THE DEVELOPMENT OF
PAST TENSE MORPHOLOGY
IN L2 SPANISH

M. RAFAEL SALABERRY

Rice University

JOHN BENJAMINS PUBLISHING COMPANY
AMSTERDAM/PHILADELPHIA



Table of Contents

Acknowledgments . . . .. ....... ... ... ... i xi
CHAPTER 1
Introduction . . ........... . ... . ... . 1
1.1 English-Spanish contrasts . .. .............. ... ... ... ... 4
1.2 Conflicting theoretical claims . ............. ... .......... 7
1.3 Focusof thestudy .. ....... ... ... 9
CHAPTER 2
ASPECt . . ... 13
2.1 Definitionof aspect . . ... ... ... ... i 13
2.2 Covert and overt categories of aspect . ..................... 16
2.2.1 Lexical aspect and viewpoint aspect . ................. 17
2.2.2 Components of lexical aspectual values . ............... 20
2.2.3 The semantic multivalence of verbs .. ................ 23
2.3 Operational tests of inherent lexical semantics ................ 24
2.3.1 The shifting nature of lexical aspectual classes ........... 24
2.3.2 Criteria to classify lexical semantics of verb phrases ... .... 26
2.3.3 Operational tests in English ... ..................... 28
2.3.4 Operational tests in Spanish .. ................... ... 29
2.4 Lexical, grammatical and situation aspect . . . ................. 32
25 ConClusion . . ... ... 35
CHAPTER 3
The development of aspectinLL1 .. .......................... 37
3.1 The development of temporality in a first language:
Piagetian proposals . ........... ... .. ... i, 38
3.2 Theoretical explanations and debate . ...................... 41

3.2.1 The lexical aspect hypothesis ....................... 41



viii TABLE OF CONTENTS

3.2.2 The influence of the input: distributional biases .......... 44
3.2.3 Inherent lexical aspect and viewpoint aspect ............ 46
3.3 Learning capacities and cognitive development . . .............. 48
34 Conclusion . ...t 50
CHAPTER 4
The developmentof aspectin L2 .. .......................... 53
4.1 The pragmatic marking of aspect ......................... 53
4.2 The morphosyntactic marking of aspect . .................... 58
4.2.1 The lexical aspect hypothesis . ...................... 59
4.2.2 The discourse hypothesis . ......................... 63
4.2.3 Distributional biases: The role of conventional aspect . ... .. 67
4.2.4 A prototype account: a default marker of past tense ....... 72
425 Perceptual saliency ................ ... .. ... ... 74
4.3 Selected previous studies . .. ......... ..ol 76
43.1 Schmidtand Frota 1986 . .......................... 77
432 Kaplan 1987 .. ... ... .. 78
433 Robison 1990, 1995 ....... ... ... ... 78
434 Ramsay 1990 ......... ... . ... ... .. 83
4.3.5 Bardovi-Harlig and Bergstrém 1996 .................. 86
43.6 Hasbin 1995 ..... ... ... .. . ... ... .. ... 90
437 Lafford 1996 .......... . .. . . . . 93
4.3.8 Liskin-Gasparro 1997 .............. .. .. .......... 95
439 Summary . ... ... e 96
4.4 Therole of instruction . ......... ... ... ... ..o, 97
4.4.1 Pedagogy of past tense verbal morphology . .. ........... 100
45 ConClusion . .. ... .. e 104
CHAPTER 5
Research methodology in the analysis of past tense morphology . .. ... 107
S.1 Pilotstudy . ... ... e 107
5.1.1 Subjects, materials and procedure . ................... 107
5.1.2 Analysis of results and discussion . . .................. 109
5.2 Summary and projection of results for main study . . ... ......... 111
53 Mainstudy . ... ..ot 112
53.1 Hypotheses . .......... ..., 112
532 Subjects .. ... 114
533 Materials .. ... ... ... 117



