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ABSTRACT 
THE ACQUISITION OF ASPECT IN A SECOND LANGUAGE: A BIDIRECTIONAL STUDY OF 

LEARNERS OF ENGLISH AND JAPANESE 

BY 

ALISON GABRIELE 

ADVISER: PROFESSOR GITA MARTOHARDJONO 

This dissertation investigates the second language (L2) acquisition of aspectual 

morphology within the framework of formal, truth-conditional semantics (Tarski, 1944; 

Davidson, 1969). We evaluate the relative contribution of the native language grammar 

and the input available to the learner in an effort to develop a comprehensive model of 

the L2 acquisition of aspect. 

The focus is on the acquisition of the semantics of the forms that mark the 

progressive in English and Japanese.  The two forms, be+ing in English and te-iru in 

Japanese, interact differently with the lexical aspect of the verb phrase to which they 

attach.  In English, the progressive denotes an event-in-progress interpretation regardless 

of the verb.  In Japanese, achievements such as die are incompatible with a progressive 

interpretation, allowing only for a resultative interpretation of V+ te-iru (Jacobsen, 1992; 

McClure, 1995; Ogihara, 1998, 1999; Shirai, 2000, i.a.). The analysis that we adopt, 

McClure (1995), argues that the difference lies in the truth conditions of the aspectual 

operator PROG in the two languages.   

In a controlled, bidirectional, experimental study we investigate the L2 acquisition 

of this crosslinguistic difference using two tasks: a grammaticality judgment task and an 
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interpretation task.  Adult learners from a range of proficiency levels are tested including 

a group of near-natives in the L2 English study.  The results of the interpretation task 

suggest that learners have more difficulty preempting an interpretation that is not 

available in the L2, but is an option in the L1.  Results also indicate that L2 learners have 

considerably less difficulty adding an interpretation to their L2 grammar that is not 

available in the native language.  We argue that these results can be accounted for if we 

consider the role of the input available to the learner.  Results also reveal that there are 

contexts where L2 learners follow developmental patterns similar to L1 learners.     

We argue that a comprehensive model of the L2 acquisition of aspect must 

consider not only properties of the learner’s grammar but also the role of input and how 

principles of learnability interact with the learners’ grammatical representation in the 

course of development.   
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION 

1. Summary 

 

This dissertation investigates the second language (L2) acquisition of aspectual 

morphology within the framework of formal, truth-conditional semantics (Tarski, 1944; 

Davidson, 1969).  Specifically, in a controlled, bidirectional, experimental study we 

investigate the L2 acquisition of the semantics of the forms that encode the progressive 

by learners of both English and Japanese.  The study evaluates the relative contribution of 

native language properties and the input available to the L2 learner in an effort to develop 

a comprehensive model of the L2 acquisition of aspect.  The results of the study suggest 

that a comprehensive model must take into account not only issues of grammatical 

representation, but also issues of learnability.   

In this chapter we will introduce the theoretical framework that has been adopted 

as well as place our research questions in the context of current research in generative 

second language acquisition.  We conclude the chapter with an outline of the organization 

of the thesis. 

 

2.  Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical approach that we adopt considers semantics to be part of 

generative linguistic theory (Katz and Fodor, 1963; cf. review in Chierchia and 
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McConnell-Ginet, 2000).  Generative theory presupposes that there is an abstract, innate 

linguistic component, or Universal Grammar (UG), that constrains natural language 

grammars and places restrictions on the hypotheses that learners entertain in their 

acquisition of a given language (Chomsky, 1965, 1981, 1986, 1995).  While most L2 

acquisition research conducted within the framework of generative grammar has 

investigated the acquisition of syntactic principles, there is a growing body of work that 

has begun to investigate the acquisition of semantic knowledge as well (Ionin, 2003; 

Ionin, Ko and Wexler, to appear; Slabakova, 2004).  Under this framework, learners’ 

hypotheses are constrained not only with respect to the structure of the L2 grammar but 

also with respect to the meanings that they assign to those structures.   The goal of 

semantic theory is to determine how meaning is structured in a given language and how 

these structures differ crosslinguistically. 

 Several principles are integral to the characterization of semantic knowledge.  

First, semantic interpretation is compositional (Katz and Fodor, 1963).  Chierchia and 

McConnell-Ginet (2000) point out that a speaker of a given language has no difficulty 

grasping the meaning of a sentence that he or she has never encountered before.  For 

example, while perhaps no one has ever said Yorkshire terriers prefer the 4 train during 

rush hour we can easily interpret the sentence.  We can do this because we know the 

meanings of all of the individuals words and presumably we have some sort of algorithm 

that allows us to combine word meanings in order to interpret a given phrase or sentence 

(Katz and Fodor, 1963).    The theory of semantics attempts to determine what that 

algorithm might look like. 
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A second very important component of formal semantic theory is the idea that the 

meaning of a sentence is determined, at least in part, by its truth value (Tarski, 1944; 

Davidson, 1969).  This principle does not refer to whether or not the facts presented in a 

given sentence are true or false.  We may have no idea whether Yorkshire terriers prefer 

to take the 4 express during rush hour or whether they prefer to take the local 6.  But 

these facts are not important. What is important is that we know exactly what the world 

has to look like in order for the sentence Yorkshire terriers prefer the 4 train during rush 

hour to be true.  This is the type of grammatical knowledge that falls within the domain 

of formal semantics.  Under this approach, when we speak of the acquisition of 

semantics, we are really referring to the acquisition of truth conditions.  Learners must 

acquire the criteria that determine whether or not a given sentence is true. In other words, 

they need to know what the world should look like in order for a sentence to be true.   

 

2.1  Aspectual inquiries 

 

While there are many different approaches to aspect within linguistics, some 

researchers have approached its analysis within the framework of formal semantics.  In 

Chapter 2 we define the notion of aspect in detail and review these various theoretical 

approaches.  In this section we outline why aspect is an interesting domain of inquiry, 

both within semantic theory and in acquisition research as well. We will also introduce 

the crosslinguistic facts that are at the center of this study.   

 Aspect refers to how an event unfolds in time, such as whether a given event is 

ongoing in time or whether the event has already been completed (Comrie, 1976).  The 
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aspectual interpretation of a given sentence is determined by the combination of various 

components within the sentence such as the properties of the verb phrase, verbal 

morphology such as progressive be+ing, temporal adverbials such as suddenly and other 

predicates such as the particle up in eat the pizza up. One of the goals of semantic theory 

is to understand this complex interplay of factors.   

Researchers generally distinguish between lexical or VP aspect, which is aspect 

encoded within the verb phrase, and grammatical or sentential aspect, which is encoded 

by inflectional morphology (Smith, 1991, 1997).  These terms will be defined in detail in 

Chapter 2.  While almost all languages encode these aspectual notions, there is very 

interesting variation across languages, particularly in the interaction between the verb 

phrase and inflectional morphology.   

This type of variation is of great interest to researchers in semantics and is the 

primary focus of the present study.  We investigate the acquisition of the aspectual forms 

that encode the progressive in English and Japanese. The two forms, be+ing in English 

and te-iru in Japanese, interact differently with the semantics of the verb phrase to which 

they attach.  The most important difference is that with certain verbs, te-iru in Japanese 

does not allow a progressive interpretation but entails a resultative interpretation instead 

(Jacobsen, 1992; Kindaichi, 1950; McClure, 1993, 1995; Ogihara, 1998; Shirai, 2000).  

In Chapter 2 we will review these facts in detail and present the formal semantic analysis 

of this crosslinguistic difference that we adopt (McClure, 1995).  This approach places 

the differences between English and Japanese in the truth-conditions of the 

morphological forms.  On this account the goal of the learner is to determine what the 

world should look like in order for a sentence such as the John is/was V -ing to be true.   
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Research on the acquisition of aspectual knowledge has shown that this is not 

always an easy goal for the learner to achieve.  A large body of work has shown that 

aspect is notoriously difficult for both first and second language learners (cf. reviews in 

Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Li and Shirai, 2000; Slabakova, 2001, 2002; Weist, 2002).  This 

research will be reviewed in detail in Chapter 3.  With respect to second language 

acquisition, it has even been proposed that learners cannot acquire aspect to native-like 

levels (Coppieters, 1987) though a recent study proposes that this claim is too strong 

(Montrul and Slabakova, 2003).   

The main goal of the present study is to evaluate why aspect is so difficult for 

second language learners and whether learners can in fact acquire aspect to native-like 

levels.  Our investigation focuses on two main issues. First, we consider to what extent 

properties of the native language contribute to the difficulty faced by second language 

learners; i.e. whether transfer plays a role.  Secondly, we consider the role of learnability 

and input, i.e. what are the factors that make the acquisition of aspect possible? The 

results of the experimental study that we report in Chapter 4 indicate that a 

comprehensive account of the acquisition of aspect requires a very subtle and complex 

interaction of these factors.  In the next two sections we place these two issues in the 

context of current L2 research.   
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2.2 Role of the native language 

 

In generative L2 research the role of the native language has been investigated 

extensively in the domain of syntax and more recently in the mapping from lexical 

semantics to argument structure (cf. review in White, 2003), but very little work has 

investigated the influence of L1 semantic properties and the domain of aspectual 

semantics is not an exception (cf. reviews in Li and Shirai, 2000; Slabakova, 2002).  

It is likely that L2 researchers have paid less attention to semantics because in the 

theoretical literature, formal crosslinguistic analyses of semantic phenomena are not as 

prolific as they are in the domain of syntax.  It is also the case that crosslinguistic 

differences in semantics have not until very recently been analyzed as parametric 

differences (Chierchia, 1998; Ionin, 2003), while parametric variation has been the focus 

of generative acquisition research over the last two decades.  There are semantic 

phenomena that seem to be on par with crosslinguistic parametric variation in the domain 

of syntax1. Under Chierchia’s (1998) proposal for a semantic parameter, there is a 

constrained range of options available to languages for the semantic denotation of NPs: 

NPs can be either individuals or predicates.  In languages such as Chinese and Japanese, 

only a subset of these NP types is available: all NPs are individuals. Languages such as 

English, on the other hand, allow the full range of options.  There are syntactic reflexes of 

this semantic distinction: NPs that are individuals display mass noun syntax while NPs 

that are predicates display count noun syntax.  This approach is similar to how 

parameters have been formulated in the domain of syntax: UG delimits the range of 

options available and particular languages make use of a subset of these options.   
 
1 I am grateful to Bill McClure for guidance and suggestions in the discussion of this topic.  
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However, it is unclear whether all semantic variation is amenable to analysis 

under a theory of parameters. The difference in the truth conditions for the progressive in 

English and Japanese is somewhat different from the type of variation discussed by 

Chierchia in that all languages have a way to convey the aspectual notions “event in 

progress” and “event completed.” Languages differ in the forms that are used to express 

these notions and the way in which these forms interact with verb stems.   

The phenomenon under investigation in the present study arises in the interaction 

between the semantics of the verb phrase and the semantics of the progressive form.  We 

will return to this issue in Chapter 2. Researchers such as Smith (1991) and Broman-

Olsen (1997) have proposed that this type of interaction is constrained by Universal 

Grammar.  In this case, the learner has at her disposal the range of options that natural 

languages exhibit with respect to progressive semantics.   

Given the range of crosslinguistic differences in the encoding of aspect, the native 

language is a natural place to look in order to explain some of the difficulty for the L2 

learner.  It is thus somewhat surprising that there is very little research that has addressed 

this issue.  L2 theories that predict transfer, such as the Full Transfer/Full Access 

hypothesis, assume that the L2 learner will initially hypothesize that the L2 should be 

analyzed via the L1 grammar (Schwartz and Sprouse, 1994, 1996).  Therefore, the 

assumption is that when the native and target language are equivalent, acquisition will 

proceed with relative ease (positive transfer), but that when the native and target language 

grammar differ, acquisition will be impeded (negative transfer).  In order to investigate 

this hypothesis we test the acquisition of a form that is basically equivalent in English 

and Japanese (simple past) and a form that denotes different interpretations in the two 
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languages depending on the verb phrase (progressive be+ing in English, te-iru in 

Japanese).  Our results point to evidence that learners are influenced by native language 

properties in the domain of semantics.  

However, there is also evidence that transfer cannot explain the full range of our 

findings. In our study, we also test the acquisition of the past progressive in English and 

the past form of te-iru, te-ita in Japanese.  With certain verbs, the two languages denote 

equivalent interpretations but with other verbs the interpretation is different.  Research on 

the acquisition of aspect by first language learners has shown that children have a great 

deal of difficulty with the semantics of imperfective forms such as the past progressive in 

English (Wagner, 2001).  One of the crucial differences between L1 and L2 learners is 

that children learning their first language naturally do not have an L1 grammar in place 

already.  Therefore the past progressive and te-ita make interesting test cases for the 

hypothesis of positive transfer in L2 acquisition.  With respect to the contexts where the 

past progressive and te-ita denote equivalent interpretations, will the properties of the 

native language grammar facilitate acquisition or will L2 learners show evidence of 

difficulty similar to first language learners? Our results point to evidence that there may 

be important similarities between L1 and L2 acquisition. This study is unique in this 

respect. While most investigations of transfer focus on areas of differences between 

languages and look for the effects of negative transfer, we have also evaluated the 

presumed facilitative role of the L1 as well.   
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2.3 Learnability 

 

The focus of this study extends beyond traditional studies of L1 influence in 

another way as well.  We also investigate factors external to the learner’s grammatical 

representation, such as learnability and input.  Learnability is concerned with how 

language acquisition is in principle possible given the input available to the language 

learner (cf. Hornstein and Lightfoot, 1981; Pinker 1989, 1994; Wexler and Culicover, 

1980).  Researchers such as Gregg (1996), Carroll (1999a,b, 2001) and Klein and 

Martohardjono (1999) have argued that an understanding of process issues (Klein and 

Martohardjono) or transition theory (Carroll) is essential in understanding how the L2 

grammar moves from one intermediate grammar representation to the next.  Work in 

generative L2 acquisition has generally focused mainly on issues of property or grammar 

at the expense of an investigation of the factors that allow acquisition to proceed.  

Generative models of L2 language acquisition conceive of acquisition as the result of 

grammar restructuring.  As is outlined in Carroll (2001), Klein and Martohardjono (1999) 

and White (2003), restructuring is driven by input or positive evidence.   

The importance of input and learnability in second language acquisition has been 

highlighted in recent years in the research on L2 argument structure (Juffs, 1996; Inagaki, 

2001, 2002; Mazurkewich, 1984; Sorace, 1993, 1995; White, 1987, 1991, see Juffs, 2000 

and White, 2003 for a review).  This research focuses on how learners acquire the 

mapping between the lexicon and syntax; the learners’ goal in this domain is to figure out 

for a given verb or verb class what syntactic configurations are licensed and whether the 

configurations are marked morphologically.   
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 For example, Inagaki (2001) investigates differences regarding motion verbs such 

as walk with goal prepositional phrases in English and Japanese. In English manner of 

motion verbs such as walk can combine with goal PP as in John walked to school.

Japanese, on the other hand, disallows manner of motion verbs with goal PPs as is shown 

in (1).  Motion verbs may only occur with goal PPs as in (2) if manner is expressed in the 

gerund te form and combined with a verb of directed motion such as go (iku).   

 

(1)       *John-ga gakko-ni aruita.    
 John-NOM school-at walked                                   

 John walked to school.                        
 

(2)   John-ga gakko-ni aruite itta.
John-NOM school at walk-GERUND went 
John went to school (by) walking. 

 

Therefore, English allows a wider range of motion verbs to occur with goal PPs 

than Japanese does (English: manner of motion (walk) and directed motion (go); 

Japanese: directed motion only).  In a bidirectional study Inagaki investigates the 

hypothesis that Japanese learners of English would learn the English pattern with relative 

ease because positive evidence would allow the learners to realize that manner of motion 

verbs can combine with goal PPs in English. On the other hand he predicted difficulty for 

the English learners of Japanese in rejecting sentences such as (1) because nothing in the 

input would tell the learners that this combination is ruled out.   

Inagaki’s results support the learnability hypothesis; he argues that positive 

evidence allowed the learners of English to learn that motion verbs are compatible with 

goal PPs while a lack of evidence led the learners of Japanese to accept sentences such as 



11

(1) that are compatible with their L1 grammar.  Inagaki’s results present important 

empirical support for the notion that input crucially interacts with the learners’ 

grammatical representation in the course of L2 development.   

The present study, like Inagaki’s, also conceives of the L2 learner’s goal in two 

different ways: the learner must acquire representations that are not part of the L1 

grammar but they must also preempt representations that are part of the L1 but not the 

L2.  While it is likely that positive evidence can certainly play a facilitative role with 

respect to the first goal, it is less certain that positive evidence can also drive preemption.  

The results of our experimental study suggest that we cannot account for our results 

without an understanding of the role of input.  We argue that a comprehensive model of 

the acquisition of aspect must integrate notions of both property and process.   

 

2.4 Overview 

 

In summary, we have proposed that we can investigate the acquisition of meaning 

by making use of the tools provided by formal semantic theory.  In this framework, the 

learners’ task in acquiring semantics is learning truth conditions or determining what the 

world must look like in order for a given sentence to be true.  In our experimental study 

our predictions are rooted in a crosslinguistic semantic analysis of the progressive in 

English and Japanese (McClure, 1995).  In the next chapter we will present the details of 

this analysis as well as give a general introduction to theories of aspect.  In Chapter 3 we 

review research that has investigated the acquisition of aspect by first and second 

language learners.  In Chapter 4 we present the methodology and results for our two 
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experimental studies.  In Chapter 5 we discuss how our results can contribute to a more 

subtle and complex understanding of the L2 acquisition of aspect.   
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO ASPECT 

1.  Introduction 

 

This chapter is divided into two main sections.  In the first section we review the 

relevant terminology with respect to aspect as well as present the main theoretical 

approaches to aspect in the literature.  The goal is to clearly define the notions of VP 

aspect (also called lexical, inherent or situation aspect) and grammatical aspect (also 

called sentential or viewpoint aspect) as they have been represented in theoretical 

linguistic research.   

In the second section we review the facts relevant to the crosslinguistic 

differences we investigate experimentally in this dissertation.  While both Japanese and 

English have a grammatical form denoting the progressive, the two forms (te-iru and 

be+ing) interact differently with the semantics of the verb stem (Kindaichi, 1950; 

Ogihara, 1998; Shirai, 2000). Crucially, achievements under Japanese te-iru do not allow 

a progressive interpretation, but rather denote a resultative interpretation.  We will review 

the formal semantic analysis of this crosslinguistic difference that we have adopted 

(McClure, 1995).  McClure argues that the difference lies in the semantics of the 

aspectual operator PROG in English and Japanese.  Given the framework we adopt, our 

main interest concerns the interaction between the aspectual semantics of the progressive 

and the semantics of the verb phrase.  

