique. That is, when some 

language learner made a grammatical mistake on a 

language test, we asked her/him as to what had caused 

her/him to do it this way. In other words, the reason was 

not only to have students stated which was “right”, and 

which was wrong but to have them described the thinking 

that had resulted from it. In Kucan and Beck’s (1997: 

286) terms “What do you think and why do you think 

so?” 

Once the learner communicates to you her/his 

thinking, you can immediately infer the way she/he has 

ranked some set of constraints relative to each other. For 

instance, it is evident that the second language learner 

who chooses to have the less harmonic “she go into the 

library everyday” over “she goes into the library 

everyday” ranks markedness constraints over faithfulness 

constraints. 

(5) Initial Constraint Ranking: Markedness >> 

Faithfulness 

(*VERB-s)   >>   (3
rd

, 3
rd

). 

 

This is due to the claim that learners have available to 

them innate Universal Grammar, where markedness 

outranks faithfulness in early stages of language 

acquisition (Gnanadesikan, 1996). Given the constraint 

ranking in (5) above, the following learning 

generalization concerning the grammar of some second 

language learners at a particular level can then be made: 

- *VERB-s is said to dominate (3
rd

, 3
rd

) because some 

learners choose the less harmonic The student go into 

the lab daily over the more harmonic output form The 

student goes into the lab daily. 

Given the OT model of analysis, the teacher’s task is 

then to provide students with classroom practice as to the 

demotion of the markedness constraint (*VERB-s), one 

step below the faithfulness constraint (3
rd

, 3
rd

) as in (6) 

below: 

(6) Constraint Ranking I:  Faithfulness>> 

markedness 

(3
rd

, 3
rd

)   >>   (*VERB-s) 

However, substantial evidence is available that 

classroom overdose of the faithfulness constraint (3
rd

, 3
rd

) 

and presentation of this structural requirement as an 

inviolable rule may cause some learners at the beginning 

and lower-intermediate levels to choose the less harmonic 

“The teacher won’t let Sam goes into the library 

everyday”, “Sam should goes to the library everyday” 

and “Sam doesn’t goes to the library daily”, etc. What 

this basically means is that because they try to observe 

the structural requirement of some faithfulness constraint 

(namely 3
rd

, 3
rd

), learners at the beginning and lower 

intermediate levels violate the structural requirement of 

some other competing faithfulness constraints, namely 

*SHOULD-s, *DOES-s, and *LET-s, etc. In order to 

avoid this unhappy situation, we need to figure out how 

students rank this set of faithfulness constraints relative 

to each other. While it is sometimes difficult to establish 

a ranking argument between these constraints, students’ 

responses to a number of grammar tests’ (available as a 

bank of grammar tests’ answers that have accumulated 

over a period of three years) have provided us with the 

key. Interestingly, learners’ error analysis shows some 

“co-occurring errors”. For instance, it has turned out that 

learners who violate (*SHOULD-s) are more likely to 

violate (*LET-s) or (*DOES-s). In terms of constraint 

ranking, what this basically means is that (*LET-s) and 

(*DOES-s) are ranked higher than (*SHOULD-s). 

(7) Constraint Ranking II 

(3
rd

, 3
rd

) >> (*LET-s), (*DOES-s) >> (*SHOULD-s) 

Further probing has also shown that students who 

violate (*DOES-s) are more likely to violate (*LET-s). 

Violation of (*DOES-s) implies violation of (*LET-s). In 

terms of constraint ranking, (*LET-s) outranks (*DOES-

s): 

(8) Constraint Ranking III 

(3
rd

, 3
rd

) >> (*LET-s) >> (*DOES-s) >> (*SHOULD-

s) 

Constraint Ranking III above shows the relative 

ranking of a set of violable faithfulness constraints by 

some second language learners at a particular stage. From 

an optimality-theoretic perspective, the followings are 

then few learning generalizations concerning the 

grammar of some second language learners at a particular 

level: 

- (3
rd

, 3
rd

) dominates (*LET-s) because some learners 

choose The teacher won’t let the student goes into the 

lab over The teacher won’t let the student go into the 

lab. 