TABLE OF CONTENTS ix

5332 Written tasks . ... ... ... .. Lo 120
5.3.3.3 On-line processing of cloze test . ............... 121
5.3.4 Procedure of data collection . ....................... 126
5.3.5 Classification of verbs: operational tests . . .. ............ 128
54 Conclusion . ... ... 133
CHAPTER 6
Analysisof datasets . ......... ... .. ... ... .. .. ... ... ... 135
6.1 Results from movie narrative task . . ....... ... ... . ... ... 135
6.2 Results from cloze and editing task ... ..................... 143
62.1 Clozetest ................ e 144
6.22 Editingtask .......... . ... ... 147
6.2.3 Differential scores . ........... ... . . ... 148
6.3 Results from joint writing task . .............. .. .......... 152
6.3.1 Individualtask ........... ... ... . ... 152
632 Jointtask ........ ... ... .. 153
6.3.3 Processing of joint problem solving task ............... 156
CHAPTER 7
Developmental stages in the acquisition of Spanish past tense
morphology . ....... ... . . ... e 167
7.1 Summary of findings . ........... ... ... ... . ... 167
7.1.1 Oral movie narratives . ... ...........c.vuuernen... 168
7.1.1.1 A default marker of past tense . . ............... 168
7.1.1.2 Developmental patterns: Underapplication,
overgeneralization and regression . . ............... 170
7.1.1.3 Present versus past tense marking . . . ............ 173
7.1.2 Cloze and editing written tasks: confirmatory data . ....... 177
7.1.3 Speak-aloud task: metalinguistic rules . ................ 179
7.2 Significance of the present findings in the context of previous studies 180
7.3 ConClusion . ... ... ...t e 183
Appendices . ... ... e 185
References . ..... ... ... .. . . . 193
Namelndex ......... ... .. ... . .. . . .. . 207

SubjectIndex . ............ ... .. ... e 209



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The general objective of this study is the investigation of some of the cognitive
processes underlying adult second language acquisition (SLA) through the
analysis of the development of morphological markers of temporality in the
acquisition of Spanish as a second language (L2) among native English speakers.
In particular, I argue that the analysis of data on the development of verbal
morphology provides empirical information to address two central questions in
L2 acquisition: ultimate attainment in L2 development and the relative effect of
instructed settings. In effect, paradigms of verbal morphology have become an
obvious research target to uncover potential differences in the development of
languages among children and adults, and to analyze the potential effect of
instruction. In this respect, one of the objectives of L2 empirical research is to
discover whether nonnative speakers ever achieve the same type and level of
knowledge that native speakers possess: ultimate attainment (Coppieters 1987,
Flynn & Manuel 1991; E. Klein 1995; Schwartz 1986; Towell & Hawkins
1994).! On the other hand, the effect of explicitly focusing the learner’s atten-
tion on specific items of the L2 grammar has practical as well as theoretical
significance (e.g., Bley-Vroman 1989; Birdsong 1992; Schmidt 1995).

The theoretical argument about the lack of ultimate attainment in the use of
past tense verbal morphology is substantiated by both anecdotal and empirical
evidence. First, anecdotal evidence and impressionistic accounts do not reveal a
high level of congruity between native and nonnative speakers’ use of morpho-
logical markers of past tense in the target language (e.g., Birdsong 1992;
Coppieters 1987; Towell & Hawkins 1994). For instance, it is common to find
native speakers of English who — in spite of being near-native speakers of

1. However, even if adult nonnative speakers exhibited similar linguistic judgments as native
speakers in most types of controlled experimental settings (e.g., Flynn & Manuel 1991; White 1989),
we cannot ascertain that both groups are accessing the same type of linguistic system (e.g., Paradis
1994; Towell & Hawkins 1994).
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Spanish by many standards — claim that they “feel insecure” about the use of
the above mentioned contrasts. In particular, Schmidt (1995) argues that gram-
matical features such as the subjunctive, Tu-Vous distinctions, and aspectual
contrasts are all notorious problems for both tutored and untutored learners.
Furthermore, and most important, the above mentioned type of impressionistic
evidence is matched by the empirical analysis of the development of tense and
aspect in L2 acquisition studies. For instance, Coppieters (1987: 567) analyzed
the use of Imparfait versus Passé Composé in French (see Chapter 4) and
concluded that

extracting the precise contribution of an Imparfait or Passé Composé to the
meaning of a given utterance in a given context is a very difficult and
complex endeavor. Typically, the context will OVER-determine the meaning
of the tense; it will be unclear exactly what the tense expresses by itself.?