 



14

2.  Defining aspect 

 

We must begin by first distinguishing aspect from tense.  Tense places an event  

on a timeline, relevant to the time of speech (past, present, future) (Reichenbach, 1947). 

A sentence such as Marcia read the book refers to an event that occurred prior to speech 

time.   Aspect refers to how an event unfolds in time, focusing on the internal properties 

of an event, such as whether an event is ongoing in time or whether an event has already 

been completed2 (Comrie, 1976; Chung and Timberlake, 1985; Smith 1991, 1997).  As 

we stated in Chapter 1, the aspectual interpretation of a sentence is compositional.  

Aspectual meaning is determined by various grammatical sources including: the lexical 

semantics of the verb phrase, verbal morphology such as progressive be+ing, and other 

predicates in the verb phrase such as the particle up in eat the pizza up. The focus of this 

dissertation is on the aspectual contribution of the verb phrase and verbal morphology 

and, in particular, on the interaction between the two.   

VP aspect (also referred to as lexical aspect, inherent aspect and situation aspect) 

encodes the aspectual contribution of the verb phrase and usually refers to the 

Vendler/Dowty four-way classification3 (Vendler, 1967).  This classification 

distinguishes statives such as know, activities which are ongoing in time such as run,

accomplishments which are also ongoing in time but entail an inherent endpoint such as 

run a mile and achievements which are said to happen instantaneously such as die. These 

 
2 Here we use “event” in its normal usage. We will outline how the notion of an event has been defined 
theoretically in later sections.  
3 We will use the terms VP aspect and lexical aspect interchangeably throughout the dissertation.   
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terms will be explained in detail below.  The present study focuses only on 

accomplishments and achievements.   

It is clear from the examples with run that lexical aspect is not a property of verbs 

per se, but rather is determined compositionally by properties of the verb phrase as a 

whole (Verkuyl, 1972).   While intransitive run can be classified as an activity, the verb 

phrases run a race, run to the store, run around the block would all be classified as 

accomplishments.  The original Vendler classification that we will review below does not 

make this distinction.   

Aspect encoded in verbal inflectional morphology, for example by perfective and 

imperfective grammatical morphemes, is referred to as sentential aspect (also called 

grammatical or viewpoint aspect).  The sentence Alex ran a mile, which refers to a 

completed event, and the sentence Alex was running a mile, which refers to an event that 

was ongoing in the past, differ with respect to grammatical aspect.   

We adopt an approach that assumes Universal Grammar provides the essential 

components of aspectual systems: the components of VP aspect and sentential aspect and 

their interaction in sentences (Smith, 1991, 1997).  In current syntactic theory, aspect is 

sometimes encoded in the syntactic functional category AspP, a part of UG.  We will 

return briefly in Section 2.4 to this literature. 

Smith outlines an abstract temporal schema for the structure of events that is 

useful for conceptualizing aspectual interpretation.  The schema is in (1): 

 

(1) Abstract structure for events   (Smith, 1991, p. 23)  

 ……I….F…… 
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This schema outlines the range of possibilities for aspectual meanings.  The letters I and 

F indicate initial and final points; the dots represent stages or intervals.  In principle the 

schema in (1) allows events to have preliminary, internal, and resultant stages.  Aspectual 

meaning is constrained by the relationship between the initial and final points of an event.  

The lexical aspectual types are related to possible structures allowed by the structure in 

(1).  For example, accomplishments may have internal stages while achievements do not.  

The focus of a particular marker of grammatical aspect will interact with the structure of 

the event.  For example, grammatical perfective aspect modifies both the initial and final 

points of an event.  Activities do not have a specified final point while accomplishments 

do.  If perfective aspect modifies an activity such as John ran, the interpretation is that 

the event of running simply stopped. If perfective aspect modifies an accomplishment 

such as John ran a mile, the interpretation is that the event of running a mile was in fact 

completed.   

According to Smith, the schema in (1) emphasizes that aspectual meanings, such 

as those denoted by grammatical aspect, depend on the structure of events or the VP.  In 

this type of system, all languages have aspectual categories with the same basic 

properties.  There is variation across languages at the levels of grammatical and VP 

aspect and also in the interaction between the two levels.  For example, at the level of VP 

aspect, a certain verb may be a stative in one language and an activity in another.  This is 

true of the verb that means ‘love’ in English and Japanese. Love is classified as a stative 

in English because it is somewhat awkward in the progressive, but in Japanese the verb 

ai-suru is always used in its progressive form.    
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At the level of grammatical aspect, languages may differ in how aspectual 

markers interact with the VP.  For example, in English all non-stative verbs can appear in 

the progressive. However, in Chinese, the progressive marker zai is restricted to verb 

phrases that are durative.  The interaction between VP and grammatical aspect is a central 

concern of the present study.  In Smith’s theory, the range of possible interactions 

between the two levels of aspect is constrained by Universal Grammar.  Therefore, the 

language learner has at her disposal the range of options that natural languages exhibit.   

 In the next sections we will explain these concepts in more detail, outlining how 

these notions have been formalized in the literature. 

 

2.1  VP aspect 

 

Aristotle is generally credited with the initial observation that there are semantic 

properties that can differentiate some verbs from others.  In the Metaphysics he observed 

that the meaning of some verbs implicates the idea of a telos, a result or endpoint, in a 

way that the meaning of other verbs does not.  This is what has come to be known as the 

feature of telicity i.e. whether or not a verb phrase encodes an inherent endpoint.  

Philosophers such as Ryle (1949), Kenny (1963) and Vendler (1967) began to delve 

deeper into the particular semantic properties that delineate classes of verbs.  For 

example, Ryle coined the term achievements, which he described as happening at a 

particular moment or instantaneously.  Activities, on the other hand, were said to have the 

property of duration.  Vendler (1967) categorizes verbs into the four classes based on 

certain logical entailments and their interaction with tense and with temporal adverbials.  
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Note that these classifications are based on the assumption that lexical aspect is a 

property of verbs and not verb phrases.  For this reason, the aspectual class enterprise has 

been criticized in the literature.   

The Vendler classification, which was developed further by Dowty (1979), will 

be discussed below.  Examples of the verbs in each of the four classes are listed in (2) 

(modified version of table in Dowty, 1979, p. 54).   

 

(2)  
States Activities Accomplishments Achievements 

know run paint a picture recognize (NP) 
believe walk make a chair find (NP) 
have swim draw a circle reach (NP) 
love push a cart deliver a sermon die 

Vendler distinguishes the four classes on the basis of two main properties: First he 

groups state and achievements together because he observed that neither were generally 

compatible with the progressive; activities and accomplishments on the other hand are 

compatible4. This distinction makes reference to whether or not the verb classes specify 

internal stages.  Rothstein (2004) refers to this property with the features [ ± stages].  

Verkuyl (1993) refers to this property as [± process].  Activities and accomplishments 

have a process component while states and achievements do not.  This is because states 

have no internal structure and achievements are said to occur instantaneously.   

In addition, Vendler groups accomplishments and achievements together on the 

basis that both specify inherent endpoints, while states and activities do not.  As we 
 
4 However, it has since been acknowledged that there are achievements such as die that do occur in the 
progressive (Mittwoch, 1991; Smith, 1991).  This is crucial for the present study since our focus is on 
accomplishments and achievements in the progressive.   It is also important to note that statives can appear 
in the progressive as in Martha is being a jerk. When statives appear in the progressive, they often have 
denote events that seem particularly vivid or temporary (Dowty, 1979; Smith, 1991).   
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mentioned, this property is referred to as telicity and can be represented with the feature 

[± telic].  Krifka (1986, 1989) has since formalized the notion of telicity. We will return 

to this notion below.   

In the literature the term event (or eventive VP) is sometimes used to refer to the 

telic verb classes (accomplishments and achievements) and at other times the term is used 

to refer to all non-statives (activities, accomplishments, achievements).  Eventuality on

the other hand, is used to refer both eventives and statives.  Researchers who refer to 

eventualities, such as Bach (1986), distinguish states, processes (activities) and events 

(accomplishments and achievements).   

The table in (3), taken from Rothstein (2004, p. 12) summarizes some of the main 

properties that delineate the Vendler verb classes. 

 
(3)  
 [± stages] [± telic] 
States ─ ─
Activities + ─
Accomplishments + +
Achievements ─ +

Vendler and Dowty use various tests involving the interaction of verb phrases 

with temporal adverbials and tense for classification.  Some of these tests were originally 

described in the earlier work of Kenny and Ryle.  We have already mentioned one test 

above: the progressive test.  The progressive test distinguishes statives from non-statives.  

Non-statives are sometimes referred to as dynamic. The stative verb know is incompatible 

with the progressive while the activity in (4b) and the accomplishment in (4c) are 

compatible.  The original classifications did not acknowledge that achievements such as 
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arrive in (4d) are also compatible. However, this is important for us to mention given the 

focus of the present study.   

 

(4a) *Martha is knowing the solution. (stative) 

(4b)  Martha is playing.   (activity) 

(4c)  Martha is building a sandcastle.  (accomplishment) 

(4d)  Martha is arriving.  (achievement) 

 

A second test investigates the compatibility of a verb phrase with temporal 

adverbials.  This test is often used to distinguish telic vs. non-telic verb phrases.  The 

activity play in (5a-b) is compatible with the adverbial for an hour but is generally 

incompatible with the adverbial in an hour. The telic VPs in (5c-f) show the reverse 

pattern. The accomplishment build a sandcastle and the achievement arrive are generally 

compatible with in an hour5.

(5a)   Martha played for an hour. 

(5b) *Martha played in an hour.  

 

(5c)  ?Martha built a sandcastle for an hour. 

(5d)   Martha built a sandcastle in an hour. 

 

5 The sentences we have starred are acceptable on certain readings.  For example, (5b) is acceptable if there 
is an assumed direct object such as the concerto that has been previously specified in the discourse.  The 
example in (5e) is acceptable on an iterative reading where the arriving recurred repeatedly over the course 
of an hour.   
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(5e)  ?Martha arrived for an hour. 

(5f)    Martha arrived in an hour.   

 

An additional test described in Kenny distinguishes activities from 

accomplishments on the basis of entailments from the progressive to the non-progressive.  

As is shown in (6a), the sentence Martha was playing entails that Martha played. This 

does not hold for the accomplishment in (6b). Although this was not noted in the 

literature at the time, this entailment also does not hold for achievements as in (6c). 

 

(6a) Martha was playing.  

 Entails: Martha played. 

 

(6b) Martha was building a sandcastle.  

 Does not entail: Martha built a sandcastle. 

 

(6c) Martha was dying.  

 Does not entail: Martha died.   

 

The tests we have presented so far show very similar behavior for 

accomplishments and achievements in English.  One of the tests that is used to 

distinguish the two classes places the verb phrases in the complement of finish. While 

accomplishments as in (7a) fit quite naturally in this context, achievements as in (7b) are 

somewhat odd. 
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(7a) Martha finished building the sandcastle. 

(7b) *Martha finished dying.   

 

Ryle also pointed out that some achievements are quite odd with adverbs such as 

attentively or carefully while accomplishments again are compatible in these contexts.  

Both of these tests highlight the fact that achievements do not express a sense of duration 

while accomplishments do.  They also highlight the fact that achievements are not 

generally compatible with expressions that convey agentivity.  It is somewhat odd to say 

Martha finished dying or Martha died carefully because it is difficult to conceive of the 

event as being under her control.   

It should be mentioned that these tests are not always reliable.  For example, tests 

such as the progressive test ignore the fact that some statives can in fact appear in the 

progressive as in the sentence John is loving the weather in Aruba. However, if we 

acknowledge their limitations, the tests outlined above can still be useful for sorting out 

the behavior of various VPs and in addition, these tests are all commonly referred to in 

the literature.   

This classification provides a useful heuristic for working on aspect, provided 

researchers acknowledge that it is a combination of the verb and its arguments that truly 

determines the aspectual properties.  This point will become clear when we review the 

work of Verkuyl (1972, 1993).  There is evidence that these aspectual classes appear in 

all languages, which is why it has been proposed that they are semantic universals.  

However, we could also propose that what is really universal is the array of features         
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([± stages], [± telic] ) that languages make use of (Broman Olsen, 1997).  Different 

combinations of these features result in different types of eventualities.  It should also be 

pointed out that the specific verb phrases that fall under each class do vary to some 

degree from language to language.  For example, understand is stative in English but its 

Japanese equivalent, wakaru, is an achievement and means something closer to ‘come to 

know’ (Ogihara, 1998, 1999).  There are also verbs that demonstrate consistent behavior 

across languages. For example, the verb arrive tends to be an achievement across many 

languages6.

In the next section we will review two different analyses of lexical aspectual 

properties: Dowty (1972, 1979) and Verkuyl (1972, 1993).  The semantic approach that 

we adopt incorporates the fundamental ideas of Dowty (1979).   

 

2.2  Dowty (1972, 1979): an aspect calculus 

 

Dowty (1972, 1979) proposes that we can explain the different aspectual 

properties of the four verb classes if we assume that there is a primitive stative predicate, 

which is a basic component of the four Vendler classes, that combines with a finite set of 

semantic operators.  The notion of a stative as a basic component is derived from the 

observation that statives can be evaluated at just a single point in time while verbs in the 

other categories require reference to multiple points in time.  For example, we need to 

check at only one point in time to evaluate if the statement Martha knows French is true 

 
6 Work by Antonella Sorace (2000c) is relevant to this point. Arrive is also typically an unaccusative verb 
across languages.  Sorace proposes a hierarchy where unaccusativity is a gradient notion.  At the extreme of 
the hierarchy, core unaccusatives show consistent behavior within and across languages.   
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or false but we need to check at both the initial point and final point of the event to 

evaluate if the statement Martha built a sandcastle is true or false.   

Statives correspond directly to these basic stative predicates in logical structure.  

Dowty also assumes a finite set of sentential operators and connectives: BECOME, 

CAUSE and DO.  Statives do not make use of these operators.  Verbs in the other 

categories, on the other hand, have logical structures that consist of one or more stative 

predicates embedded in a more complex structure with one or more of the aspectual 

operators: BECOME for achievements, DO for activities, and both DO and BECOME in 

combination with the connective CAUSE for accomplishments.  The operator BECOME 

brings a particular state into existence.  CAUSE brings about a change of state by one 

event causing another event to happen. DO does not play a central role in the theory and 

it is not given a definition in terms of interval semantics. DO simply represents the 

volitionality of the subject. It means that the subject is a sentient being, in control of the 

course of events.  In the semantic approach that we adopt in Section 5, the operator DO is 

given an alternative definition. 

In (8) we present a simplified representation for each of the four Vendler classes 

in Dowty’s aspectual calculus (Dowty, 1979, p. 124).  The π represents the primitive 

stative predicate while the α1…. αn represents the arguments of the predicate.  

 
(8a) Stative: πn (α1…. αn )

[ jerk (Martha) ]  
 Martha is a jerk. 
 
(8b) Activities: DO (α1 , [ πn (α1…. αn ) ] )

DO [ Martha, run (Martha) ] 
 Martha runs.  
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(8c) Achievements: BECOME [ πn (α1…. αn )]     
 BECOME [ dead (Martha) ]  
 Martha died.  
 
(8d) Accomplishments: [ [ DO (α1 , [ πn (α1 ..αn ) ] )] CAUSE [ BECOME [ πn (α1… αn )])    
 DO [ Martha, break (Martha, window)] CAUSE [BECOME [ broken (window)]] 
 Martha broke the window.   
 

It is clear in (8b-d) how the non-stative aspectual classes are derived from the 

basic representation of the primitive stative predicate in (8a).  This predicate forms the 

entire logical structure for the statives.  Activities consist of the stative predicate as well 

as the operator DO to introduce the volitionality of the agent subject.  Achievements 

consist of the stative predicate as well as the operator BECOME which indicates that a 

particular state comes into existence that was not present before (change of state).  The 

representation for the accomplishments is the most complex in that the first part of the 

formula is identical to representation for the activities and the last part is identical to the 

representation for achievements.  The two parts are connected by CAUSE.  This 

representation matches the intuitive notion that an accomplishment denotes a change of 

state that was caused by a particular event or activity7. The account that we adopt builds 

upon these representations with certain modifications.   

 

2.3  Verkuyl (1972, 1993, 1999): Aspect is compositional 

 

Verkuyl (1972, 1993, 1999) is credited with the notion that aspectual 

interpretation is compositional and should be evaluated at the level of the verb phrase or 

 
7 Dowty also uses the operator CAUSE in other structures, for example in non-agentive accomplishments 
such as The door’s opening causes the lamp to fall down. In this case the structure does not implicate the 
DO operator, but rather two instances of the BECOME operator linked by CAUSE.  In this study we make 
reference only to transitive agentive accomplishments of the kind represented in (8d).   
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sentence. The examples in (9) demonstrate that the verb alone cannot be responsible for 

aspectual interpretation.   

 

(9a) Martha ate three sandwiches. 

(9b) Martha ate sandwiches. 

(9c) Martha wanted a sandwich.   

 

If we apply the entailment test described above to (9a) and (9b) we see that (9a) would be 

classified as a Vendler/Dowty accomplishment and (9b) as a Vendler/Dowty activity.  

Martha is eating three sandwiches does not entail that Martha has eaten three 

sandwiches but Martha is eating sandwiches does entail that Martha has eaten 

sandwiches. Therefore the verb eat is at once an accomplishment and an activity; it is 

clear that the classification cannot be at the verb level.  (9a) and (9b) have different types 

of direct objects: (9a) specifies a specific quantity while the bare plural in (9b) does not.  

Therefore, it may be that the classification relies on the semantics of the direct object.  

But the example in (9c) shows that there are verbs that can take a quantified direct object 

and yet still not be classified as accomplishments.  If we try the test we applied to (9a-9b) 

we see that (9c) is quite odd in the progressive.  (9c) most likely corresponds to a stative 

in the Vendler/Dowty system.  Using examples such as these, Verkuyl showed that 

aspectual interpretation is dependent on an interaction between the semantics of a verb 

and its arguments, the internal argument in particular. 

 In Verkuyl’s system the most important contrast is the telic-atelic distinction or in 

his terms, terminative-durative.  The distinction arises by considering the composite 
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semantic properties of the verb and its arguments.  In this system, verbs are classified as 

[± ADD-TO] and nominals are classified as [± Specified Quantity of A (SQA)].  The 

verbal property [± ADD-TO] essentially distinguishes statives from the other types of 

verbs.  A verb such as eat would be [+ADD-TO] while want is [─ADD-TO].  The SQA 

feature indicates whether the nominal expresses a specific quantity that can be counted or 

measured. Using the examples in (9), a sandwich and three sandwiches are [+SQA] while 

sandwiches is [─SQA]. The nominal subject also receives an SQA value; in (9) Martha 

would be marked [+SQA].  Given these features, we can see how the system works in 

(10).  In Verkuyl (1993, 1999), this system is framed formally within model-theoretic 

semantics. 