- (3
rd

, 3
rd

) dominates (*SHOULD-s) because some 

learners choose The student should goes into the lab 

everyday over The student should go into the lab 

everyday. 

- (3
rd

, 3
rd

) dominates (*DOES-s) because some learners 

choose to have The student doesn’t goes into the lab 

everyday over The student doesn’t go into the lab 

everyday. 
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- (*LET-s) dominates (*SHOULD-s) because the 

former is more heavily weighted in the grammar. 

Hence (*SHOULD-s) implies (*LET-s) 

- (*LET-s) dominates (*DOES-s) because the former is 

more heavily weighted in the grammar. Hence 

(*DOES-s) implies (*LET-s) 

- (*DOES-s) dominate (*SHOULD-s) because the 

latter is weighted in the grammar the least. Hence, 

(*SHOULD-s) is the least implied error pattern. 

 

3.4. Prioritizing ESL instruction: Exemplification 

Due to the claim that constraints (and ultimately error 

patterns) are ranked left-to-right in a descending fashion, 

we can make predictions regarding remedy strategies, i.e. 

where exactly treatment should start, and thus setting 

priorities of classroom instructions. In OT terms, this 

requires constraint demotion, which makes the following 

a strong predication: given the fixed ranking of two 

constraints (*LET-s >> *SHOULD-s), demoting the 

higher-ranking constraint (*LET-s) will pull along the 

lower ranking constraint (*SHOULD-s) for free. If this is 

true, classroom instruction should, at least at this level, 

target (*LET-s) by providing students with material as to 

the demotion of it. 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

 

4.1. Serial vs. Parallel Presentation 

According to current models, textbooks, grossly 

speaking, present language focus themes according to 

their simplicity, i.e., the simpler the topic, the earlier it is 

introduced. Hence, some aspects of the content are more 

likely to be easy or difficult to learn (Shulman, 1986: 9; 

Chen and Ennis, 1995). In other words, having the claim 

that students are not expected to process all pieces of 

information that they are exposed to at one time, 

textbooks and teachers follow, as most of them assert, 

‘typical’ sequencing which involves segmenting text 

content into workable class meetings. A note worthy of 

mention here is that course content sequencing is very 

much dependent upon curricular models such as the 

structural (or grammatical) approach, the situational 

approach, the notional-functional approach, etc. (Schulz, 

1984). The bottom line is that in addition to adapting 

content to student ability, background, interest levels, and 

even purposes of teaching, “typical sequencing” involves 

prioritizing and segmenting text content into sequenced 

workable class meetings. Proponents of the structural 

approach, for example, argue for some learning principles 

such that priority is always given to simpler structures, to 

structures with fewer exceptions, to more familiar 

structures, etc. Their claim is like this: effective content 

sequencing, when coupled with effective means of 

teaching, makes language acquisition less tedious and 

more productive. In the meantime, very few chapters are 

devoted to recycling grammatical points presented in 

earlier chapter themes; and “Focus On Testing” drills are 

sometimes presented at the end of some chapters or even 

in the end. 

There is an abundance of evidence that the textbooks 

we have chosen to critique for the purpose of the present 

paper provide second and foreign language learners with 

an impressive presentation of the material to go in 

accordance with their language abilities. For example, 

grammatical exercises are presented in context so as to 

enhance the process of learning by provoking the 

interests of the learners, especially those grammar points 

that relate closely to the chapter theme- authentic texts 

that promote learner’s motivation. A learner-oriented 

technique is best practiced in ‘the least controlled’ 

exercises by giving the learners the chance to use the 

grammar targets they have already learnt to express 

themselves in real-life-like situations, etc. - observations 

that authors put in the air in the introduction to their 

textbooks. 