Along the same lines, and based on data from L2 Spanish, Garcia and vanPutte
(1988) claimed that nonnative speakers seem to rely on more local cues for the
selection of aspectual markers of past tense in Spanish, whereas native speakers
are more attentive to the overall context of the narrative. Finally, irrespective of
theoretical orientation, most studies show that the development of verbal
morphology is a prime candidate for non-target-like acquisition (e.g., Bley-
Vroman 1989; Coppieters 1987; Flynn & Manuel 1991; Schmidt 1995; Schwartz
1993). For instance, Paradis (1994) states that the complexity of morphosyntactic
rules such as the subjunctive or aspectual differences in Romance languages are
affected by maturational constraints.

Another phenomenon which represents a good testing ground for under-
standing adult L2 acquisition is the development of morphological markers of
temporality in two distinct learning settings: untutored versus tutored learning
(the latter especially represented in classroom environments). Untutored learners
may be defined as natural learners because language development occurs in a
natural setting of communication in the target language (i.e., normal social
interaction).> On the other hand, there are two types of tutored learners: foreign

2. Not surprisingly, another grammatical item considered to be as difficult as the past tense
aspectual distinction is the use of the Spanish subjunctive. Schmidt claims that the subjunctive
qualifies among the “notoriously difficult areas” in L2 acquisition for both tutored and untutored
learners (1995: 40).

3. The distinction may not be as clear-cut as one would wish it would be the case. For instance, the
access to the L2 environment is determined primarily by the region or country where the learner
lives. This method, however, may be inaccurate because, as is the case for many immigrant groups,
access to the target language is relatively limited or simply non-existent (e.g., Schumann 1987).
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language students (access to classroom instruction only) and second language
students (access to both classroom and natural setting). For classroom learners in
particular, language development occurs in an environment with access to
different types of interactional settings and where there is no immediate need for
the functional use of the L2. A review of the L2 acquisition literature shows that
the use of morphological markers of past tense aspect among untutored learners
is categorically different from classroom learners. In general, untutored learners
do not rely on morphological endings to mark aspect, but they prefer to use
pragmatic means such as calendric reference, interlocutor scaffolding, adverbial
marking, etc. (e.g., Dietrich, Klein & Noyau 1995; Perdue & Klein 1992;
Schumann 1987; Trévise 1987). In contrast, classroom learners normally engage
in a meticulous analysis of verbal endings and their associated nuances of
aspectual, tense and mode meaning (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig 1992, 1994; Bergstrom
1995; Hasbin 1995; Kaplan 1987; Ramsay 1990; Salaberry 1998).4 In sum, the
analysis of L2 development in classroom versus natural settings may provide
information about the effect of differences in language input, formal and
functional requirements, and interactional frameworks on the sequence and rate
of acquisition of the target grammatical markers of temporality as well as their
eventual ultimate attainment (e.g., Buczowska & Weist 1991).

Furthermore, from a practical point of view, understanding the stages of
development of markers of temporality may inform instructional sequences. In
effect, recent models of task-based instruction advocate the role of explicit
pedagogical intervention to influence and speed up L2 development (e.g.,
DeKeyser 1998; Johnson 1996; Long & Robinson 1998; Loschky & Bley-
Vroman 1993; Skehan 1998). For instance, Johnson claims that pedagogical
intervention through the manipulation of task design factors such as task
objectives and time constraints may help learners acquire various features of the
target language. Similarly, Long and Robinson advocate that pedagogical
intervention should be preceded by the learner’s focus on the achievement of
specific task objectives. In particular, to achieve the pedagogical objectives
proposed by task-based methodologies with respect to inflectional morphology,

Furthermore, different degrees of literacy (as reflected in formal tutoring) also have an effect on the
tutored-untutored contrast. For instance, immigrant workers — compared to university students —
will not normally have access to formal education other than limited on-the-job exposure to the target
language (see also Birdsong 1989 for differences in grammaticality judgments among literates and
illiterates).

4. This is especially true of university-level instruction where verbal paradigms constitute the sine
qua non of language learning.