 
(10a) Martha  [VP ate    three sandwiches]     terminative/telic 
 [+SQA]  [TVP [+ADD-TO]  [+SQA]]         ⇒ [+TS ]

(10b) Martha  [VP ate    sandwiches]          durative 
 [+SQA]  [TVP [+ADD-TO]  [─SQA]]         ⇒ [─TS ]

(10c) Martha  [VP wanted   a sandwich]   durative 
[+SQA]  [TVP [─ADD-TO]  [+SQA]]         ⇒ [─TS ]

As is shown in (10a), a telic interpretation arises when a verb that is [+ADD-TO] 

combines with a nominal that is [+SQA].  This is indicated by the positive value of    

[+TS ]. The S indicates that this is the interpretation relevant to the sentential level.   

In Verkuyl’s system, the features of the verb first combine with the features of the 

internal argument to produce a value, which is then computed with the features of the 

external argument.  According to Verkuyl, the terminative or telic [+TS ] is the marked 

form and can only be derived in one way: by the combination of all positive values.  
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These assumptions arise from what he calls the PLUS-principle.  The verb ands its 

arguments must all be marked with plus-features in order to yield a composite [+TS ].   

The composite [─TS ] on the other hand can be derived in several different ways, 

as is shown in (10b) and (10c).  If the internal argument has a negative value as in (10b) 

or the verb is non-eventive as in (10c), the formula will yield a negative value for telicity.  

The resulting interpretation will be atelic or durative.  As is shown in (10c), the presence 

of a stative verb will necessarily bring about a durative interpretation.  

Several issues have been raised with respect to this system8. First, it is clear that 

the four verb classes that we outlined above are no longer relevant. Verkuyl instead uses 

the tripartite distinction that includes states as in (10c), processes as in (10b) and events 

as in (10a).  The verb phrases that we referred to as accomplishments and achievements 

are grouped together under telic events.  However, this distinction is important for the 

present study where the main point of focus is the fact that the Japanese aspectual marker 

te-iru denotes distinct interpretations depending on the semantics of the verb phrase with 

which it combines.  If the verb phrase is an activity or accomplishment, the resulting 

interpretation is progressive but if the verb phrase in an achievement, the resulting 

interpretation is resultative. This phenomenon, which will be outlined in detail in Section 

4 of this chapter, provides evidence that the distinction between the two classes is 

important.  

 
8 It is often pointed out that Verkuyl’s system does not easily account for processes such as push a cart and 
carry the luggage. Under his proposal the verbs push and carry are non-stative and would have the feature 
[+ADD-TO].  In addition, a cart and the luggage should be marked [+SQA].  Given the PLUS-principle, 
the end composite feature of the VP should be [+TVP ].  However, these verb phrases actually denote 
processes.  To account for this problem, Verkuyl is forced to stipulate that in push a cart, push has actually 
combined with a [─SQA] direct object and should be interpreted as give pushes to. However, this solution 
is unsatisfactory because if a prepositional phrase such as to the store is present, the desired result would be 
[+TVP].  The VP push a cart to the store should denote a telic interpretation.  However, the PLUS principle 
states that the [+TVP/S] feature can be derived only by the combination of all positive values. 
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We may also ask what other types of elements can be assigned the features 

outlined above, especially since Verkuyl has stated that the appropriate level of 

interpretation is the sentence. In (10) we have illustrated only very simple transitive 

sentences.  Verkuyl proposes that other syntactic components, such as the prepositional 

phrase to the store in John pushed the cart to the store, may also be assigned these 

features.  In this example, the prepositional phrase is responsible for the resulting telic 

interpretation.  Verkuyl (1999) explicitly states that aspectual operators such as the 

progressive and tense operators such as the past “escape from the range of the Plus-

principle” (106).  Therefore, these operators do not have the features outlined in this 

section.  In fact, much of the literature that focuses on the notion of telicity does not pay 

attention to the interaction with aspectual operators.  This is the level to which we turn to 

in Section 3. 

 

2.4  Defining telicity 

 

Verkuyl’s proposal that telicity emerges from the interaction of an eventive verb 

with nominal arguments of a specified quantity has greatly influenced subsequent 

treatments of aspect9. The bulk of this literature is not directly relevant to the present 

study because much of the research focuses on accounting for shifts in telicity between 

activity and accomplishment verb phrases.  While the verb classes we focus on are in fact 

telic verb classes, the computation of telicity per se is not our main interest.  Our focus is 

on the semantics of the aspectual operator PROG and how it interacts with 

accomplishments and achievements.  We will briefly mention these accounts in order to 
 
9 Rosen (1999) presents a comprehensive review of this literature.   
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illustrate how telicity is derived under formal proposals and because the notion of telicity 

will become important in our Discussion in Chapter 5.   

In the semantics literature, the notion of compositionality is most evident in the 

seminal work of Dowty (1979, 1991) and Krifka (1989, 1992).  These researchers 

propose that the notion of an Incremental Theme argument is important to the 

computation of telicity; an Incremental Theme argument measures out (the path of) the 

event (see also Tenny, 1987, 1994).  For example, if we take an accomplishment verb 

phrase such as mow the lawn, it is argued that the progress of the event of mowing the 

lawn can be measured by an inspection of the lawn.  In this respect, each part of the lawn 

corresponds to a different part of the event of mowing the lawn. Krifka formally defines 

this relationship as a homomorphism between the event and the Incremental Theme 

argument.   

A similar idea was proposed by Tenny (1987, 1994), an important work that 

triggered a large body of research of the syntax of aspect (Borer, 1994, 2005; Benua and 

Borer, 1996; Kratzer, 1996; McClure, 1994; Ramchand, 1997; Ritter and Rosen, 1996, 

1998; Slabakova, 1997; Tenny, 1987, 1994; Travis, 1991,1994, 2000; Van Hout, 1996 

among others).  Tenny’s work also highlights the importance of the direct object of the 

verb in the computation of the aspectual structure of an event.  Recent work in generative 

syntax proposes that telicity is computed within functional projections dedicated to 

aspect.  These accounts vary in the extent to which properties of the verb are considered 

relevant to aspectual computation. Approaches such as Borer (1994, 2005) argue for an 

extreme position in which the verb plays a very small role.  On Borer’s approach, the 

verb has only a core meaning that serves as a modifier for the structural meaning imposed 
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by the syntax.  Others, such as Travis (1991), argue that the semantic representations that 

we outlined for each of the lexical aspectual classes in Dowty’s work are mapped directly 

into the syntax.  In this way, a telic verb phrase is defined by a particular syntactic 

configuration.  The representation of aspect in syntax remains a somewhat controversial 

issue, even at the level of the verb phrase.  Filip (2005) argues against such an approach 

in favor of a semantic/pragmatic account.  As this is one of the fastest growing areas of 

research, future research will surely shed light on these very interesting questions. 

 

3.  Grammatical aspect 

 

Grammatical aspect is usually encoded by inflectional verbal morphology.  Most 

languages encode the distinction between the perfective and imperfective. This 

distinction was originally referred to as a distinction in viewpoint because it was proposed 

that perfective aspect views an event as whole, disregarding its internal structure, while 

imperfective aspect views an event from within, disregarding both the beginning and 

endpoint on an event (Comrie, 1976; Smith, 1991).  Sean ate a carrot cake encodes 

perfective aspect while Sean was eating a carrot cake encodes imperfective aspect.   

Smith represents this distinction using the temporal schema we presented earlier 

in (1).  (11a) represents the range of perfective aspect while (11b) represents imperfective 

aspect.   

 

(11a)  I F  perfective  
 ////////////// 
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(11b) I……...F  imperfective 
 ///// 
 

Recall that I and F represent the initial and final stages of an event.  This is an abstract 

representation of the possible structures an event can take at the level of VP aspect.  The 

slashes below the I and F refer to the part of the event that the grammatical aspect focuses 

on.  Perspective aspect focuses on the entire event while imperfective aspect does not 

make reference to either the Initial or Final point.   

 Grammatical aspect interacts with VP aspect.  Smith argues that the English past 

tense can also encode perfective aspect.  However, the interpretation of a VP under 

perfective aspect is different depending on the semantics of the VP.  In (12a) and (12b) 

the interpretation is that the events of loving and running have simply terminated while in 

(12c) and (12d), the interpretation is that the events of making a cake and arriving have 

been completed.

(12a) Zachary loved Phoebe.  (stative) 

(12a) Zachary ran.  (activity) 

(12b) Zachary made a cake. (accomplishment) 

(12c) Zachary arrived.  (achievement) 

 

These examples show that the telic verb phrases (accomplishments and achievements) 

interact differently with perfective aspect.  Note that the notion of telicity is relevant only 

at the level of the VP, not at the level of grammatical aspect.  At the level of grammatical 

aspect, the appropriate distinction is that of boundedness: an event is bounded if it has 
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come to a temporal boundary, irrespective of whether the event has an inherent endpoint 

or not (Depraetere, 1995).  The examples in (12) are all examples of bounded events.  

Perfective aspect denotes bounded events while imperfective aspect denotes unbounded 

events.   

 Grammatical aspect interacts differently with VP aspect in different languages.  

However, this is a point of crosslinguistic variation that has not been investigated 

extensively.  According to Smith (1991), French is a language for which all the available 

markers of grammatical aspect can combine with all of the verb classes.  In other 

languages, this range is more restricted. We have already seen one example of this 

restriction.  It was pointed out above that some statives in English are generally 

incompatible with the progressive, as in ?Zachary is loving Phoebe. This is also true of 

the progressive in Spanish.  In Chinese, the progressive marker zai is incompatible with 

achievements.   

The main point of focus of the study to be reported in Chapter 4 is an interaction 

between the forms that marks the progressive in English and Japanese and the inherent 

semantics of the VP.  The approach that we adopt argues that the interaction between the 

progressive and the VP is constrained by the truth conditions of the progressive.  We will 

review those facts in detail in Section 4.  First we will outline how grammatical aspect 

has been analyzed formally in syntax and semantics. 
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3.1 Analyzing grammatical aspect 

 

There has been considerably less formal crosslinguistic research in the domain of 

grammatical aspect. Rosen (1999) points out that very few researchers who have worked 

extensively on aspect at the level of the verb phrase have considered the important 

interaction between the VP and aspectual morphology.  There are researchers who 

propose that grammatical aspect and the interaction of grammatical aspect and VP aspect 

should be represented entirely in the syntax.  Giorgi and Pianesi (1997) as well as 

Demirdache and Uribe-Etxebarria (1997, 2000) argue for this approach.  In Giorgi and 

Pianesi’s work, various aspectual differences across languages, particularly between 

Germanic and Romance, can be explained as differences in the feature composition of an 

aspectual phrase (AspP).   

Other researchers maintain that grammatical aspect is more properly treated as a 

semantic phenomenon and thus it is the level of the sentence that is relevant for analysis.  

Approaches that analyze aspectual forms such as the progressive as sentential operators 

necessarily fall into this category (De Swart, 1998; Dowty, 1979; McClure, 1995; Smith, 

1991).  This is the approach we adopt here because it is the approach that best allows us 

to formally account for the semantic crosslinguistic difference we investigate10. Work 

within this framework, such as De Swart (1998), is especially relevant for the present 

 
10 This is not to deny that there are syntactic functional projections relevant to aspect.  At the level of VP 
aspect, there is strong evidence that the syntax is implicated (e.g. Borer, 1994; Travis, 1991).  It is also not 
our goal to present arguments against approaches that have found cause to represent grammatical aspect in 
the syntax.  However, because our focus is on the progressive, and the progressive has been traditionally 
analyzed as a sentential operator, we adopt a semantic approach. This is a standard assumption, even by 
researchers who work on the syntax of aspect (Borer, 2005, 241).  Furthermore, our main interest is in 
explaining formally the crosslinguistic variation observed in the progressive across languages. To our 
knowledge, this type of crosslinguistic difference has not been analyzed and perhaps should not be as a 
point of syntactic variation.   
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study as it is especially concerned with the meaning effects that particular combinations 

of verbal classes and grammatical forms give rise to.  De Swart outlines her general 

framework using the syntactic structure in (13). Smith (1991) and Olsen (1997) outline 

similar systems. 

 

(13) [Tense [Aspect* [eventuality description]]] 

 

In (13) the lowest layer refers to the eventuality description, which represents the 

level at which lexical aspectual class is determined, or the VP. Aspectual class is 

determined compositionally by the verb and its arguments (Verkuyl, 1972, 1993). The 

second layer corresponds to the level at which aspectual operators act on the eventuality 

description.  Aspectual operators, such as the Progressive (PROG), take the eventuality 

description as input and produce as output an eventuality description, which may be the 

same or may be potentially a different type. The Kleene star at this level indicates that 

there may be zero, one or more operations at this level.  At the outermost layer, the Tense 

operator maps the event onto a time axis with respect to speech time.  For example, the 

PAST operator would map an event to a point on a timeline prior to the time of speech.   

The work we reviewed in Section 2 was concerned primarily with the level that 

De Swart refers to as the eventuality description or VP.  Now we are moving up to the 

sentential level to consider the aspectual properties of grammatical morphology, 

represented by aspectual operators.  The focus of our study is at this level.  Differences 

between English and Japanese are analyzed as the result of differences in the aspectual 
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operator PROG in the two languages11. We will move to the details of this analysis in 

Section 5.   

Previous work in semantics on operators such as PROG has not been concerned 

with crosslinguistic analysis nor has this work necessarily focused on the interaction with 

lexical or VP aspect.  Much of the semantic literature on the progressive in English has 

focused on presenting solutions to what is known as the Imperfective Paradox (Dowty, 

1979; Landman, 1992, Parsons, 1990).  The Imperfective Paradox concerns data we have 

already presented above: the fact that the progressive sentence in (14) does not entail the 

perfective sentence in (15).   

 

(14) Mary was building a house. 

(15) Mary built a house.  

 

Note that it is possible that the house was in fact built but (14) does not entail that 

it was.  It is possible that a tornado came through town and demolished the house that 

Mary was building.  The puzzle centers around the fact that a telic VP, which is defined 

by a definite endpoint, can be used to describe an event in which that endpoint may never 

be reached.  In other words, why is it that under the progressive, completion entailments 

can be suspended?  

There are several approaches to this problem.  Parsons (1990) proposes that the 

denotation of a telic VP such as build a house has the representation for both a complete 

event where the house was built and an incomplete event where it was not.   For Dowty 
 
11 DeSwart (1998) and also Smith (1991) formalize the semantics of the aspectual operators in the 
framework of Discourse Representation Theory.  Since the analysis we adopt does not use this formalism, 
we will not review the details of DR theory. 
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(1979) and Landman (1992) on the other hand, the solution does not lie in the denotation 

of the verb phrase.  Dowty appeals to the notion of inertia worlds. In an inertia world, all 

that is supposed to happen, actually does happen.  Therefore, in the event of a tornado in 

the real world, the inertia world would bring us to the world where there is no unnatural 

interruption and Mary is able to complete the building of her house.  However, it is 

difficult to understand why the occurrence of a tornado should be viewed as an unnatural 

interruption.  Landman’s solution appeals to the notion of a continuation branch.  

Landman’s semantics allows us to isolate the particular event of building a house and 

follow that event on a continuation branch even after the point of interruption (the 

tornado).  The continuation branch allows us to jump to the next closest world where the 

event was not interrupted to see if it reached completion.  If we find the event reached 

completion in an intensional world, then a progressive such as (14) is also true in the real 

world.   We will return to Landman’s (1992) formal account in the next section. 

In Section 4 we review the specific crosslinguistic facts that we are interested in 

and then summarize some of the previous literature on this topic.  We present the 

semantic analysis of McClure (1993, 1995) in Section 5. McClure’s approach is unique in 

that it builds on previous work on operators such as PROG but also develops a 

crosslinguistic analysis of the progressive in English and Japanese.   
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4.  Be+ing and te-iru: facts and background  

 

4.1  The interaction of VP aspect and grammatical aspect in English and 

Japanese 

 

Shirai (2000) presents a comprehensive comparison of the interaction between VP 

aspect and grammatical aspect in English and Japanese.  The examples in Table 2.1 

summarize the facts for be+ing and the examples in Table 2.2 summarize the facts for te-

iru. The tables presented here are modified versions of the paradigms presented in Shirai 

(2000) and Shirai and Nishi (2005). 

 
Table 2.1 Interaction of VP aspect and English be+ing 

Aspectual class Interpretation Examples 
Activities action-in-progress (16) John is singing. 

Accomplishments action-in-progress (17) John is making a chair. 

Statives incompatible (18) ?I am knowing him. 

temporary/vivid (19) Karen living in New York. 
(20) He’s being a jerk. 

Achievements process leading 
up to endpoint 

(21) The plane is arriving. 

(22) John is reaching the summit.  

incompatible (23) ?Karen is finding the book. 
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Table 2.2 Interaction of VP aspect and Japanese te-iru 
Aspectual class Interpretation Examples 

Activities action-in-progress (24) Ken-ga utat-te i-ru
Ken-NOM   sing-ASP-NPST 
Ken is singing. 

Accomplishments action-in-progress (25) Ken-wa isu-o tukut-te i-ru
Ken-TOP chair-ACC make-ASP-NPST 
Ken is making a chair. 

Statives incompatible (26) Okane-ga it-te i-ru.
Money-NOM be necessary-ASP-NPST 
Money is needed. 

temporary/vivid (27) Huzisan-ga mie-te-iru.
Mt. Fuji-NOM be visible-ASP-NPST 
We can see Mt. Fuji (at this moment). 

Achievements resultative (28) Hikōki-ga kūkō –ni tui-te i-ru.
plane-NOM airport at arrive ASP-NPST 
The plane (arrived and) is at the airport. 

The tables above show that the interpretation of be+ing and te-iru is equivalent 

with respect to activities and accomplishments.  In these cases, both forms denote action-

in-progress interpretations.  As we discussed earlier, the progressive is usually 

compatible with events that have a process or stage component.  These examples also 

show that similar verb phrases fall into these categories in both English and Japanese.  

Furthermore, many of the same classification tests that were outlined for English can 

successfully classify predicates in Japanese.  For example, just as in English, the Japanese 

activity example in (24) entails the perfective Ken sang but the accomplishment example 

in (25) does not entail the perfective.   

Further comparison of the two tables shows that statives are generally 

incompatible with both be+ing and te-iru. This is shown in examples (18) and (26).  



40

Some researchers argue that this is because statives do not have a process component.  

However, both be+ing and te-iru are compatible with certain statives that connote 

notions of vividness or transience, as is shown in (19-20) and (27).  In these instances, the 

statives are actually being used as activities (Smith, 1991).  The class of statives in 

Japanese is considerably smaller than the class in English if compatibility with te-iru is 

used as a test for classification.  McClure (1995) argues that there are only three stative 

verbs in Japanese (iru animate verb of existence, aru inanimate verb of existence, and iru 

need or want).  Many verbs that are classified as statives in English are classified as 

activities (‘ai-suru’ love) or achievements (‘wakaru’understand) in Japanese.   