However, although these textbooks claim that they 

present the subject matter (the verb tenses in our case) in 

the most ‘fashionable’ way, we aim at showing that, 

given the OT model of analysis, their presentation is not 

theoretically motivated. Concisely, by exploring the 

extent to which OT as a linguistic theory is applicable to 

classroom teaching/learning and language testing, we will 

demonstrate how “pedagogical content knowledge” (i.e. 

transforming content knowledge “into forms that are 

pedagogically powerful") is best practiced. 

As far as language assessment is concerned, we claim 

that textbooks implicitly show that language 

teaching/learning on the one hand and language testing 

on the other are independent learning processes, resulting 

in a mismatch between language learning in the 

classroom and language learning in a test-taking session. 

The argument is like this: whereas information is 

presented to students in a serial fashion in the textbook 

and inside the classroom, it is presented in a parallel 

fashion in a language test-taking session. If this claim is 

proper, students’ errors become inevitable. OT refutes 
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altogether the proposal that grammatical information be 

stated as rules presented in the textbook one at a time in a 

particular and fixed order; rather, it calls for a parallel 

presentation of the material. In other words, instead of 

having the test format echo textbook presentation, we 

probably need it the other way around. Text material 

should be presented (more or less) the way it is presented 

in a test. This is probably needed to highlight the 

assumption that a particular piece of grammatical 

information is a violable structural requirement (or 

technically called a constraint) on surface representation. 

Students’ attention should then be drawn to the thesis that a 

surface configuration is never perfect, but it can be optimal 

due to the fact that it incurs violations, but, as compared 

with all other competing surface representations, these 

violations are minimal. Inherent in this line of thought is 

the assumption that all competing surface representations 

should be presented at one time to be tested against the set 

of violable constraints. As each candidate form will then 

incur some violations, the one that incurs fewer violations 

wins the competition. In case of a tie, in order for the 

winner to be more harmonic with all of its competing 

losers, the constraint violated by the loser must dominate 

the constraint(s) violated by the winner. 

Textbooks targeted for second language learners fail 

to highlight these points and thus fail to show the conflict 

that yields the winning surface configuration. To some 

learners, test items and the set of possible answers show 

ordering paradoxes that are sometimes difficult to 

prioritize. 

 

4.2. Exemplification 

Most textbooks present sentences like (9) below under 

the Present Simple tense rubric. 

(9) Ann goes into the library daily 

When discussing this pattern to their students at the 

beginning and lower-intermediate levels, teachers pay 

their utmost effort to communicate the structural 

requirement of subject-verb agreement. Drill exercises as 

to how the verb changes in 3
rd

 person singular positive 

statements are presented to students at probably equal 

intervals. And probably because this a structural 

requirement is presented as a “rule” and in isolation from 

other competing structural requirements, students may 

wrongly conceive of it as inviolable. Language tests are 

overstuffed with third person singular positive 

statements. However, the problem arises when surface 

configurations that violate this structural requirement are 

introduced: 

(10) Ann does not go into the lab daily. 

Does Ann go into the lab daily? 

Why doesn’t Ann go into the lab daily? 

Did Ann go into the lab yesterday? 

Why didn’t Ann go into the lab yesterday? 

The teacher wanted Ann to go into the lab daily. 

The teacher congratulated Ann on going into the lab 

daily. 

The teacher blamed Ann for going into the lab daily 

Ann should go into the lab daily 

The teacher lets Ann go into the lab daily 

The teacher makes Ann go into the lab daily 

The teacher suggests that Ann should go into the lab 

daily. 

It is high time that Ann went into the lab. 

Etc. 

Very few of these surface configurations are 

simultaneously presented in the textbook. The majority 

are segmented into workable class meetings. And 

probably because most of them are unrelated meaning-

wise, teachers may not even bother to demonstrate how 

these surface configurations impose competing structural 

requirements.  However, at exam time students are 

provided with all possible candidate answers in a 

multiple-choice question like (11) below and are 

encouraged to think of each one as a possible candidate 

answer. It is true that 3-5 alternative answers are provided 

each time, but investigation into a number of tests has 

shown that teachers feel that they are free to provide 

whatever possible candidate forms as long as only one of 

them is the correct answer. They disregard the fact that 

some alternative forms are more tempting than others or 

that more than one answer is sometimes possible. 