The crucial difference between English and Japanese lies in the interaction with 

achievements, shown in (21) and (28).  The Japanese equivalent of is arriving is has

arrived. Achievements under the progressive in English focus on the process leading up 

to the endpoint of an event.  This is because achievements do not have a process 

component; they express only a change of state. Achievements under Japanese te-iru on

the other hand must focus on the endpoint.  The English example in (21) refers to the 

point just before the plane’s arrival12. The Japanese example in (28) highlights the fact 

that the plane is already there. Importantly, (28) does not allow the reading the plane is 

arriving at the airport. This interpretation is often referred to as resultative because 

achievements under te-iru focus on the state that results from a particular change of state. 

This means that the resulting state still obtains in the present.   

The focus of the study we report in Chapter 4 is the distinction between (21) and 

(28) and the similarity between (17) and (25).  Before we move to the literature that has 
 
12 Achievements under the English progressive have been the point of extensive discussion in the literature, 
most recently in Rothstein (2004). She points out several interesting differences between progressive 
accomplishments and progressive achievements.   
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investigated these linguistic facts, we will first briefly outline some of the other 

interpretations that be+ing and te-iru allow.  These interpretations are sometimes 

regarded as secondary interpretations or extended meanings.   

It is well known that the English progressive allows both habitual and futurate 

readings as in (29) and (30).  The futurate reading implies an element of planning.  

 

(29) I’m running every morning at 6AM.       habitual 

(30) Elsie is arriving in New York tomorrow.  futurate 

 

Japanese te-iru also allows several extended interpretations.  The habitual reading 

is available as in (30).  It has been argued that te-iru does not allow a futurate reading, but 

McClure (2004) argues that this reading is possible is examples such as (32). Both 

examples are taken from McClure (2004). 
 
(31) (Saikin) kuji made ni tuite iru ne.  habitual 
'He is arriving by nine (recently, these days).'   
 
(32) (Asita made ni) tuite iru yo.  futurate 
'It will have arrived (tomorrow, by the time you need it).' 
 

Te-iru also allows a third reading, which has been referred to as the experiential 

reading (Fujii, 1966) or the perfect reading (Shirai, 2000).  The example in (33) repeats 

example (25).  We stated that accomplishments under te-iru denote action-in-progress 

interpretations.  However, another reading is also available13. (33) also allows the 

 
13 Shirai (2000) argues that this reading is available with most verb types, barring some statives. Naturally 
with achievements it is very hard to distinguish the perfect reading from the resultative reading.   
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reading Ken has made a chair (sometime in the past) or Ken has had the experience of 

making a chair.

(33) Ken-wa isu-o tukut-te i-ru
‘Ken is making a chair.’ 

 ‘Ken has made a chair.’ 
 

In summary, the crucial distinction between English be+ing and Japanese te-iru is 

that te-iru denotes resultative and perfect interpretations in addition to the action-in-

progress interpretation while be+ing does not.  With achievements, te-iru must focus on 

the endpoint of the event while be+ing focuses on the process leading up to the endpoint 

(the point just before dying, arriving).  With other aspectual classes, the behavior of the 

two forms is actually quite similar. 

 

4.2  Previous discussions of te-iru 

Kindaichi (1950) was the first Japanese linguist to observe that the Japanese form 

te-iru allows two distinct interpretations, progressive and resultative.  Independently of 

Vendler, Kindaichi developed his own aspectual classification for Japanese verbs, based 

solely on the interpretation of a given verb under te-iru. For Kindaichi, duration was the 

key to understanding the behavior of te-iru. He proposed that verbs that expressed 

duration or were ‘continuative’ denoted progressive interpretations while verbs that 

expressed ‘instantaneous’ events denoted a resultative interpretation under te-iru14.

14 Kindaichi also proposed 2 other verb classes, verbs that do not allow te-iru and verbs that require te-iru.
The verbs that do not allow te-iru are generally compatible with the class of statives.  The verbs that require 
te-iru (such as shiru (come to know)) have been reclassified as achievements (Jacobsen, 1992; McClure, 
1993; Shirai, 2000).  Kindaichi did not propose a class that corresponds to accomplishments.   
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Following Kindaichi, these facts have been discussed extensively in the literature 

on Japanese aspect (Kindaichi, 1950; Fujii, 1966; Jacobsen, 1992; McClure, 1993, 1995; 

Ogihara, 1998, 1999; Okuda, 1978; Shirai, 1998, 2000; Uesaka, 1996, Yoshikawa, 1973, 

among others). Okuda (1978) strongly criticized Kindaichi’s proposal and argued that the 

duration approach does not account for the fact that a verb such as ‘open’ in Japanese 

allows both progressive and resultative interpretations under te-iru depending on the 

syntactic frame.  If the Japanese equivalent of ‘open’ appears in a transitive frame with 

te-iru, the VP denotes an action-in-progress interpretation but if ‘open’ appears in an 

intransitive frame with te-iru, the VP denotes a resultative interpretation.   Therefore, it 

cannot be that the duration of a particular event in the real world is the sole determinant 

of the interpretation of te-iru. Jacobsen (1992) presents an extensive review of the 

original proposals.  Only recently have researchers attempted explanatory proposals that 

look crosslinguistically and analyze the semantics of te-iru with respect to other 

progressive forms across languages (McClure, 1993, 1995; Ogihara, 1998; Shirai, 

1998)15.

Shirai (1998) presents an interesting proposal that compares markers of 

imperfective aspect in Japanese, Chinese, Korean, and English and argues that 

differences in the semantics of the various forms are due to different patterns and degrees 

of grammaticization.  He bases his proposal on a functional theory of grammaticization 

put forth by Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca (1994).   

In the following sections, we will review accounts put forth in the framework of 

formal semantics. 

 
15 Uesaka (1996) presents a formal syntactic account. However, the analysis is not crosslinguistic.   
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4.2.1  Ogihara (1998) 

 

In the formal semantics literature there are two main proposals: Ogihara (1998) 

and McClure (1995).  We will summarize the account of Ogihara (1998, 1999) before 

moving to McClure’s analysis, the approach we adopt in the present study, in Section 5.  

Ogihara proposes that the semantic representation of achievements is different in English 

and Japanese.  For English, he adopts Landman’s (1992) account of the progressive. 

Under Landman’s theory, the progressive is an operator that interacts with the VP, 

on par with tense operators such as the PAST16. Landman’s theory is also event based, 

which means he assumes, along the lines of Parsons (1990), that verbs are predicates of 

eventualities.  This means that all eventive verbs will take an event argument.  In (34) the 

progressive is represented as an operator PROG. The event denoted by the VP is 

represented in two segments, e and e’.  The event e represents a stage of e’ if it develops 

into e’: e’ is a continuation of e. We will show how this works with the example.  Based 

on this formula, Mary is building a house is rendered as in (35).  The PROG operator is 

defined as in (36). 

 
(34) BE ING (VP) → λe. PROG(e, λe’.VP(e’) ∧ Ag(e’)=x. 
 

(35) ∃e[PROG (e, λe’. BUILD A HOUSE(e’) ∧ Ag(e’)= Mary] 
 

(36) ||PROG(e, Pe)||w, g = 1 iff  ∃e'∃w'[<e', w'> ∈ CON(g(e), w) & ||Pe||w', g(e') = 1] 
 where CON(g(e), w) is the continuation branch of g(e) in w. 
 

16 My summary of Landman (1992) is based on the helpful summary found in Rothstein (2004).  I use her 
examples. 
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The statement Mary is building a house is true if we can find in w an event e that is a 

stage of an event e’ that is in the denotation of build a house. We first look in w to see if 

we find an event e that has the characteristics of house building.  We then follow that 

event e in w to see if it develops into an event e’ of the right kind.  If the e develops into 

e’ in w and the event of building a house was completed, the sentence is true.  But if the 

event is interrupted in w (perhaps by a tornado) and e does not develop into e’, then we 

can jump to the next closest world w’ in which the event was not interrupted.  This is how 

the notion of the continuation branch that we described in Section 3.1 works.  The 

continuation branch allows us to look in the next world w’ where the event was not 

interrupted, in order to see if the event e has developed into the event e’ of the right kind.  

Mary is building a house is true in the real world as long as we can find an event e’ where 

the house building was completed; if the completed e’ does not develop in the real world, 

then we may find it along the continuation branch in an intensional world.   

 On this view, the semantic representation for an eventive VP simply combines 

with the semantics of the progressive operator.  Though the example we gave used an 

accomplishment VP, the same process can derive the form X is VP-ing for other verb 

types as well.  The examples in (37) and (38), taken from McClure (2004), illustrate in 

simplified form how the semantic representation of the VP and PROG combine given 

activity and achievement VPs17.

(37a)  λxλe[swim(e) ∧ ...] (37b)  ||PROG(e, swime)||w, g = 1 iff.... 

(38b)  λxλe[arrive(e) ∧ ...] (38b)    ||PROG(e, arrivee)||w, g = 1 iff... 

 
17 See Rothstein (2004) for a revised analysis of progressive achievements using Landman’s semantics.   
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Ogihara assumes that a similar process is at work for Japanese te-iru. He outlines 

the semantics for te-iru in (39).   

 
(39) For any tenseless sentence φ, || φ-te iru|| is true at t iff there is an interval t’ that 
completely contains t (and t is neither an initial subinterval nor a final subinterval of t’) 
such that φ is true at t’.      (Ogihara, 1998) 
 

The definition in (39) indicates that the semantics for te-iru is analogous to the semantics 

for English be+ing. The evaluation of a statement φ-te iru takes place at an interval t’, 

which contains the interval t, similar to Landman’s account where evaluation takes place 

at e’.   

Ogihara then derives the multiple interpretations for te-iru by positing different 

lexical semantic representations for different verb types.  Activity and accomplishment 

VPs in Japanese have semantic representations equivalent to the representations for their 

equivalents in English.  For example, the representations for oyogu and swim are 

equivalent, as in (40).   

 

(40)   ||oyogu||w, g = λxλe[swim(e) ∧ ...] 

 

However, he proposes that the translational equivalents of achievements in Japanese have 

different lexical semantic representations from their English counterparts18. The 

representation for tuku, the Japanese equivalent for arrive is given in (41).   

 

18 See also Kageyama (1996) for a similar proposal. 
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(41)   ||tuku||w, g = λxλe[STOP-HERE-AFTER-ARRIVING(e) ∨
∃e1∃e2[STOP-HERE-AFTER-ARRIVING(e1) & BE-HERE-AFTER-ARRIVING(e2)
& e2⊃⊂e1 & e1⊕e2]] & TH(e) = x] 

 

The semantic representation for te-iru interacts with the semantic representation for the 

achievement VP to bring about the resultative interpretation.  The resultative 

interpretation is not available with English be+ing because achievements in English do 

not have the representation in (41).   

 While this analysis accounts for the descriptive facts in Japanese, we are left with 

the unsatisfying conclusion that the translational equivalents of achievements in English 

and Japanese have different lexical semantics. 

 There is reason to believe that the difference between English and Japanese lies not 

in the semantics of achievements but rather in the semantics of the forms, be+ing and te-

iru19. Different dialects of Japanese use separate morphological forms in order to express 

the two meanings, progressive and resultative.  In the Uwajima dialect, discussed in 

Shirai (1998), the morpheme yo expresses the progressive semantics while the morpheme 

to combines with VPs in order to express the resultative interpretation.  Interestingly, yo 

is able to combine with achievements to derive a progressive interpretation, on par with 

the English progressive.  Shirai discusses the example in (42), taken from Kudo (1995).   

 

(42) Kinoo      niwa-de      hebi-ga        sini-yo-tta 
 yesterday yard-LOC snake-NOM die-ASP PAST 
 Yesterday, a snake was dying in the yard. 
 

19 Thanks to Mark Volpe for this suggestion.   
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The example in (42) provides evidence that achievements, in some dialects of Japanese, 

can receive an interpretation on par with the English progressive.  The verb shinu, which 

means to die, is used in both standard Japanese and the Uwajima dialect.  It is unlikely 

then that it is the verb that is responsible for the progressive interpretation in the Uwajima 

dialect and the resultative interpretation in standard Japanese.  It is likely that the 

progressive interpretation is derived from the semantics of the morpheme yo in the 

Uwajima dialect.  It appears then that it is the semantics of the aspectual form that is 

responsible for the multiple interpretations of te-iru and the distinct interpretations of 

achievements under the progressive in English and Japanese.  The account we review in 

the next section formalizes this notion. 

 

5.  McClure (1993, 1995) 

 

5.1  PROG in English and Japanese 

 

Under McClure’s account, achievements are semantically equivalent in English 

and Japanese.  His proposal shifts the focus to the semantics of the grammatical form as 

the locus of crosslinguistic differences.  This proposal also expands upon the work of 

traditional analyses such as Landman (1992), reviewed above, that treat the progressive 

as a semantic operator that interacts with verb stem to which it attaches.  McClure (1995) 

provides the following definitions for the progressive operator in English (43) and 

Japanese (44): 
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(43) be –ing 
PROG(P) = 1 during the interval i iff 

 
[1] ∃ε s.t. ε ∈ P & τ(ε) < i &

[2] ¬[∀ε* s.t. ε* ∈ P, τ(ε*) ≤ τ(ε)] & 
 

[3] ∀ε' [[∀ε* s.t. ε* ∈ P, τ(ε*) ≤ τ(ε')]  → τ(ε') > i]

(44)   –te iru 
PROG(P) = 1 during the interval i iff 

 
[1] ∃ε s.t. ε ∈ P & τ(ε) < i &

[2] ¬[∀ε* s.t. ε* ∈ P, τ(ε*) ≤ τ(ε)] & 
 

[3] ∀ε' [[∀ε* s.t. ε* ∈ P, τ(ε*) ≤ τ(ε')]  → ¬ [τ(ε') > i]]  
 

The semantics for English in (43) reads as follows (McClure, 1995): 

 

Be+ing is true during the interval i if: 

[1] there is a segment ε of a predicate P which is manifested before i, the interval of 

evaluation;  

[2] it is not the case that this segment is later than all other segments of the predicate (i.e. 

ε is not a final segment) and  

[3] any segment which is a final segment is manifested after the interval of evaluation.  

The progressive is true for a particular interval of time if during that interval the 

eventuality has begun but is not yet complete.  

 
The notion of a segment will be defined in the next section.  In summary, (43) 

indicates that in order for a statement X is VP-ing to be true, the event denoted by the VP 

must have begun but it may not be over.  The semantics for Japanese te-iru is identical in 
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lines [1] and [2].  However, in line [3] of (44) there is one important difference.  Japanese 

te-iru requires at least one event entailed by the predicate to be manifested completely.  

This is the crucial difference in the two forms20.

The definitions for PROG make reference to segments.  Therefore it is necessary 

that we show how McClure recasts the semantics for the various aspectual classes in 

terms of segments before we can show how the two levels interact.   

 

5.2  Aspectual structure 

 

McClure’s representations for the aspectual classes maintain the basic assumption 

of Dowty (1979) that statives have the simplest and most basic representation.  

Furthermore, the aspectual structures are defined to reflect the basic notions of Dowty’s 

aspectual operators BECOME and DO.  The aspectual structures are recast into 

collections of states as the simplified representations in (45) show.  We will review each 

representation in turn. 

 
(45) Aspectual structures 
 
states =   s, a situation 
achievements =  <s1 s2>
activities =   { <s1 s2> <s2 s3> <s3 s4>….<sn sn+1>}

where n is, in general, infinite 
accomplishments =  { <s1 s2> <s2 s3> <s3 s4>….<sn sn+1>}

where n is finite 
 

20 This definition reflects a slightly revised interpretation of the semantics in (44) from McClure (2004).   
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In (45) states are represented by a single situation and are therefore the most basic.  

Single situations have no internal structure and do not entail any change that can 

represent an endpoint.   

Achievements are defined by a pair of states: the state before and the state after a 

point of change.  This structure reflects the intuitions of Dowty’s BECOME operator.  

The change of state is defined by the two situations.   

 The DO operator that Dowty incorporates in the representation for activities and 

accomplishments is recast in McClure’s semantics as sets of pairs of states, or sets of 

BECOMEings.  This notion reflects the intuition that activities or processes such as run 

are composed of infinitesimally small sets of achievements (for example, steps).  A 

process is then a collection of states united under one agent.  

The difference between activities and accomplishments lies in the presence of a 

well-defined final segment.  Before we elaborate on this difference, we must define the 

notion of a segment. A segment is defined in (46).  

 
(46) A segment ε is any continuous and proper subset of the situations which define a 
particular predicate.     
 
McClure defines the possible segments for statives, achievements and activities in (47): 
 

(47) Possible segments of each eventuality type (ε ∈ P) 
 
states =   s 
 ε = ∅

achievements =  <s1 s2>
ε ∈ {s, s’} 
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activities =   { <s1 s2> <s2 s3> <s3 s4>….<sn sn+1>}
ε = any continuous subset {<sp….. sq>} of
{ <s1 s2> <s2 s3> <s3 s4>….<sn sn+1>}
where 1< p < q < n

(47) shows that states are not composed of segments while achievements are made up of 

exactly two segments, corresponding to the initial and final state. Any continuous subset 

of states corresponds to a segment of an activity.   

A final segment is any segment that contains a final state.  According to McClure 

achievements unambiguously have final segments. This is shown in (48). 

 
(48)  
states =   s 
 final ε = ∅

achievements =  <s, s’>
final ε ∈ {s’} 

 
activities =   { <s1 s2> <s2 s3> <s3 s4>….<sn sn+1>}

final ε ∈ ∅

Statives are not composed of segments; therefore they naturally do not have final 

segments.  Achievements are defined by a single segment or event that is composed of 

two states.  Activities do not have a defined final segment.  Accomplishments are not 

spelled out explicitly in (47) and (48) because McClure considers them to be a derived 

class.  In essence, accomplishments have the structure as activities in addition to a well-

defined final segment.  This also represents the intuitive structure of Dowty’s analysis in 

which accomplishments are defined by a process component and a change component.   

 In summary, states are basic.  States do not have any internal structure (segments).  

Achievements are defined by a single segment that represents a change of state.  
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Activities are defined by an infinite series of segments. Accomplishments are defined by 

a finite series of segments in that they specify an explicit final segment.  These aspectual 

structures are universals: therefore the structure of a given eventuality type in English is 

equivalent to the same eventuality type in Japanese.   

 Therefore, in the study to be reported in Chapter 4 we will assume equivalence 

between the two languages at the level of aspectual structure.  This is different from the 

analysis put forth by Ogihara, in which the locus of crosslinguistic difference resides 

exactly at this level.  Now that we have defined the aspectual structure of the VPs we will 

see how the semantics of PROG, defined in (43) and (44), interacts with the different 

aspectual classes in the two languages. 