(11) The teacher congratulated Ann -------------------- 

to the lab daily. 

a. go  b. goes c. going d. to go e. on going 

f. for going g. went h. gone  e. ETC. 

When asked to fill in the space on their own as in (12) 

below, students are always encouraged to consider all 

possible answers. 

(12)  The teacher congratulated Ann -------------------- 

to the lab daily. (go) 

Our “think-aloud” probing has shown that (12), 

despite being prima facie straightforward, is perplexing to 

many students at the beginning and lower-intermediate 

levels. Some teachers may fail to recognize the source of 

confusion and thus hold students responsible for the 
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failure. Specifically, teachers may not see that the 

structural requirement of “congratulated” competes with 

the structural requirement of the simple present tense in 

the mind of the learner at this stage of learning the 

language.  Most teachers take it for granted that a surface 

configuration like (12) above has nothing to do with the 

subject-verb agreement; hence Ann is here an object of 

“congratulated”. However, to some students at some 

stage of learning the language this may not be the case at 

all. This is corroborated by the finding that a number of 

students choose “goes” over “on going” as the possible 

candidate answer for (12) above, and our “think-aloud” 

probing has evidenced this conclusion. To many students, 

especially at the beginning and lower-intermediate levels, 

(12) above is identical with (13) below: 

(13) Ann -------------------- to the lab daily. (go) 

The “think-aloud” probing has shown that students 

may figure out that (14) below embodies structural 

requirements that run counter to each other. When asked, 

for example, about the reason for choosing (c) over (d) as 

a possible candidate answer, students often respond that it 

has to do with the subject-verb agreement: 

(14) The teacher won’t let Ann ---------------------- 

into the lab daily. 

a. to go  b. will do  c. 

goes  d. go 

One reason for students’ failure to provide the correct 

alternative answer may be due to the claims that (1) 

textbooks hardly (if ever) make the connection between 

such surface configurations; hence, they are unrelated 

meaning-wise; and (2) teachers’ presentation of the 

material in the classroom rarely (if ever) shows that 

conflicting structural requirements embodied in surface 

configurations are violable. On the contrary, students are 

introduced to the surface representations in (12, 13 and 

14) above as rules presented one at a time in a particular 

and fixed order; and thus they conceive of them as 

independent rules that are inviolable. Notice that when 

some surface configurations (especially those that are 

structurally and semantically overtly related) are 

presented together in the textbooks, teachers are more 

likely to demonstrate their competing structural 

requirements (e.g. blame somebody for something vs. 

congratulate somebody on/upon something). In case of a 

conflict (e.g. She works vs. Does she work?), teachers 

become more willing to demonstrate a ranking argument 

so that the winner is optimal (but never perfect). They 

show that the requirement of “DOES”, for example, 

outranks the subject-verb agreement. This is exactly the 

prediction that an OT analysis makes: students encounter 

a greater difficulty in working out the competition 

between conflicting structural requirements in the most 

harmonic way unless a ranking argument is established. 

Excusing themselves by reasons of clarity and 

convenience, teachers introduce surface representations 

to students one at a time and probably with long time 

intervals. However, at exam time, surface configurations 

(traditionally called rules) are all tested at the same time. 

In other words, whereas teaching is serial, testing is 

parallel. To the students, the problem then rises at exam 

time as to how to have the structural requirements of 

various surface configurations be met: should they choose 

to comply with the requirement of 

“CONGRATULATED” or “LET” for example or should 

they choose to fulfill the requirement of subject-verb 

agreement? Our “think-aloud” probing has shown that 

most students choose to fulfill the requirement of the 

subject-verb agreement because, as many students have 

communicated to us, “it is stressed more in the textbooks 

by the teacher”. Again, the problem may not emerge in 

the classroom because the competing structural 

requirements are presented one at a time; and most 

teachers may feel that they do not need to draw the 

students’ attention to how the structural requirements of 

surface representations impose conflicting demands. In 

other words, textbooks and teachers take it for granted 

that students may not confuse the two surface forms. Our 

“think-aloud” probing has shown that students at the 

beginning and lower-intermediate levels oftentimes 

confuse the structural requirements of both surface 

representations. In OT terms, they do not always solve 

the conflict in the most harmonic way. 

OT offers a straightforward solution to this problem. 

First of all, it requires that structural requirements on 

surface representations be presented to students not as 

inviolable rules but as violable constraints. Second, OT 

calls for providing students with all surface 

representations that impose conflicting demands at one 

time. In other words, OT requires that students are not 

only introduced to what “is” correct, but they should also 

be instructed on what “isn’t” correct. And third, it calls 

for having students worked out the competition between 

conflicting structural requirements on surface 

representations by establishing a ranking argument. This 

requires that all surface configurations in (10) above, for 

example, be presented in the textbooks in a parallel 
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fashion. The teachers’ pedagogical task is then twofold: 

(1) make clear to her/his students that these structural 

requirements are violable; and (2) show them how to 

establish a ranking argument whenever structural 

requirements on surface representations run counter to 

each other. Consider the following Tableaus: 

Tableau (4) 

Input: LET S-V-A 

�a.  The teacher lets Ann go into the lab  * 

b. The teacher lets Ann goes into the lab *!  

 

Tableau (5) 

Input: DOES S-V-A 

�a.  Does Ann go into the lab daily?  * 

b. Does Ann goes into the lab daily? *!  

 

Tableau (6) 

Input: DID S-V-A 

�a.  Did Ann go into the lab yesterday?  * 

b. Did Ann goes into the lab yesterday? *!  

 

Tableau (7) 

Input: SHOULD S-V-A 

�a. Why should Ann go into the lab daily?  * 

b. Why should Ann goes into the lab daily? *!  

 

Tableau (8) 

Input: SUGGEST S-V-A 

�a.  The teacher suggests that Ann should go into the lab daily  * 

b. The teacher suggests that Ann goes into the lab daily *!  

 

Tableau (9) 

Input: WANT S-V-A 

�a.  The teacher wants Ann to go into the lab daily  * 

b. The teacher wants Ann goes into the lab daily *!  

 

Once all possible competing surface representations 

are presented hand-in-hand in the textbook, the teacher’s 

task is to show that none of them is perfect; each violates 

some structural requirement (i.e. constraint). However, 

the winning surface configuration emerges not because it 

is inviolable (and surely not because it is stressed more in 

the textbook by the teacher), but because one structural 

requirement outranks another. Once this demonstration is 

made clear to students in the textbook and by the teacher, 

it no more becomes a source of confusion at the exam 

time. 

All in all, the need is then to present the material in 

the textbook in a parallel fashion, i.e. the same way it is 

presented in the test, especially where structural 

requirements (constraints) run counter to each other. The 

teacher’s pedagogical responsibility is to demonstrate to 

students how the conflict is resolved by provoking the 

notion of “constraint ranking”. 

In the next sub-section, we further illustrate how some 

textbooks targeted for second language learners at the 

beginning and lower-intermediate levels present the 

English Present Simple and Past Simple patterns in a 

serial fashion; yet all patterns are simultaneously tested, 

causing lots of confusion to those learners. In the 
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meantime, we suggest an alternative model that is based 

on claims motivated by Optimality Theory. 

 

4.3. Textbooks Presentation of the Material. 

Although most textbooks provide examples quite 

straightforwardly, the rubrics under which these examples 

are presented are most of the time misleading and suffer 

from minor inaccuracies. Following Riddle (1988b), the 

main cause of confusion for ESL and EFL learners in 

their use of the past perfect, for example, is the fact that 

“it is defined incorrectly by most textbooks and teachers”. 

All in all, textbooks fail to touch upon the points where 

confusion in the use of the tenses is highly expected. 