 

5.3  The interaction of PROG and the aspectual structure (McClure, 1995) 

 

5.3.1  English  

 

We will first outline how PROG in English interacts with the different aspectual 

structures.  The truth conditions in (43) state that a given event is in progress during a 

given interval if some but not all of its situations have been realized during that interval.  

The first line in [1] requires that there be a segment ε of a given predicate.  As we saw in 

(47), statives are not composed of segments and therefore are not generally compatible 

with the progressive.  As all other aspectual structures are defined by segments, they 

satisfy this requirement. 
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The second line in [2] requires that the segment that is identified be a non-final 

segment.  The semantics in [3] requires that any segment that is a final segment be 

manifested after the interval of evaluation.   

As we saw in (48), activities do not specify final segments so the requirements in 

[2] and [3] will be fulfilled by default.  Activities are processes defined by an infinite set 

of segments.  The progressive is true as soon as one of these segments is manifested. 

Accomplishments are defined by a set of segments and a well-defined final 

segment.  The progressive is true as soon as one of the process segments is fulfilled.  By 

[3] the final segment must not be manifested until after the point of evaluation.   

Achievements entail a single segment, composed of an initial and final state.  The 

progressive is true as soon as the initial state is manifested.  However, the final state 

cannot be manifested until after the interval of evaluation.  Therefore, the progressive is 

true at exactly the point before the change of state is realized. 

Given the semantics outlined above, we can explain why statives are generally 

incompatible with the progressive.  We also see that the event-in-progress interpretation 

denoted by activities and accomplishments is derived by the progressive making 

reference to the process component of the aspectual structure.  Achievements under the 

progressive make reference to the point just before the endpoint of change of state 

because that is exactly the point at which the truth conditions for the progressive in 

English are realized.   
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5.3.2  Japanese  

 

We will now outline how PROG in Japanese interacts with the same aspectual 

structures.  The truth conditions in (44) require that a given event must have begun in a 

given interval and that at least one complete segment (or event) entailed by the predicate 

be manifested prior to the interval of evaluation.  

 Just as in English, the truth conditions require that there be a segment ε of a

given predicate.  Therefore, statives in Japanese are not compatible with te-iru for the 

same reason that they are not compatible with be+ing. Because all other aspectual 

structures are defined by segments, they will satisfy this requirement. 

The truth conditions for PROG in Japanese then require that at least one segment 

(event) entailed by the predicate be manifested before the point of evaluation.   

Activities are processes defined by an infinite set of segments.  Te-iru is true as 

soon as one of these segments is manifested.  This is why activities under the progressive 

denote an action-in-progress interpretation in Japanese as well as in English.   

Achievements on the other hand entail a single segment, composed of an initial 

and final state.  The progressive is true as soon as this segment is manifested.  Unlike 

English, the change of state must be manifested prior to the interval of evaluation.  

Therefore, te-iru is not true in Japanese until the change of state is realized.  That is why 

achievements under te-iru denote a resultative interpretation and disallow an action-in-

progress interpretation.   

Accomplishments are more complex; they are defined by a set of segments that 

entail a process as well as a well-defined final segment.  Te-iru is true as soon as one 
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segment is manifested.  If one of the process segments is manifested, the resulting 

interpretation is progressive.  This is the usual interpretation of an accomplishment under 

te-iru. However, because accomplishments do define a final segment, an additional 

interpretation is also available.  This semantic structure explains the ambiguity we 

presented in (33).  Accomplishments under te-iru in Japanese such as ‘make a chair’ are 

usually progressive, but a secondary perfective interpretation is also available. Now we 

see that this perfective interpretation arises if in fact the final segment of an 

accomplishment is manifested.  Note that achievements, which are defined by a single 

change of state segment, do not allow for this ambiguity. 

 

5.3.3  Summary 

 

In summary, the data outlined in Tables 2.1 and 2.2 can be explained by an 

account that posits minimal differences in the aspectual operator PROG in English and 

Japanese.  The truth conditions for English be+ing require that any segment that is a final 

segment be manifested after the interval of evaluation.  In this way, English be+ing will 

never allow a resultative interpretation.  The truth conditions for te-iru on the other hand, 

require that at least one complete segment entailed by the predicate be manifested before 

the interval of evaluation.  Achievements are defined by a single segment.  Therefore, te-

iru is only true when the change of state has already occurred.  On this account, the 

crucial difference between achievements under PROG in English and Japanese boils 

down to a difference in the manifestation of the final state.   
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5.4  Interaction with past tense 

 

In section 3.1 we outlined the general framework we adopt.  The structure in (49) 

simply repeats (13). 

 

(49) [Tense [Aspect* [eventuality description/VP]]] 

 

Up until this point we have outlined semantics for the VP and for the aspectual operator 

PROG, as in (50).  

 

(50) PROG[VP] 

 

We have outlined how PROG interacts with the VP in English and Japanese to bring 

about distinct interpretations depending on the aspectual structure of the VP.  Next we 

will briefly consider the interaction with tense. (51) represents a VP in the past such as 

ate a cake. The PAST operator simply places the event eat a cake on a timeline prior to 

the time of speech.   

 

(51) PAST[VP] 

 

According to De Swart, the telicity of the VP ate a cake is derived not from the PAST but 

from the structure of the VP.  In English, it is very difficult to isolate telicity derived by 

the VP from grammatical perfective aspect because English does not encode the two 
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notions in separate morphemes, as the Slavic languages do.  Japanese behaves just as 

English does in this respect. 

The simple past morphemes in English and Japanese, -ed and -ta, denote basically 

equivalent interpretations regardless of the aspectual properties of the VP.  A telic VP in 

the past such as John ate a cake in (52) will express the same notion of completion in 

Japanese in (53).  Likewise, an activity VP in the past such as John ran in (54) will bring 

about the same notion of termination in Japanese in (55). 

 

(52)  John ate a cake. 

(53) John-wa keeki-o tabeta. 
 John-TOP cake-ACC eat-PAST 
 ‘John ate a cake.’ 
 
(54) John ran (yesterday). 
 
(55)  John-ga (kinoo) hashitta. 

John-NOM (yesterday) run-PAST 
 ‘John ran (yesterday).’ 
 

Finally, we will consider the interaction of the PAST tense operator with the 

PROG aspectual operator as is represented in (56). 

 

(56) PAST[PROG[VP]] 

 

We have already discussed one past progressive sentence in English in light of our brief 

discussion of the Imperfective Paradox.  We mentioned that the sentence in (57) Mary 

was building a house does not entail that the building of the house ever was ever 

completed.   
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(57)  Mary was building a house. 

 

These facts fall out from the analysis we have presented for PROG.  PAST[PROG[build 

a house]] is true if and only if at some past time, PROG[build a house] is true.  

PROG[build a house] is true in English if all final segments of house building are not 

realized during the point of evaluation.  Therefore, PAST[PROG[build a house]] means 

that at some past point, the event of building a house continued into the future.  There is 

no formal entailment that the house building was in fact ever completed, only that at 

some point in the past, the house building was underway.  Note that the semantics is also 

compatible with the interpretation that the house building was completed at some point.  

The truth conditions underdetermine the possible outcomes.  Mary was building a house 

is compatible with an outcome in which the house was not completed and also a different 

outcome in which it was.  

 In Japanese, the past form of te-iru is te-ita. With activities and accomplishments 

the same patterns hold for te-ita that hold for the English past progressive.  The truth 

conditions for the sentence in (58) are also compatible with the two outcomes outlined for 

the equivalent sentence in English. 

 

(58) Mari-wa uchi-o tukut-te i-ta.
Mari-TOP house-ACC build-ASP-PAST 

 Mari was building a house. 
 

Achievements under te-ita, on the other hand, necessarily have different entailment 

patterns due to their distinctive interaction with te-iru. Achievements under te-iru denote 
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resultative interpretations, therefore achievements under te-ita as in (59) necessarily do as 

well.   

 

(59)  Hikōki-ga kūkō –ni tuit-te-i-ta.
plane-NOM airport at arrive ASP-PAST 

 The plane had arrived at the airport.        
 

The sentence in (59) is compatible only with an event in which the event of arriving was 

completely realized prior to the point of evaluation.  The English sentence in (60), on the 

other hand, is compatible with dual outcomes.   

 

(60) The plane was arriving at the airport. 

 

Due to the semantics of be+ing in English, it is possible that the plane’s arrival was never 

actually realized. 

 In summary, the differences we outlined for be+ing and te-iru with achievements 

in the present tense carry over to the past tense as well.  In addition, the similarities we 

outlined for the two forms in their interaction with activities and accomplishments is 

maintained in the past tense.   

 

5.5  Conclusion  

In summary, we have outlined an analysis for aspectual forms in English and 

Japanese using the general structure repeated above in (49). 
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(49) [Tense [Aspect* [eventuality description/VP]]] 

 

Using McClure’s analysis we propose that English and Japanese are equivalent at two 

levels of the structure in (49).  First, at the level of the VP, the two languages are 

semantically equivalent21. The aspectual structures we outlined above are universals and 

thus are equivalent in the two languages.  Secondly, with respect to the past tense, the 

two languages are essentially equivalent22. We have identified differences only at the 

level of the aspectual operator, with specific reference to PROG in English and Japanese.   

By adopting this analysis, we have identified the goal of the L2 learner in terms of 

the acquisition of the truth conditions for PROG.  This is the locus of crosslinguistic 

differences and thus the level at which we will make predictions with respect to L1 

influence in second language acquisition.  We will return to those predictions in our 

presentation of the experimental studies in Chapter 4.  

 
21 Naturally, in syntax, the two languages differ in head position.   
 
22 See Ogihara (1999) for details on the past marker in Japanese.  While there are some differences outlined 
for English and Japanese, they are irrelevant to the present study.   
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CHAPTER 3

ASPECT IN ACQUISITION RESEARCH 

1.  Main approaches to the acquisition of aspect 

 

Various grammatical sources contribute to the aspectual interpretation of a 

sentence including: the lexical semantics of the verb, morphology on the verb such as 

progressive be+ing; other predicates in the verb phrase such as the particle up in eat the 

pizza up; and at the sentential level, temporal adverbial phrases such as yesterday.

Research on the acquisition of aspect in both first and second language acquisition has 

addressed each of these contributing factors from several different perspectives.   

Perhaps the largest body of work in both L1 and L2 research has investigated 

what is known as the Aspect Hypothesis (Antinucci and Miller, 1976; Bloom, Lifter and 

Hafitz, 1980; Bronckart and Sinclair, 1973, recent reviews in Bardovi-Harlig, 1999, 

2000; Li and Shirai, 2000; Slabakova, 2001; Weist, 2002).  Proponents of this model 

argue that lexical aspectual classes guide early language learners in their production of 

inflectional morphology.  For example, it has been observed that learners first use 

perfective or past morphology with telic verb phrases.   

Other researchers have focused more on the acquisition of the semantic properties 

of the inflectional morphology itself.  Research has been conducted with first language 

learners (Weist et al., 1984, Wagner, 1997, 2001) and more recently with second 

language learners as well (Slabakova and Montrul, 2003; Montrul and Slabakova, 2002, 

2003).  Recently, two interesting studies have addressed the use and interpretation of 
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aspectual morphology by near-native L2 speakers (Koslowska-Macgregor, 2002; Montrul 

and Slabakova, 2003).  This work addresses early claims by researchers such as 

Coppieters (1987), who argued that aspect could not be acquired to native-like levels.   

There are also researchers who have looked in depth at the acquisition of lexical 

aspect and the aspectual contribution of syntactic elements such as particles. Van Hout 

(1998) initiated an interesting research program addressing the acquisition of telicity by 

children and Slabakova (1997, 2001) has investigated this same issue with second 

language learners.   

A very recent body of work has begun to look at the role of aspectual properties in 

what is known as the Root Infinitive stage in young children’s language development 

(Brun, 1999; Hoekstra and Hyams, 1998; Hyams, 2002, 20005; Torrence and Hyams, 

2004; Varlotska, 2002).   Gavruseva (2002, 2003) has pursued this issue in the realm of 

child L2 acquisition as well.   

While the work mentioned so far primarily addresses aspect encoded within the 

verb phrase and inflectional morphology, other researchers have taken a broader 

perspective.  For example, researchers such as Bardovi-Harlig (1994), Dietrich, Klein and 

Noyau (1995) and Giacolone-Ramat (1995) have focused on the ways in which language 

learners express various temporal and aspectual notions at early stages of development 

Dietrich, Klein and Noyau (1995) propose that learners first express temporal and 

aspectual notions via discourse structuring and lexical means before they have even 

mastered inflectional morphology. 

Given the focus of the present study, in this chapter we will review the research 

that has investigated the acquisition of aspectual morphology and its interaction with 
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aspectual properties of the verb phrase. While there is a large body of data on this topic, 

the field is still working towards an explanatory theory of why learners have apparent 

difficulty acquiring aspectual notions (cf. discussion in Slabakova, 2002). In both first 

and second language acquisition, researchers have concentrated mostly on learners’ 

production.  This data has been informative in illuminating certain patterns that appear to 

be pervasive in learner speech.  We have also learned on the basis of production data that 

learners use aspectual morphology from very early stages of acquisition.  However, as 

Dittmar (1981) observed, a morpheme and its meaning are not “indissolubly wedded.”  

Although learners use aspectual morphology at early stages, it does not necessarily 

follow that they have mastered the semantics associated with the forms (cf. Slabakova, 

2002).   If we want to truly understand the acquisition of aspect, it is necessary that we 

tap learners’ interpretations as well.  We will review a new body of experimental research 

that looks beyond production data and targets the semantic component of learner 

knowledge in controlled studies.  An additional advantage of controlled experimental 

research is that we are also able to test native speaker interpretations as well23. Any 

researcher who works on aspect is likely to grapple with variability in native speaker 

judgments, which are not always compatible with the judgments outlined in the syntax 

and semantics literature.  Controlled testing of native speaker judgments will allow us to 

develop more precise theories of the syntax and semantics of aspect.   

Furthermore, as Slabakova (2002) and Shirai (2002) point out, many of the aspect 

studies in second language acquisition have failed to take the L2 learners’ native 
 
23 I acknowledge that corpus studies of native speech are also relevant and useful in this respect.  However, 
the advantage of experimental studies over corpus studies is that the researcher does not have to “wait” for 
the form of interest to appear in the speech sample.  Experimental studies also allow for direct comparison 
between several forms, given that we can control for verb type and number of items in a given category, 
etc. 
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language into account.  Naturally we can formulate much more precise research questions 

if we consider properties of the first language and investigate properties that differ in first 

and second language.  As this is of central interest to the present study, we will outline 

some of the studies that have considered the issue of L1 influence.  

In the first part of the review, we will discuss the early studies on morpheme 

acquisition and the Aspect Hypothesis. We will then review more current work on the 

Aspect Hypothesis, focusing on work in English and Japanese and the explanations that 

have been put forth to account for the skewed distribution of aspectual morphology.  We 

will then move on to studies that have focused on the semantics of aspectual morphology 

in acquisition, including a study that investigates near-native speakers.  

 

2.  Early Morpheme Studies 

 

Early work in child language acquisition, such as Brown (1973) and De Villiers 

and De Villiers (1973), revealed that children seem to follow similar stages in their 

acquisition of morphology. These studies took a broad approach, investigating the order 

of acquisition of both verbal morphology, such as markers of tense, aspect and 

agreement, and nominal morphology, including markers of plurality and possession.  One 

of the main findings relevant to the acquisition of aspect was that the English progressive 

aspect marker, be+ing, was the first to appear in children’s speech.  Also relevant to 

aspect was Brown’s observation that children were most likely to use the past tense with 

verb phrases that denoted punctual or instantaneous events such as fell or broke. This 
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observation constitutes one of the main points of interest for researchers investigating the 

claims of the Aspect Hypothesis. 

According to the criteria used in Brown’s study, correct suppliance of a form in 

90% of all obligatory contexts provided evidence of successful acquisition.  Researchers 

who subsequently investigated the order of morpheme acquisition in second language 

learners modeled their studies after the L1 studies and thus used similar methods of 

analysis.  Results of studies by Dulay and Burt (1973) and Bailey, Madden and Krashen 

(1974) showed that child and adult second language learners showed similar patterns of 

acquisition to the L1 learners of English.  Again the progressive marker be+ing was the 

first morpheme to be successfully acquired.  An issue that has been criticized in the 

morpheme acquisition order studies is that the results do not shed light on the 

characteristics of morphological development. Brown points out that the acquisition of a 

morpheme involves the acquisition of a form and the syntax and semantics associated 

with that form.  But by focusing on particular morphological forms only after learners 

have begun to use them with 90% accuracy, we neglect the interesting process of 

development for a particular form, which may reveal a disparity in knowledge of the 

morphological form and knowledge of the meaning associated with the form (Hakuta, 

1985).  If we want to understand the development of morphosemantics, we will have to 

evaluate earlier stages of acquisition.  Later studies, such as Bloom, Lifter and Hafitz 

(1980), took this factor into account.   

The early morpheme acquisition order studies also tended to focus on the 

acquisition of the verbal morphemes themselves, with little discussion of the particular 

verbs to which they were attached.  But this issue then became the central focus of the 
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first aspect studies.  Bloom, Lifter and Hafitz (1980) were particularly interested in the 

emergence of verbal morphology and the verbal contexts in which inflections appeared.  

They studied the spontaneous speech of four American English-speaking children during 

the course of 15 separate observations.  At the beginning of study the children were at an 

MLU of 1.5-2.0 and by the end of the study they had advanced to an MLU of 2.5-3.0.  

Bloom, Lifter and Hafitz noticed patterns within the children’s speech that echoed some 

of Brown’s original observations: children tended to use past tense marking with verbs 

that denoted non-durative/completive events (telic verb phrases) and they tended to use 

progressive marking with verbs that were durative/non-completive (activities).  They also 

found that statives were rarely inflected.  Based on these observations, they proposed that 

children were essentially using verbal morphology to mark lexical aspect.  They argue 

that “children’s use of inflections to code aspect was essentially redundant in relation to 

the inherent lexical aspect of the verbs themselves,” (Bloom, Lifter, Hafitz, 1980, 406).  

In other words, at early stages of development, verbal morphology simply re-encodes 

lexical aspect.  

Bloom et al. propose that their findings are compatible with other studies on the 

acquisition of French (Bronckart and Sinclair, 1973), Italian (Antinucci and Miller, 1976) 

and Turkish (Aksu, 1978) in which similar patterns were attested.  However, some of 

these earlier studies explained the skewed distribution of verbal morphology in terms of a 

cognitive limitation.  For example, Antinucci and Miller and Bronckart and Sinclair 

propose that children only use verbal morphology to encode whether or not an event is 

complete.  As evidence for this claim Bronckart and Sinclair note that children rarely use 

imperfective past forms.  This is a stronger claim that explicitly states children do not 
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have the cognitive capacity to map events on a timeline with respect to past and present.  