They choose the easy part of the story. For example, with 

regard to the past simple tense, Riddle (1986: 267) 

convincingly argues that “completion is not part of its 

meaning”. Despite this fact, most textbooks (targeted for 

EFL and ESL learners) devote the bulk of the 

presentation to the ‘completive’ sense of this tense. This 

is what Riddle (1986: 268) calls “the prototypical use of 

the past tense”. For purposes of clarity and convenience, 

consider all the rubrics under which the past simple is 

presented in Interactions One: A communicative 

Grammar
3
, for example: 

(15) 

a -Use the simple past tense to talk about completed past 

events and activities                                  [p: 113] 

b -use the simple past tense to talk about events and 

activities that began and ended at a specific time 

in the past                                                       [p: 139] 

c-The simple past tense shows completed past events and 

activities                                                [p: 181] 

d-The simple past tense expresses activity completed in 

the past                                                     [p: 279] 

(15a-d) emphasize heavily the completed sense of the 

past tense, putting aside the fact that “the past tense can 

be used to describe situations which may still exist” 

(Riddle, 1986: 267). The failure of nonnative speakers to 

produce utterances like (16a-c) below can no doubt be 

attributed to practical and theoretical problems additional 

to those of aptitude, motivation, classroom limitations, 

and the level of the students- namely the link of the past 

tense to a time scale from which the present is totally 

excluded. 

(16) 

a. [Leaving a movie theatre] That was a great movie. 

b. [Asking Sam about his sister who did not come with 

him to the party] She said she had a 

headache. 

c.  If Ann went to London tomorrow, she would be very 

much delighted. 

 

Although the film continues to be great, Sam’s sister 

may still have headache at the moment of speaking, and 

Ann’s hypothetical visit to London is due tomorrow, the 

past forms of ‘BE’, ‘HAVE’ and “GO” are used. 

Examples like these are, it is true, everywhere but the 

language of EFL and ESL learners. Textbooks targeted 

for second language learners at the beginning and lower-

intermediate level often avoid even a passive mention of 

these examples alongside the ‘prototypical use’ of the 

past simple tense. At best, they defer presentation of these 

examples until later where each is presented at its own, 

showing no interconnection with the prototypical past 

tense pattern. In other words, what  the text actually does 

is concentrate overwhelmingly on expressions of past 

time such as last week, two days ago, in 1986, etc., to 

predict the ‘correct’ usage of the past tense, and thus 

further to emphasize the completive past and totally 

ignore the incompletive past. Needless to say, (16a-c) 

bring about conflicting demands on the (non)use of the 

past simple tense. In OT terms, although (16a-c) all 

violate the completive past, they all surface as the correct 

surface representations in their given discourse. As for 

constraint ranking, OT makes the following prediction: 

the constraint(s) violated by the winner must be lower 

ranking. This basically means that the completive 

meaning of the past tense which is overwhelmed in 

textbooks is lower ranking. Consider the following 

tableau: 

Tableau (10) 

Input: INCOMPLETIVE COMPLETIVE 

� a. [Leaving a movie theatre] That was a great movie  * 

b. [Leaving a movie theatre] That is a great movie *!  

 

What tableau (10) above shows is that each surface 

configuration violates some constraint; yet candidate (a) 

wins the competition because it violates a lower-ranking 

constraint. Confusion on the part of the second language 

learner is more likely to take place in (17) below: 

(17) A: “Anything remarkable on hand?” he asked. 
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B: “Disease?” said I. 

C. “Madness! You wouldn’t think that there was 

really anyone living now 

who had such a hatred of the Emperor Napoleon that 

he would break any 

statue of him he could see and …” 

 

The use of a time expression like “now” with a verb 

form in the past tense is very much confusing to second 

language learners. It violates a prototypical structural 

requirement that is heavily stressed in the text as 

inviolable and thus brings about conflicting demands in 

the head of the learner - something that is difficult to 

resolve if presented to student for the first time at the 

exam time. Hence, they are hardly brought together to the 

foreground in textbooks that present the material in a 

linear fashion. An optimality-theoretic presentation can 

handle it easily by establishing a ranking argument, 

whereby the structural requirement of “now” is demoted 

to a lower-level (i.e. is seen as violable): 

Tableau (10) 

Input: PAST NOW 

� a. You wouldn’t think that there was really anyone living now  * 

b. You wouldn’t think that there is really anyone living now *!  

 

Conversely, because of the assumed one-to-one 

correspondence between the time of the action and the 

form of the verb (past time equals past form of the verb), 

textbooks oftentimes ignore altogether the fact that an 

action that took place in the past can be expressed in a 

verb form other than the past; the historical present is just 

a case in point. When second language learners at the 

beginning and intermediate levels come across examples 

like (17), such as in a reading text, they are very likely to 

get confused. Consider, for instance, the following 

examples from The Skills in English: Course for Jordan, 

where the material is not presented in the focus-on-

language subsections at all:    (18) 

a.  Julius Caesar, the general, returns to Rome in triumph. 

b. “It is for the good of Rome,” he says. 

c. The night before, Caesar’s wife, Calpurnia, has a 

dream about Caesar dying at the Senate. 

d. etc. 

Tableau (11) 

Input: 
HISTORICAL 

PRESENT 

PAST ACTION = 

PAST VERB FORM 

� a. Julius Caesar, the general, returns to Rome in 

triumph 
 * 

b. Julius Caesar, the general, returned to Rome in 

triumph 
*!  

 

Despite the fact that textbooks put in the air that the 

grammar-oriented exercises are situation-based and relate 

very closely to chapter themes, sentences like those in 

(18) above do not occur even sporadically in the grammar 

foci, and recycling exercises are no more than mechanical 

repetition –reaffirmation of the familiar. 

This brings us to talk about the present simple tense. 

In addition to putting forward a definition that is based 

solely upon the time-scale matrix, textbooks may mention 

some of the uses of the simple present. Consider (19) 

below: 

(19) 

The simple present is used to describe everyday 

activities. It is also used to express 

opinions and general statements of facts. With some 

verbs, the simple present shows an 

existing condition (something that is happening now)     

[Interactions, p:12] 

According to this rubric, for example, the simple 

present tense is used in four cases: namely, everyday 

activities, opinions, statements of facts, and existing 

conditions. Although this presentation of the tense helps 

to account for a large corpus of data, it fails to highlight 

how structural requirements run counter to each other. In 

doing so, it is not unlikely then that students will get 

confused, not only in the case of the historical present, as 

it has already been mentioned but in the four cases 

included in the definition itself. ‘Existing conditions’, for 

example, is the category of verbs like: like, want, seem, 

know, believe, cost, look… etc. Without a detailed 

discussion of the nature of these verbs, and without 

parallel presentation of the material, students will not 
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only confuse their use in the progressive form but also 

with the other tense forms. To illustrate, when introduced 

to this structural requirement in isolation, EFL and ESL 

learners, especially those who have had little exposure to 

the native language in context, will take it for granted that 

these verbs never occur in the progressive form. 

Consequently, they may wrongly conceive of (20b) 

below as ungrammatical: 

(20) 

a. I think it is hot today. 

b. I am thinking of going to the mountains, 

nor can they understand the difference(s) between the 

two; for the present continuous, too, is presented under a 

rubric that makes the picture no less confusing. 

(21) 

Use the present continuous to describe an action that 

is in progress or happening now. It 

also describes a period of time that includes the 

present: an action started in the past, is 

continuing now (in the present), and will end in the 

future.                                     [Interactions, p:39] 

To nonnative speakers, sentences like (22) and/or (23) 

below can by no means be part of their verbal repertoire, 

not only at the performance level, but, more seriously, at 

the competence level 

(22) 

a. My father has a car 

b. We are having breakfast 

(23) 

a. She is selfish 

b. She is being selfish 

Tableau (12) 

Input: permanent action Be *ing 

� a. She is selfish   

b. she is being selfish *! * 

 

Tableau (13) 

Input: Temporary action Be *ing 

�  a. She is being selfish  * 

b. She is selfish *!  