Smith (1980) took issue with this proposal and showed that young English-speaking 

children did demonstrate knowledge of temporal ordering.  Bloom et al. do not clearly 

explain the relationship they propose between tense and aspect. They explicitly state that 

they believe temporal notions are being acquired alongside aspectual notions and that in 

essence what they propose is that lexical aspect strongly influences use of verbal 

morphology (407).  However, they label their account Aspect Before Tense.  As 

Andersen and Shirai (1996) point out, they also do not explicitly distinguish lexical from 

grammatical aspect.  As support of their Aspect Before Tense proposal, they cite a 1975 

study by Radulovič, which showed that Serbo-Croatian children acquire the grammatical 

aspectual distinction of perfective-imperfective before they have acquired tense.  

Therefore, the proposal is unclear.   

Weist, Wysocka, Witkowska-Stadnik, Buczowska and Konieczna (1984), like 

Smith (1980), argue specifically against the idea of the sequential acquisition of aspect 

followed by tense.  Weist et al. label the Aspect Before Tense hypothesis, the Defective 

Tense Hypothesis.  Their well-known study investigates young children learning Polish, a 

language that grammaticizes both tense and aspect in separate morphemes.  Results show 

that Polish children do not simply use markers of tense to redundantly mark aspect. The 

children use past tense inflections with verbs that do not denote complete events. They 

use markers of tense to encode deictic relationships as they do in adult speech.  The 

results also show that children do not seem to have difficulty with the perfective-

imperfective distinction (see also Weist, Wysocka, Lyytinen, 1991), contra Bronckart and 

Sinclair’s claims. Their results provide evidence that tense marking is not in fact 
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completely dependent on aspect.  A recent study by Valian (in progress) also provides 

evidence that children as young at two-years old have knowledge of tense.  We will 

return to this study below.   

Bloom and colleagues (Rispoli and Bloom, 1985; Bloom and Harner, 1989) 

responded to Weist’s criticism by stating that at the crux of their proposal was not the 

idea that tense was defective, but rather that lexical aspect strongly influences acquisition 

of verbal morphology, some instances of which are markers of tense.  This is essentially 

the version of the Aspect Hypothesis that has been adopted in more recent studies.  It has 

been referred to as Relative Defective Tense Hypothesis (Andersen, 1989) or the weaker 

version of the Aspect Hypothesis (Slabakova, 2001).  We turn to this revised version of 

the Aspect Hypothesis in the next section. 

 

3.  Aspect Hypothesis 

 

The main descriptive claims of the current Primacy of Aspect or Aspect 

Hypothesis are as follows (from Andersen and Shirai, 1996): 

 

(1) Learners first use past marking (e.g. English) or perfective marking (Chinese, 

Spanish, etc.) on achievement and accomplishment verbs, eventually extending its use to 

activity and stative verbs. 
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(2) In languages that encode the perfective-imperfective distinction, imperfective past 

appears later than perfective past, and imperfective past marking begins with stative and 

activity verbs, then extending to accomplishment and achievement verbs.   

 

(3) In languages that have progressive aspect, progressive marking begins with activity 

verbs, then extends to accomplishment or achievement verbs.   

 

(4) Progressive markings are not incorrectly overextended to stative verbs.   

 

Proponents of this model argue that lexical aspectual classes guide early language 

learners in their acquisition of inflectional morphology.  The claim in (1) suggests that 

the Aspect Hypothesis does not distinguish tense and grammatical aspect.   

The model predicts that tense/aspect morphemes will show a complementary 

distribution in early acquisition: past/perfective marking will appear on telic verb phrases, 

progressive marking will appear on activities and imperfective marking will appear on 

statives.  The main difference between the revised Aspect Hypothesis and the original 

proposal is that under the revised proposal, tense/aspect marking is not completely 

redundant.  For example, the morpheme –ed may not only mark the lexical aspectual 

feature +telic, but it may also encode past tense.  However, in the learner grammar, the 

application of the morpheme is initially much more restricted than it is in the adult native 

grammar.  This restriction is claimed to hold universally. The explanations for why these 

patterns are expected to emerge include accounts that implicate prototypes, distributional 

biases in the input, and strong influences of discourse structure.   
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Prototype theory assumes that there is gradient membership within a given 

category (Rosch, 1973, 1978; Rosch and Mervis, 1975).  Within each category there are 

best exemplars (the prototypes) of that category. Other members will be more or less 

prototypical than others.  In the realm of language acquisition, it is proposed that learners 

start with the prototype in acquiring a linguistic category and only later extend beyond 

the prototype to more peripheral members of the category.   In the realm of tense-aspect 

acquisition it has been proposed that learners begin with the prototypes for the categories 

of past tense and progressive aspect (Andersen, 1991; Andersen and Shirai, 1994; Shirai, 

1991; Shirai and Andersen, 1995).  The prototypical past describes a punctual, completed 

event and therefore learners begin to use the past only with verb phrases that denote 

completed events (achievements and accomplishments).  Similarly, the prototypical 

progressive describes an event in progress.  Because this meaning is most salient with 

activities, learners first associate progressive marking with this verb class.  What is 

unclear is exactly how the prototype is determined, especially given that proponents of 

this model argue strongly against innate constructs.  In recent work, Li and Shirai (2000) 

have proposed a connectionist model of tense/aspect acquisition whereby the learner is 

capable of extracting prototypical associations from distributional biases in the input.   

Other researchers have focused on how narrative structure influences learners in 

their use of tense and aspect morphology (Andersen and Shirai, 1994; Bardovi-Harlig, 

1995, 1998, 2002).  For example, the past is primarily used in the foreground to narrate a 

story while the progressive is predominantly used to provide background information.  

Bardovi-Harlig (1998) argues that the requirements of narrative structure may provide the 
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impetus for the learner to extend beyond the prototypical associations discussed by the 

Aspect Hypothesis.   

In contrast to these functional accounts, earlier proposals such as Bickerton’s 

(1981, 1984) Language Bioprogram Hypothesis and Slobin’s (1981, 1985) Basic Child 

Grammar Hypothesis argued that certain semantic distinctions are innate and therefore 

emerge early in language acquisition.  Bickerton proposes that both the punctual-

nonpunctual and state-process distinction are innate.  He bases his claims on the 

emergence of these aspectual distinctions in creole grammars.  He takes the fact that 

children do not generally overextend progressive marking to statives (cf. claim 4 of the 

Aspect Hypothesis) as evidence that the state-process distinction is innate (see also Smith 

1991, 1997).  

Olsen and Weinberg (1999) propose a more recent nativist account of the skewed 

distribution of tense/aspect morphology observed in learner speech.  They follow the 

standard generative assumption that a learner chooses from an array of possible 

grammars that are made available by Universal Grammar, all of which correspond to 

existing natural languages.  They also assume that language acquisition is constrained by 

learnability principles such as the Subset Principle (Berwick, 1985).  They propose that 

due to the Subset Principle, learners initially hypothesize the most restricted grammar, 

which they will later abandon if there is evidence in the input that requires them to move 

to a less restricted grammar.  In the realm of aspect, the most restricted grammar is one 

that restricts a marker of grammatical aspect to one particular lexical aspectual feature.  

For example, in Korean the grammatical aspect marker -e issta is compatible only with 

telic intransitives.  With respect to English, if learners begin with the most restrictive 
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mapping as their initial hypothesis, then the learners will hypothesize that perfective 

aspect markers are compatible only with telic verb phrases.  Olsen and Weinberg present 

data that shows that in English -ed is associated with telic verb phrases in child 

production, but not in adult production.  Therefore, they argue that the skewed 

distribution in the child’s speech cannot be due solely to distributional biases in the input, 

but is instead due to their restricted grammar.  Based on these findings they argue against 

an input-driven proposal in favor of a generative model (cf. Li and Shirai, 2000 for a 

response and critique of methodology). 

The claims of the Aspect Hypothesis and the explanations for the skewed 

distribution of aspectual morphology are not directly relevant to the present study for 

several reasons.  First, with respect to the past and progressive marking, there is an 

important distinction between telic and atelic verb classes.  Past marking is initially 

restricted to telic verb phrases; progressive marking is initially restricted to activities and 

later extends to the telic verb classes.  The present study contrasts the acquisition of 

accomplishments and achievements, both telic verb classes, and does not include statives 

and activities.  Therefore, a true evaluation of these claims is neither intended nor 

possible given the design24.

Secondly, the claims and the studies that have evaluated them generally target 

learners’ use of tense/aspect morphology.  Research investigating the Aspect Hypothesis 

has looked mainly at learner’s naturalistic production data, though there are several 

studies in second language acquisition that have included grammaticality judgment tasks 

and cloze passages, for example Badovi-Harlig (1992), Bergstrom (1995), Collins (1997), 
 
24 In addition, the Aspect Hypothesis is primarily interested in lexical, not grammatical aspect (Andersen, 
1989).  In the present study English and Japanese are equivalent at the level of lexical aspect and differ in 
grammatical aspect. Therefore, grammatical aspect is our primary interest.   
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Kurono (1994) and Salaberry (1997).  It is actually somewhat unclear what predictions 

the model makes for learners’ initial comprehension and interpretation of morphology.  

For example, if the learners’ grammar is restricted as the model predicts, would the 

learner then hypothesize that the combination of a telic verb and the progressive marker 

such as dying is an impossible morphological structure or is that the learner accepts the 

structure as grammatical but has difficulty assigning an interpretation?   

If we are interested in the development of aspectual semantics, we cannot rely on 

production data alone.  Instead we must try to understand how learners comprehend and 

interpret aspectual morphology.  We will review some of the work that has begun to 

investigate interpretive knowledge in Section 3.4 (Valian, in progress; Wagner, 1997, 

2002; Weist et al., 1984, 1991; Montrul and Slabakova, 2002).   

Finally, because the Aspect Hypothesis is predicted to hold universally, most 

research has focused on documenting the patterns in (1-4) in a range of typologically 

different languages.  In the second language research conducted in this domain, only 

recently have researchers paid attention to how other factors, including the existing L1 

grammar, could influence the developmental patterns predicted by the claims in (1-4).  

We will review some of those studies below.  

Despite the fact that the present study asks different research questions from the 

studies that target investigation of the Aspect Hypothesis, there are results from this body 

of literature that are relevant for our study.  We will outline this work briefly in the next 

section.   
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3.1  Studies testing the Aspect Hypothesis 

 

In first language acquisition, the associations predicted by the Aspect Hypothesis 

have been investigated in a wide array of different languages, some of which have been 

mentioned already, including: French (Bronckart and Sinclair, 1973), Italian (Antinucci 

and Miller, 1976), Turkish (Aksu, 1978, 1988), English (Bloom, Liftner and Hafitz, 

1980; Harner, 1981; Kuczaj, 1976, 1978; Shirai, 1991; Shirai and Andersen, 1995), 

Modern Greek (Stephany, 1981), German (Behrens, 1993), Chinese (Li, 1990; Li and 

Bowerman, 1998) and Japanese (Cziko and Koda, 1987; Rispoli, 1981; Shirai, 1993).  

Andersen and Shirai (1996), Li and Shirai (2000), Slabakova (2001) and Weist (2002) 

present comprehensive reviews.   

The model has also been influential in the domain of second language research as 

well (Andersen, 1986, 1991; Bayley, 1991, 1994; Shirai, 1995; Shirai and Kurono, 1998; 

Bardovi-Harlig, 1992, 1995, 1998,2002; Bardovi-Harlig and Bergström, 1996; Bardovi-

Harlig and Reynolds, 1995; Collins, 1997; Robison, 1990, 1995; Salaberry, 1997, among 

many others).   Bardovi-Harlig (1999, 2000) provides a comprehensive review of the L2 

aspect literature.  Many of the papers in Salaberry and Shirai (2002) reflect current L2 

research on the claims outlined above.  We will review the research most relevant to the 

present study conducted with learners of L2 English and L2 Japanese. 
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3.1.1  Aspect Hypothesis: L2 English 

 

Several studies have investigated the Aspect Hypothesis in L2 English (Bardovi-

Harlig, 1992, 1998; Bardovi-Harlig and Bergström, 1996; Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds; 

Bayley, 1994; Collins, 1997; Housen, 2002; Kumpf, 1984; Robison, 1990, 1993, 

1995;Rohde, 1996, 1997, 2002).  Within this body of work, we are most concerned with 

studies addressing claims (1) and (3).  Several studies have addressed the use of both past 

and progressive morphology.  With respect to the use of past morphology, Robison 

(1995) analyzes oral interviews and written data from Spanish-speaking students studying 

English in Puerto Rico.  Learners showed a bias for marking telic verbs with the past 

tense, but contra the predictions of the Aspect Hypothesis, the association was actually 

stronger in the higher proficiency levels.  Robison observed that learners marked 

achievements with the past tense even in instances when they were referring to present or 

future events.  This is taken as evidence that the past marker -ed emerges as a tense 

marker (as opposed to a marker of lexical aspect) only for learners at high proficiency 

levels.  Rohde (1996, 1997) reported the same bias for the past tense to mark 

achievements in the speech of young German-speaking children learning English.  

Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds (1995) studied tutored learners of L2 English from 

a very wide range of L1 backgrounds.  Their participants were provided with a cloze test 

with short story passages.  They were asked to inflect verbs that were provided in their 

base form depending on the context of the sentence.  62 items targeted the simple past 

tense.  Participants were much more accurate in providing the target past tense 

morphology for achievements and accomplishments as opposed to statives and activities.  
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Learners at the lowest level performed best with accomplishments while learners at the 

higher levels seemed to perform equivalently with the two verb classes.  Bardovi-Harlig 

(1998) studied oral and written narratives from learners of five different L1 backgrounds.  

She found differences in performance on accomplishments and achievements in the 

simple past depending on the type of data collected.  In written narratives learners of 

English performed equivalently with the two classes while in oral narratives, they used 

the simple past with achievements significantly more than accomplishments.   

Housen (2002) presents a recent counterexample to the claim in (1).  French and 

Dutch learners of English who were living in Belgium showed a high tendency to mark 

stative verbs in the past, contrary to predictions of the Aspect Hypothesis. Rohde (2002) 

also reports similar results.  

With respect to the present progressive, several studies have reported the 

predicted association between progressive marking and activities. Robison (1995) reports 

that this affiliation even appears to become stronger at higher levels of proficiency.  The 

studies mentioned above by Bardovi-Harlig and her colleagues report the same 

association in cloze passages (Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds, 1995) and in oral and 

written narratives (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998).  The results of Bardovi-Harlig (1998) show 

very little use of the progressive with either accomplishments or achievements.  

However, in his study of L2 child acquisition, Rohde (1996) found a strong association 

for achievements in the progressive, a potential counterexample to the Aspect 

Hypothesis. 

A study by Quick (1997), reported in Li and Shirai (2000), explicitly addresses 

the role of the native language in the acquisition of progressive achievements.  She 
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studies how native speakers of Chinese, Japanese and Spanish acquire the progressive in 

English.  The participants were ESL students in the United States.  While achievements 

are compatible with the progressive in Spanish, they are generally incompatible with the 

progressive in Chinese and receive a resultative interpretation when combined with the 

progressive marker te-iru in Japanese.  On three separate tasks the Spanish learners often 

outperformed the speakers of Chinese and Japanese. However, at advanced levels, the 

Japanese learners actually showed a higher association than the Spanish learners between 

achievements and the progressive.  These results indicate that properties of the native 

language play a key role in the development of aspectual morphology and that 

crosslinguistic differences can be overcome in L2 acquisition.   

Results for the progressive often collapse the present and past progressive, but in 

some studies, the results of the two are teased apart.  Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds (1995) 

and Bardovi-Harlig and Bergström (1996) reported that the past progressive emerges 

after the present progressive in past time contexts.  The use of the tensed progressives 

follows a stage in which a bare progressive form is used in past contexts.   

 

3.1.2  Aspect Hypothesis: L2 Japanese25 

In the literature on L2 Japanese, there has been support for the claim in (1) and 

much more mixed results with respect to the claim in (3).  Shirai (1995), reported in 

Shirai and Kurono (1998), reports that Chinese learners of Japanese used the past marker 

-ta predominantly with achievements.  In this study, the learners used -ta much more 
 
25 The summary of literature in this section is adapted largely from Shirai (2002) and Ishida (2004), two 
comprehensive reviews that outline much of the literature that has been published in Japanese.   
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frequently with achievements than accomplishments, though in the data there were very 

few occurrences of accomplishments in general26. Shibata (1999) also reports a strong 

association between achievements and -ta for English-speaking learners of Japanese.   

Much of the research addressing the Aspect Hypothesis has focused on the 

aspectual marker te-iru, which we discussed in detail in the previous chapter.  Although 

te-iru denotes both progressive and resultative interpretations, the Aspect Hypothesis  

predicts that learners will acquire the progressive interpretation first and thus associate te-

iru more strongly with activities.  According to Shirai (2002), this prediction is based on 

the fact that learners often create one-to-one associations in form-meaning mappings.  

Because te-iru is considered a durative aspect marker, the prediction is that learners will 

initially restrict its use to durative verb phrases such as activities and only later extend the 

use of te-iru to achievements, which denote resultative interpretations.  This is based on 

the claim in (3), outlined on page 70.  The progressive interpretation is considered the 

prototypical interpretation and the resultative interpretation an extension from it. This 

prediction is not consistently born out in studies of L1 acquisition (cf. review in Li and 

Shirai, 2000).   

Kurono (1995), reported in Shirai and Kurono (1998), uses a grammaticality 

judgment task in order to test knowledge of te-iru and found that learners of various 

native language backgrounds had more difficulty with sentences with achievements than 

with activities or accomplishments.  Nishikawa (1998) also finds that learners, again of 

mixed L1 backgrounds, were more accurate in using te-iru in progressive contexts than 

 
26 Nishi and Shirai (2000) report the results of a corpus study that shows that accomplishments are 
somewhat rare in Japanese.   
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resultative contexts.  Therefore the results of early studies seem to show a universal 

pattern of development, irrespective of the learners’ native language.  

However, the results of several other studies have shown that acquisition is highly 

influenced by the properties of the native language (Koyama, 1998; Sheu, 1997; Shibata, 

1999; Sugaya, 2001, 2003).  Shibata (1999) asks English-speaking learners of Japanese to 

describe pictures and she then analyzes their oral narration.  Her analysis shows that the 

learners actually use te-iru more with achievements, contra the predictions of the Aspect 

Hypothesis.  However, the learners sometimes use achievements with te-iru to denote 

progressive interpretations, an option that is available to them in English but is ruled out 

in Japanese.  For example, learners used the achievement deru ‘leave’ with te-iru to 

describe the action of a frog emerging from a glass jar.  However, dete-iru can only be 

used in this context if the frog is already outside of the jar.  Shibata’s interesting findings 

illuminate the advantages of using a controlled production task.  Because Shibata has 

controlled the context she would like her participants to describe, we can be sure of the 

meaning they intend to express.  The analysis of spontaneous production data may be 

sufficient for calculating the appearance of particular morphemes but may not always 

allow such clear interpretation of those occurrences. 

In a second study, Shibata (2000) reports greater use te-iru with activities and 

accomplishments to denote progressive interpretations.  The preponderance of the use of 

te-iru, even with achievements, to denote a progressive interpretation is strong evidence 

of influence from the native language.  However, it is not always the case that the 

progressive interpretation of te-iru is easier, even for speakers of English. Ishida (2004) 

reports that learners of Japanese were more accurate in the resultative use of te-iru. She 
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argues that the learners may have been influenced by the fact that the resultative 

interpretation of te-iru was introduced first in the textbook and in the classroom.  Several 

researchers have also begun to look at learners whose native languages do not have a 

corresponding progressive form, such as Russian (Uozomi, 1998; Sugaya, 2001, 2002).  

Results of these studies show that learners seem to acquire the two interpretations of te-

iru at about the same time.   

In summary, this large body of work shows that the acquisition of the aspectual 

morphology requires a much more subtle and complex model than the Aspect Hypothesis 

in its current formulation provides.  While there is evidence that learners are biased in 

their use of morphology, there is also evidence that other factors, such as the properties of 

the native language, play an important role. Recent reviews of work in this domain, such 

as Salaberry and Shirai (2002), acknowledge that both learner internal (i.e. native 

language, innate constructs) and learner external (i.e. environment, input, instruction) 

factors are perhaps more important than proponents of the Aspect Hypothesis had 

originally considered and certainly need to be taken into account in the development of 

the model.   

 

4.  Interpreting grammatical aspect 

 

4.1  First language 

 

In this section we will review very recent work that has looked specifically at the 

comprehension and interpretation of aspectual morphology.  This type of work began in 
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Weist’s studies (Weist et al. 1984, 1991) where children were asked to match inflected 

sentences to pictures that depicted events that were either ongoing or complete.  

Recently, more researchers have begun to delve deeper into the interpretive properties of 

aspect acquisition.  In first language acquisition, several researchers have looked at the 

interpretation of the imperfective in languages such as Russian (Vinnitskaya and Wexler, 

2001; Kazanina and Phillips, submitted), Dutch (Van der Feest and Van Hout, 2002), 

Greek (Delidaki and Varlokosta, 2003) and Italian (Van Hout and Hollebrandse, 2001).  

Wagner (1997,2001) and Valian (in progress) have investigated children’s interpretation 

of aspectual morphology in English.   

In a series of experiments, Wagner (1997) shows that young children are able to 

master the concepts associated with grammatical aspect in English but still have difficulty 

interpreting the particular morphological forms that encode these concepts.  In Wagner’s 

experiments, the children are presented with two versions of the same event: a complete 

version and an incomplete version. They are told that there were two stuffed animals that 

are each responsible for one event.  For example, the children were presented with a 

complete circle and an incomplete circle and were told that the bunny was responsible for 

one of the circles and the kitty for the other.  The animals then tell the child which circle 

they are responsible for.  For example, in one item the bunny said I drew a circle while 

the kitty said I was drawing a circle. The child is then asked to place the animals 

sequentially with the appropriate circle.  Importantly, the child hears both sentences 

before they are asked to place the first animal.  All of the sentences included telic 

accomplishment verb phrases.  The aspectual distinction at issue was the boundedness of 

the marker of grammatical aspect (-ed vs. be(past)+ing).   
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In order for the child to perform correctly with the example given above, she 

would need to place the bunny with the complete circle and the kitty with the incomplete 

circle.  Although the past progressive is compatible with either event, the simple past is 

only compatible with the complete event.  Therefore, there is only one correct response. 

A control group of adults performed according to this target pattern, as did the older 

children in the experiment (age 3;7 and up).  However, the youngest group of children 

performed at chance.  If the predictions of the Aspect Hypothesis hold for comprehension 

and interpretation, we would expect that children would have performed better with the 

telic verb phrases in the past as opposed to the past progressive.  However, there was no 

difference in performance on the two sentences types. 

Given the results of the younger children, Wagner proposes two different 

accounts: either the young children simply do not have the semantic knowledge that is 

encoded by aspectual morphology or the children have the semantics but they are unsure 

of how the semantics is mapped onto the morphosyntax of English.  The first proposal is 

similar to the hypothesis put forth by Bronckart and Sinclair (1973) and Antinucci and 

Miller (1976), where children are not sufficiently cognitively mature to interpret events 

correctly.  The second proposal predicts that children should be able to display 

knowledge of these semantic distinctions when the semantics is encoded for example in 

open class lexical items, as opposed to morphosyntax.   In order to test the second 

proposal, Wagner conducts the same type of experiment, but only this time the notion of 

boundedness is encoded in open class vocabulary items such as adverbials and aspectual 

verbs.  For example, the bunny says I finished drawing the circle and the kitty says I was 

in the middle of drawing the circle. On this revised task, the young children were able to 
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perform significantly better than chance.  Based on these findings, Wagner concludes that 

children do in fact have the semantic concepts underlying grammatical aspect, but they 

are still figuring out how these notions are encoded in the morphology of English.  She 

points out that it is not surprising that children have less difficulty mapping these 

semantics concepts to open-class vocabulary items because these are the first lexical 

items that children acquire (Gleitman and Wanner, 1982).   

Wagner (2001) focuses on the distinction between the present and past 

progressive.  In one experiment, children watch a cat walk down a road and perform 

activities at different spots (X’s) on the road.  In half of the test sentences, the cat starts to 

do something at the first X but doesn’t complete the activity and then moves to the 

second X, where the cat begins the activity again.  In the other half of the test sentences, 

the cat completely finishes an action at the first X and them moves on the second X 

where the cat begins the activity again. While the cat is performing the activity at the 

second X, the child is asked Where is Kitty V-ing? or Where was Kitty V-ing? Results 

showed that children performed better on the test sentences in the past progressive 

(Where was Kitty V-ing?) in the second half of the test sentences where the first or past 

event referred to a completed action.  This suggests that children do not understand that 

the past progressive does not have completion entailments.  The statement Kitty was V-

ing is true regardless of whether the cat finished the activity at the first X or not, but the 

children seem to have a more restricted interpretation of the past progressive. 

Wagner suggests that children may be conflating tense and aspect, interpreting 

any occurrence of a past marker, including the auxiliary was, as referring to completed 

action.  She argues that because many languages do conflate tense and grammatical 



85

aspect in morphological forms and because there is cross-linguistic variation at this level, 

it would not be surprising if children showed difficulty in the mapping of these semantic 

categories onto the particular morphological forms.  However, it is likely that this 

account is too strong because it predicts that children do not have knowledge of tense (cf. 

Weist et al., 1984).  

A recent study by Valian (in progress) provides evidence that young children do 

demonstrate knowledge of tense, particularly in contexts where aspect does not interfere.  

Valian’s study compares children's comprehension of present and past tense in three 

different contrasts: will/did, copula is/was, and progressive is/was. The three tense 

contrasts vary in the extent to which aspect plays a role in their interpetation:  In the 

contrast will/did, tense is expressed lexically and neither form has a clear aspectual 

interpretation.  There is also no clear role for aspect in the interpretation of the present 

and past copula is/was. On the other hand, the interpretation of the progressive forms 

requires an integration of both tense and aspect.  In the case of the past progressive, the 

past tense auxiliary was is implicitly at odds with the ongoing, progressive aspect marker 

-ing.

Results of a comprehension task showed that children were successful with the 

tense distinctions between will/did, and the copula is/was, providing evidence that 

children represent tense in their grammars.  Similar to the children in Wagner’s study, the 

children had difficulty with the contrast between the present and past progressive; they 

often interpreted the past progressive as referring to present, ongoing events.  However, 

due to the children’s success with the first two contrasts, Valian argues that the difficulty 

with the past progressive is not due to a conflation of tense and aspect, as Wagner 
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proposed.  Instead, Valian suggests that aspect trumps tense, particularly in contexts such 

as the past progressive where tense and aspect are implicitly at odds.  Therefore, while 

aspect may influence tense comprehension, it does not mean that tense is not represented 

in the child’s grammar.    

In summary, a wide body of work in first language acquisition has shown that 

children have difficulty integrating the semantics of tense and aspect.  One of the greatest 

points of contention has been whether the interpretation of tense is completely dependent 

on aspect.  However, researchers such as Valian and Weist have provided evidence that 

this claim is too strong.   

 

4.2  Second language 

 

In second language acquisition, research investigating the interpretation of 

grammatical aspect is just beginning.  The work that we will review in this section has 

been conducted in the generative framework.  First we will review the one study that has 

investigated the acquisition of L2 Japanese.  We will also review research that has been 

conducted by Silvina Montrul and Roumyana Slabakova on L2 Spanish.   

 

4.2.1  Hirakawa (2001) 

 

Hirakawa (2001) investigates the interpretation of the Japanese aspectual marker 

te-iru by English-speaking learners, but from a slightly different perspective.  Hirakawa 
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uses the interpretation of te-iru as a diagnostic of unaccusativity in Japanese27.

Unaccusatives are intransitive verbs that project only an internal argument; Unergatives, 

on the other hand, are intransitives that project an external argument (cf. Perlmutter, 

1978).  With unaccusatives as in (5), te-iru allows only a resultative interpretation of V+

te-iru. But with unergative verb phrases, as in (6), the progressive interpretation is 

strongly preferred. A progressive interpretation is also preferred with transitives.   

 
(5)  Hikoki-ga kuko-ni tui-te-iru

plane-NOM airport at arrive ASP-NPST                            
 The plane (arrived and) is at the airport.                        
 

(6) Gakusei-ga hasit-te-iru
student-NOM run te-ASP-NPST 
The student is running.   
 

These facts are identical to the facts we reviewed in Chapter 2.  It is not entirely 

clear in Hirakawa’s proposal exactly how and why it is the argument structure in 

particular and not the lexical aspect of the particular verb that is responsible for the 

interpretation of te-iru. The unaccusatives that Hirakawa selects are achievements and 

the unergatives are activities28. It is not explained how unaccusativity in and of itself is 

linked to the resultative interpretation. Furthermore, at the level of argument structure in 

the cases described in (5) and (6), English and Japanese are equivalent.  Since the verbs 

tested are unaccusatives both in English and Japanese, it seems that the real difference 

 
27 Hirakawa also looks at a syntactic diagnostic of unaccusativity, interpretation of the adverb takusan 
which can only be used to modify an underlying object, not a subject. See Hirakawa (2001) for further 
details.   
 
28 It is not the case that all unaccusatives in Japanese are achievements (Jacobsen, 1992).   
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between the two languages lies in the interaction of these verbs with the aspectual forms 

that mark the progressive in the two languages.  

Hirakawa presents participants with a written sentence in Japanese and then asks 

them to match the sentence to one of two pictures: one picture presented an action in 

progress while the other picture depicted the resulting state of the same action.  In 

general, the learners had no difficulty correctly associating the unergatives and transitives 

(activities and accomplishments) with the picture that depicted an action in progress.  

However, several learners had difficulty assigning a resultative interpretation to the 

unaccusative (achievement) verbs, particularly the Japanese equivalents of burn, fall, and 

arrive. Instead, they incorrectly assigned these verbs a progressive interpretation.  

These results suggest the effects of L1 influence, as unaccusatives under English 

be+ing denote a progressive interpretation.  In a footnote, Hirakawa suggests, following 

Kageyama (1996), that unaccusatives in English and Japanese may have different lexical 

semantic representations; she proposes that this difference may account for some of the 

difficulty.  According to Kageyama (1996), in Japanese, an achievement such as sinu 

(die) in (7) has the semantic operator BECOME while the English equivalent in (8) has 

the semantic operator MOVE.   

 
(7) [y BECOME [y BE DEAD]]     ‘sinu’        Japanese 
 
(8) [y MOVE      [y TO DEAD]]     ‘die’          English 

 

Both structures imply a resulting state, however BECOME in (7) is telic while 

MOVE in (8) is atelic, and thus allows a progressive interpretation.  Activities and 

accomplishments, on the other hand, will have the same lexical semantic representation 
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in both languages.  Kageyama’s proposal is very similar to Ogihara’s (1998) proposal, 

which was outlined in Chapter 2. In both proposals, the different interpretation of 

achievements under te-iru and be+ing is due to the semantics of the achievements 

themselves. In Chapter 2 we argued that proposals that place the locus of crosslinguistic 

differences in the verbs themselves do not account for differences in the semantics of 

aspectual forms in various Japanese dialects.  However, regardless of the theoretical 

analysis, Hirakawa’s results are important in that they show a clear effect for the 

semantic properties of the native language.  This is one of the first studies to present this 

type of evidence in the domain of semantics.   

 

4.2.2   Montrul and Slabakova (2002) 

 

4.2.2.1  Background 

 

Montrul and Slabakova (2002) (see also Slabakova and Montrul, 2002) have 

conducted several studies on the acquisition of the Spanish Preterite/Imperfective contrast 

by native speakers of English.  The Preterite is used to mark perfective aspect as in (9) 

and denotes complete or bounded events.  On the other hand, the imperfect is used to 

mark imperfective aspect as in (10) and denotes unbounded or incomplete events.  

 
(9) Juan corrió 5 kms. 
 Juan ran-PRET 5 kms 
 Juan ran 5 kms. 
 
(10) Juan corría 5 kms. 
 Juan ran-IMPF 5 kms 
 Juan was running 5 kms.  
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With activities, accomplishments, achievements, the Preterite in Spanish is 

roughly equivalent to the simple past in English.  English does not have a simplex past 

form equivalent to the Spanish Imperfect but the Imperfect can usually be translated into 

English with the past progressive (although the interpretation is heavily dependent on 

context). 

Montrul and Slabakova adopt a primarily syntactic approach to the analysis of this 

distinction in grammatical aspect.  Following Giorgi and Pianesi (1997), Montrul and 

Slabakova assume a parametric difference between English and Spanish in the feature 

composition of the functional category AspP.  In English all event predicates are marked 

with the feature [+perfective], which encodes boundedness. All event predicates in 

English must check this feature in AspP.  In Spanish, on the other hand, verbs are not 

inherently associated with semantic features.  Instead the features  [+/─ perfective] are 

associated with overt tense morphology and must also be checked in AspP.  Montrul and 

Slabakova assume that in Spanish, the features (+) and (─) perfective are checked overtly 

in AspP through Imperfect and Preterite morphology.  In this framework, the successful 

acquisition of aspectual contrasts, such as the perfective-imperfective distinction, is 

evidence of semantic feature assignment under the functional category, AspP.   

This study addresses two main issues. First, they investigate whether L2 learners 

have access to semantic properties of functional categories that are not available to them 

in their native language. Secondly, they investigate how strong the connection is between 

the acquisition of the semantics associated with a functional category on one hand and the 

acquisition of the inflectional morphology that encodes these semantic concepts on the 

other.   
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The first question asks whether English learners of Spanish will be able to acquire 

an aspectual distinction that is not present in the L1.  The second issue is more complex.  

In the theoretical framework they assume, there is a strict correspondence between 

morphosyntax and semantics: if learners have acquired the functional projection AspP, 

then they should demonstrate knowledge of both the inflectional morphology and the 

semantics associated with the functional category.  This question is a very interesting 

extension of some earlier generative L2 research that investigated to what extent surface 

L2 inflectional morphology is indicative of underlying syntactic competence.  We will 

review this literature briefly.   

For some researchers, learners’ faulty suppliance of inflectional morphology was 

evidence of a permanent syntactic deficit (Clahsen and Muysken, 1989 and Miesel, 1991, 

1997).  For other researchers, variability in the use of morphology was interpreted as a 

syntactic impairment, either in terms of absent functional categories (Vainikka and 

Young-Scholten’s (1996) Minimal Trees hypothesis) or in terms of impaired features 

(Eubank, 1994,1996; Beck 1997).  For these researchers, the syntactic deficit is part of a 

developmental phenomenon (cf. Radford, 1984 and Rizzi, 1994 for similar arguments in 

L1 acquisition); L2 learners can in principle attain full competence.     

Finally, for a third group of researchers, difficulty with inflectional morphology is 

not interpreted as evidence of a syntactic deficit (Epstein et al., 1996; Grondin and White, 

1996; Haznedar and Schwartz, 1997; Lardiere, 1998, 2000; Prevost and White, 2000; 

Ionin and Wexler, 2002). For these researchers, the syntactic structure is present but 

learners are having difficulty mapping from syntax to surface morphology.  In a 

longitudinal case study, Lardiere (1998a, 1998b, 2000) looks at the production of an 
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advanced learner of English who shows great variability in her use of inflectional 

morphology such as past tense marking.  Nevertheless, the learner’s production data 

reveals that syntactic operations such as nominative case licensing and agreement are 

fully specified in the learner’s grammar.   

The data suggest that morphological and syntactic development may be 

autonomous in L2 acquisition.  This position has come to be known as the Missing 

Surface Inflection Hypothesis (Prevost and White, 2000).  Although L2 learners may 

have learned the particular morphological forms, they may not be able to consistently 

retrieve them.   “For L2 acquirers, the problem lies in figuring out how (and whether) to 

spell out morphologically the categories they already represent syntactically, i.e., the 

“mapping problem,” (Lardiere, 2000, p. 121, emphasis AG). The research of Lardiere and 

many others points to the possibility that syntactic competence can develop 

independently of surface morphology.  The question that Montrul and Slabakova (2002) 

want to explore is what type of relationship exists between semantic competence and 

inflectional morphology, redirecting the focus from the syntactic to the semantic reflexes 

of functional categories.   

 

4.2.2.2  Method 

 

Learners were tested with two tasks.  The first task targeted learners’ use of the 

morphology associated with the Preterite and Imperfect.  Learners were asked to choose 

between the two verb forms in the context of a narrative, as in (11) below.  Therefore the 
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learners needed to interpret the context and then decide which verb form is compatible 

with the context.   

 

(11) El jefe le daba/dio el dinero a la empleada para depositarlo en el banco. 
The boss was giving/gave the money to the employee to deposit in the bank. 
 

For the second task, Montrul and Slabakova used sentence conjunction in order to 

target the semantics associated with the Preterite and the Imperfect.  On the sentence 

conjunction judgment task, two sentences were conjoined by pero (but) and learners were 

asked to determine on a five-point scale (from -2 to 2) whether the combination of the 

two sentences was possible.  Examples are given in (12).  Test sentences included 

accomplishment, achievement and stative verbs.  