 

Tableau (13) shows that the requirement that a 

temporary action requires a “verb-ing” form outranks the 

requirement that be is typically a state verb. Teachers 

should show that the latter constraint is violable (i.e. 

lower-ranking). 

All in all, the presentation should account not only for 

‘prototypical’ uses of the tenses but, more importantly, 

for those cases that remain problematic to second 

language learners even at advanced stages. Parallel 

presentation of the material is needed to show that the 

“prototypical” uses impose structural requirements 

(constraints) that are oftentimes violable. The suggestion 

is that we stop incorporating them into the syllabus as 

inviolable rules. 

 

5. THE OT MODEL: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

We have shown that the textbooks used in our second 

language teaching-learning situations only present the 

core meaning of the tenses, ignoring (intentionally or 

unintentionally) the multi-discourse uses that cannot most 

of the time be easily pinned down. Needles to say, 

textbooks take for granted that EFL and ESL learners do 

not have the ability to learn the subtle intricacies of the 

tenses at early stages. An OT-based approach would 

refute altogether this claim. As a surface-oriented theory, 

OT proposes that learners must be introduced in a 

nonlinear fashion to all possible output forms, so as to 

highlight the notions of “violability”, “constraint conflict” 

and “conflict resolution”. The material must be presented 

in a way that enhances the demotion of lower-ranking 

constraints (i.e. language learnability). It suggests that an 

accurate and comprehensive presentation of the subject 

matter should facilitate the learning process. OT 

capitalizes on evidence brought about from first language 

acquisition where the most difficult language tasks that 

remain problematic to nonnative speakers in the course of 

time are usually acquired by native speakers at the age of 

four or five. In addition, OT refutes altogether the need 

for wording rules that leave half of the questions 

unanswered, simply because, as one put it in pre-

optimality literature, “interrelations which would be 

difficult to explain verbally can be intuitively grasped” 

(Svalberg, 1986: 136). In addition, since most textbooks 
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targeted for second language learners adopt the 

communicative approach, they should present authentic 

material that reflects everyday usage, for “[i]t is 

characteristic of the Communicative Approach to assess 

utterances not so much on the basis of their propositional 

meaning as in terms of their pragmatic value” (Swan, 

1985). What all of this suggests is that material should be 

presented in a way to showing how surface 

representations may violate structural requirements, 

resulting in what is called “constraint conflict”; the 

teaching-learning-assessment challenge is to settle this 

conflict in the most harmonic way by provoking the 

notion of constraint ranking. 

 

 

 

NOTES 

 
(1) This is not to say that formal approaches should always 

shape our understanding about how language is 

learnt/taught and therefore tested. On the contrary, other 

less formal approaches (e.g. Markedness differential 

hypothesis, Competition Model, etc.) may prove to be 

more fruitful. However, the main goal of this research 

paper is to test the mismatch against the basic premises 

of some linguistic framework, namely Optimality 

Theory. Research coached within 'less-formal' 

frameworks is, of course, still badly needed. 

(2) I am really indebted to one of the anonymous reviewers 

who has drawn my attention to the fact that the Nativist 

Chomskyan serial presentation of rules had been 

challenged before OT by the Parallel Distributed 

Processing (PDP) model. To the advocates of this 

approach, phonological, syntactic, semantic, discoursal, 

sociolinguistic, etc. information all 'compete' to yield 

the actual output form. 

(3) Cutting edge, Matters, and Upgrade provide almost 

identical rubrics. For example, the rubric under which the 

past simple is introduced in the Language Summary section 

of Cutting Edge (p. 147) is like “The past simple is used to 

describe actions or states in the past that we see as 

complete.” In Matters (p. 9), it is like this “completed 

states/actions/habits (thinking of a specific time”. Upgrade 

focuses on past time phrases (see pp: 73, 96, 101). 
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