 

(12) La clase fue a las 10 pero empezó a las 10:30. (Preterite) 
The class was-PRET at 10 but started at 10:30 
-2   -1 0 1 2

La clase era a las 10 pero empezó a las 10:30.  (Imperfect) 
The class was-IMP at 10 but started at 10:30 
 -2   -1    0    1 2

In the first example, the first verb is inflected with Preterite morphology and the 

interpretation is bounded.  The combination of the two sentences is ruled out.  However, 

in the second example, the verb is inflected with Imperfect morphology and therefore the 

interpretation is unbounded.  The combination of the two sentences is thus possible.  The 

second example would be similar in English to The class was going to begin at 10:00 but 
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began at 10:30. The point of the task is to see if learners are able to correctly assign the 

Preterite a bounded interpretation and the Imperfect an unbounded interpretation.   

 

4.2.2.3   Results on test of aspectual semantics 

 

We will summarize the results for the sentence conjunction task first.  Montrul 

and Slabakova found that both intermediate and advanced learners successfully 

distinguish Imperfect and Preterite sentences with all verb classes, although the contrast 

is much smaller for the intermediate learners. They interpret the group results as evidence 

that L2 learners can acquire formal features associated with the functional category AspP, 

which are not instantiated in the native language.  They propose that the depressed 

performance of the intermediate group is due to initial transfer of the English functional 

category AspP, which is associated with the feature value [+ perfective].  The 

Preterite/Imperfect contrast cannot emerge until the feature value [─ perfective], 

associated with AspP in Spanish, is in place.    

In addition, results showed that advanced learners were indistinguishable from 

native speakers in all but one of the conditions: achievements in the Imperfect, as in (13).  

Native speakers of Spanish consistently accepted sentences such as the one in (13) but 

intermediate and advanced learners categorically rejected them.  This finding is 

surprising given that the direct English translation of the sentence is acceptable.   

 

(13)  Los Gozalez vendián la casa pero nadie lo compró  
The Gonzalez’s were selling the house but nobody bought it.  
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Montrul and Slabakova propose, following De Swart (1998), that (13) is an 

example of a coercion context.  According to De Swart, coercion is triggered if there is 

an aspectual conflict between the aspectual properties of the verb phrase and the 

aspectual constraints of some other element in the sentence, in this case the Imperfect.  

The sentence in (13) is an example of a coercion context because the telic achievement is 

in conflict with the unbounded nature of the Imperfect.  Coercion requires supplying a 

special context for the event; therefore according to Montrul and Slabakova, it recruits 

pragmatic knowledge. In the case of (13), the speaker needs to extend the telic event to 

the moment just before completion, instead of focusing on the endpoint of the event.  

Montrul and Slabakova propose that coercion, and pragmatic knowledge in general, may 

not be acquirable by L2 learners because it is outside of the domain of knowledge that is 

constrained by UG.  Although it is quite natural for native speakers to coerce in their own 

language, because coercion is peripheral to UG, it may be harder for L2 learners.   

The proposal is interesting in that they suggest we can explain residual differences 

between second language learners and native speakers by examining knowledge 

peripheral to UG.  Their account is in line with the proposals of other researchers who 

have argued that we should look to peripheral areas such as processing or discourse to 

explain non-targetlike behavior (cf. Juffs and Harrington, 1995; Klein and 

Martohardjono, 1999; Sorace, 1999, 2003).  It is also an interesting proposal in that it 

takes seriously the fact that the interpretation of imperfective forms requires an 

integration of both semantic and pragmatic knowledge.  However, it remains puzzling 

why this type of pragmatic knowledge should be out of reach for adult learners.  The 

notion of selling a house, while it is classified as an achievement, is often conceptualized 
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as an extended process. We might begin “selling our home” the day that we look up the 

realtor’s phone number and make a decision to arrange an appointment.  Since this 

concept is salient in English, it remains difficult to see why the learners cannot simply 

apply it to Spanish.   

 

4.2.2.3  Relationship between aspectual semantics and morphology 

 

In this section we summarize how Montrul and Slabakova look at the relationship 

between knowledge of inflectional morphology and knowledge of aspectual semantics.  

They divided learners into two groups based on their performance on the morphology 

test.  An example from this test is shown above in (11).  They considered learners who 

scored 80% or above to know the morphology associated with the Preterite and Imperfect 

(Yes-Morphology group) and they considered learners who scored below 75% to be 

uncertain of the morphology (No-Morphology group).  Within each group, they then 

looked at each individual’s performance on the sentence conjunction task, which targeted 

aspectual semantics.   With very few exceptions, learners who did not show knowledge of 

the morphology associated with the Preterite and Imperfect (No-Morphology group), also 

did not perform well on the sentence conjunction task.  On the other hand, only 60-70% 

of the individuals in the Yes-Morphology group also performed well on the test of 

aspectual semantics.  Based on these results, Montrul and Slabakova propose that 

acquisition and use of the Preterite/Imperfect inflectional morphology precedes 

acquisition of the semantics associated with these forms.  The results of the Yes-

Morphology group suggest that knowledge of morphology is a necessary but not 
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sufficient condition for acquisition of the semantics of these forms.  In other words, 

knowledge of morphology does not appear to necessarily trigger acquisition of the 

semantics.  

Montrul and Slabakova point out that morphological paradigms are often 

emphasized in the L2 classroom.  Based on this instruction, the learners may be able to 

use the morphology at an early point in acquisition.  However, they propose that full 

knowledge of the semantics associated with these forms may develop at a later point.  

These results are compatible with the findings of Bardovi-Harlig (1992) who reported 

that in a cloze test instructed learners often supplied well-formed morphological markers 

but in inappropriate contexts (see also Klein, 1994).  Bailey (1987) also points out that 

forms such as the past progressive in English are quite simple with respect to form but are 

more complex with respect to semantics.   

Montrul and Slabakova consider how their results, which suggest that knowledge 

of surface morphology is a prerequisite to knowledge of aspectual morphosemantics, 

compare with the results of Lardiere and others, whose results suggest that knowledge of 

syntax can emerge without appropriate use of the associated surface morphology.  

Montrul and Slabakova’s results suggest that there may in fact be a tight relationship 

between morphology and semantics, unlike the relationship observed between 

morphology and syntax.  However, they acknowledge that the difference is potentially 

methodological.  Montrul and Slabakova tested use of morphology by giving classroom 

learners a typical classroom grammar exercise.  Lardiere and other proponents of the 

MSIH (Prevost and White, 2000) have more commonly investigated learners’ use of 

morphology by analyzing naturalistic production data.  They suggest that naturalistic 
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production may be more subject to production and performance errors as learners might 

pay more attention to the communicative, rather than grammatical, value of their 

utterances.  In these contexts, learners may be likely to omit morphology. The classroom 

grammar exercise on the other hand actually provided the learners with the 

morphological forms and perhaps may have given them more opportunity to succeed.   

Another possibility is that two tasks employed by Montrul and Slabakova tapped, 

to some degree, the same knowledge.  In the morphology test, shown in (11), learners are 

asked to choose between the Preterite and Imperfect in context. The learner must first 

interpret the context and then decide which verb form is appropriate.  In order to perform 

well on this task, the learner must already have some grasp of the aspectual implications 

of the Preterite and Imperfect.   If learners cannot perform well on these simplistic 

contexts then it seems unlikely that they will perform well on the more demanding 

sentence conjunction task that explicitly targets knowledge of boundedness.  In other 

words, both tasks target interpretation to some degree but perhaps learners can succeed 

on the cloze test without perfect knowledge of boundedness and completion entailments.  

This may explain why many of the learners who did not perform well on the morphology 

test also did not perform well on the test of semantics.   

 

4.3  Near-natives 

 

An early study by Coppieters (1987) was the first study to investigate the 

interpretation of aspect by near-native speakers.  Coppieters was interested in 

investigating whether the intuitions of near-natives matched the intuitions of native 
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speakers.  He tested a group of 21 adults from varying L1 backgrounds who were able to 

pass as native speakers of French in conversation.  He tested the learners on a variety of 

aspects of French grammar targeting both syntax and semantics.   He found that the near-

natives performed similarly to native speakers on the syntactic conditions but had much 

more difficulty with the items targeting semantics.  For example, near-natives had 

particular difficulty with aspectual distinction between the two past tenses in French: the 

Imparfait and Passé Composé. The distinction between these two aspectual forms is very 

similar to the distinction between the Imperfect and the Preterite that we outlined for 

Spanish.  While the Imparfait is unbounded, the Passé Composé is bounded.  Coppieters 

found that near-natives whose native language was a Romance language were able to 

clearly distinguish the two forms.  However, native speakers of other languages were 

unsure of the interpretive difference.   

Coppieters argues that knowledge of this aspectual distinction is outside of 

Universal Grammar and is thus unattainable by L2 learners who are past the critical 

period.  Although Coppieters’ conclusion is controversial and his study has been widely 

criticized on methodological grounds (cf. Birdsong, 1992), the study nonetheless drew 

researchers’ attention to the fact that even extremely advanced learners, who have 

seemingly mastered the L2 syntax, have difficulty with subtle interpretive differences 

between aspectual forms in the second language. In other words, L2 learners use forms 

before they have necessarily mastered the complete semantics associated with those 

forms.   

Coppieters’ claims pertaining to aspect were not addressed until Montrul and 

Slabakova (2003) extended their investigation of the acquisition of the Spanish Preterite 
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and Imperfect to a group of near-native speakers.  In their study, all L2 speakers of 

Spanish were native English speakers who lived in the U.S. and used Spanish on a daily 

basis.   Speakers were classified as near-native based on a series of assessments modeled 

on the selection criteria developed in White and Genesee (1996).  Unlike Coppieters, they 

argue that the semantic distinction between the Preterite and Imperfect does fall under the 

umbrella of Universal Grammar.  As we mentioned earlier, they adopt the analysis of 

Giorgi and Pianesi (1997), which posits a parametric difference between English and 

Spanish in the functional category AspP.  They hypothesize that near-natives will be able 

to acquire the semantic distinction because they have access to Universal Grammar.   

Learners were tested with two tasks: the sentence-conjunction task which was 

used with intermediate and advanced learners in the study outlined above (Montrul and 

Slabakova, 2002; Slabakova and Montrul, 2002)) and a Truth Value Judgment (TVJ) task 

which targeted a subtle semantic property associated with the Preterite and Imperfect.  On 

the sentence-conjunction task, the near-native speakers as a group performed at the same 

level as native speakers.  They were able to distinguish between the Preterite and 

Imperfect with all verb classes.  Individual analyses indicated that 12 out of 17 near-

natives (or 70%) performed like native speakers.  Montrul and Slabakova point out that 

the aspectual semantics of the Preterite and Imperfect tenses are topics that are reviewed 

extensively in the L2 classroom. Therefore, it is possible that the learners’ success is due 

to instruction and not to UG.   

Because their goal was to provide evidence of access to UG, they included a 

second task that targeted properties of the Preterite and Imperfect tenses that are 

relatively infrequent in the input and are never discussed in the classroom.  They 
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investigated whether near-natives have acquired the interpretation of impersonal 

constructions with null subjects when they appear in the Preterite and Imperfect as in (14) 

and (15) below: 

 

(14)  Se comía bien en ese restaurante.     Imperfect: generic or specific interpretation  
clitic eat-IMP well in that restaurant.   
‘One/ We ate well in that restaurant. 
 

(15) Se comió bien en ese restaurante.         Preterite: only specific interpretation  
clitic eat-PRET well in that restaurant.   
‘We/ *One ate well in that restaurant. 
 

In (14) when the verb appears in the Imperfect, the sentence is ambiguous.  The 

sentence in (14) can refer to a specific group of people (We) or it can refer to people in 

general (One).  However, in (15), when the verb appears in the Preterite, the generic 

interpretation is ruled out and the sentence must refer to a specific group of people.  

Montrul and Slabakova argue that the subtle contrast between (14) and (15) 

cannot be easily deduced from L2 input alone and thus presents a learnability problem for 

the L2 learner. They propose this contrast is especially difficult because it presents a 

negative constraint: learners must acquire the fact that the generic interpretation is ruled 

out with the Preterite.  Therefore if learners demonstrate knowledge of this contrast, it 

presents strong evidence for the claim that the functional category AspP is instantiated in 

the L2 grammar with the appropriate L2 feature settings.   

In the TVJ task near-natives read short stories that established a context that 

referred to either a specific or more general group of people.  They were then asked to 

decide whether sentences such as the ones in (14) and (15) were compatible with the 
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story they just read.  Near-natives performed quite well on these sentences.  For the 

contrast depicted in (14) and (15), 15 out 17 (or 88.22%) near-natives performed at the 

same level as native speakers.  

Montrul and Slabakova interpret their results, contra Coppieters, as evidence that 

native-like competence in the domain of aspect is attainable, even when the L2 speakers 

are not immersed in the target language.  They argue that these results provide support for 

the notion that aspect is constrained by UG.  Many more studies of this type are 

necessary in order for us to get a clear picture of the near-native grammar.  While 

Montrul and Slabakova’s findings suggest that Coppieter’s claims may be too strong, 

other studies on L2 aspect have reported that near-natives are not always as successful as 

native speakers (Koslowska-Macgregor, 2002).   

Furthermore, even on the sentence conjunction task, there were still five learners 

who were classified as near-natives that did not perform at the level of native speakers on 

the task.  Therefore, while it has been shown that aspect is in fact acquirable to native-

like levels, we still do not have a very clear understanding of why not all learners are 

successful.  The present study intends to address exactly that issue by considering not 

only properties of the L1 and L2 grammar, but also external factors relevant to input and 

learnability.   

 

5.  Conclusion 
 

It is clear from our discussion in this chapter that researchers in both first and 

second language acquisition are still working towards an understanding of the 
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complexities of the acquisition of aspect.  Work in first language acquisition has focused 

on whether or not tense comprehension is dependent on aspect.  However, very few 

studies have truly tried to tease apart the relative contribution of tense and aspect.  The 

study we reviewed by Valian shows that when this effort is made, it is clear that children 

do have a basic understanding of tense.  Studies such as Valian’s also demonstrate the 

benefits of moving beyond production data and tapping learners’ judgments in controlled, 

experimental studies. 

Nevertheless, it is also clear that children have a great deal of difficulty with 

forms such as the past progressive, which require a subtle integration of tense and aspect. 

Researchers are still working towards an explicit understanding of why these contexts are 

so difficult.  It has been proposed that children have knowledge of the semantics 

underlying tense and aspect but have difficulty mapping these concepts onto specific 

pieces of morphology. The present study investigates the acquisition of the past 

progressive by L2 learners.  The results that will be reviewed in the next chapter suggest 

that there are important similarities in L1 and L2 acquisition.  

Research on the acquisition of aspect in a second language suggests that 

properties of the native language grammar strongly influence L2 acquisition.  It has even 

been suggested that L2 learners cannot acquire aspectual properties that are not present in 

the native language (Coppieters, 1987). However, recent work by Montrul and Slabakova 

(2002, 2003) has shown this claim is too strong.  This recent research has focused on how 

learners interpret sentences in a second language and has brought us closer to a better 

understanding of the acquisition of aspectual semantics.  While there is evidence that 

knowledge of aspectual semantics is acquirable by L2 learners, there is also evidence that 
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certain aspectual forms remain difficult even for very advanced learners.  In order to 

understand why this difficulty persists, researchers in second language acquisition need to 

work towards a model of how the various factors, including innate principles, input, 

instruction, the native language, and discourse principles, interact in the development of 

aspectual knowledge.   

The present study contributes to this goal by focusing in particular on two of these 

factors.  We consider not only the role of the L1 grammar, but also the role of input and 

learnability in an effort to develop a more subtle understanding of the acquisition of 

aspect. The details of the study are provided in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4

L2 ACQUISITION OF ASPECT:
A BIDIRECTIONAL STUDY OF LEARNERS OF ENGLISH AND JAPANESE 

1.  Introduction and Background 

 

This chapter presents the results of two studies with very similar methodology. 

Study 1 investigates the acquisition of aspectual morphology in L2 English, with a 

specific focus on the present and past progressive.  The main group of L2 learners was 

made up of native speakers of Japanese who were studying English at universities in 

Japan.  The second study investigates the acquisition of aspectual morphology in L2 

Japanese, with a specific focus on te-iru and the past form of te-iru, which is realized as 

te-ita. The L2 learners in this study were native speakers of English who were studying 

Japanese at high schools and universities in New York.   

Section 1 reviews the crosslinguistic facts under investigation as well as presents 

the general research questions and specific hypotheses of the two studies.    Sections 2-3 

describe the methodology and results for Study 1.  Sections 4-5 describe the methodology 

and results for Study 2.  The results of the two studies are integrated in Section 6.   

 

1.1  Summary of Crosslinguistic Facts 

 

Tables 4.1A and 4.1B below summarize the semantic properties of the aspectual 

morphological markers under investigation in English and Japanese.  Table 4.1A 

compares the behavior of English and Japanese when the morphological markers are 
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attached to an accomplishment verb phrase while Table 4.1B compares the behavior of 

English and Japanese when the markers are attached to achievements.   

In these tables we restrict our focus to whether the aspectual markers under 

investigation are truth conditionally compatible with two types of events: events that are 

ongoing and have not yet reached completion and events that have reached completion29.

These are the two types of events that are tested in the experiment to be reported.  

 

Table 4.1A Interaction of be+ing and te-iru with Accomplishment Verbs 

 Incomplete/Ongoing 
Event 

Complete Event 

English be+ing √ X
Japanese te-iru  √ X

English be (past) +ing √ √
Japanese te-ita √ √

English simple past -ed X √
Japanese simple past -ta X √

Table 4.1B Interaction of be+ing and te-iru with Achievement Verbs 

 Incomplete/Ongoing 
Event 

Complete Event 

English be+ing √ X
Japanese te-iru  X √

English be (past) +ing √ √
Japanese te-ita X √

English simple past -ed X √
Japanese simple past -ta X √

29 Other event types, in which the progressive form may be used, such as futurate or habitual contexts, are 
beyond the scope of this study.   
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As was described in Chapter 2, be+ing and te-iru denote basically equivalent 

interpretations with accomplishment verbs.  In the present tense, both forms are 

compatible with ongoing events and are incompatible with complete events.  In the past 

tense, both forms are compatible both types of events.   

The main differences under investigation are highlighted in the shaded cells in 

Table 1B.  With achievement verbs, be+ing in English and te-iru in Japanese denote 

different interpretations.  As was outlined in Chapter 2, the truth conditions for be+ing 

requires that an event have begun, but crucially it cannot have been completed.  

Achievements under the English progressive cannot denote complete events.   

The truth conditions of te-iru on the other hand require that at least one event 

entailed by the predicate be manifested. Achievement verbs entail only a single event of 

the kind named by the predicate.  Therefore that single event must be manifested in order 

for te-iru to obtain.  As Table 1B shows, with achievements, te-iru is only true in 

instances when the event is complete and is incompatible with events that are incomplete 

or ongoing.   

As was discussed in Chapter 2, the interpretation of progressive forms in the past 

tense is more complicated.  In English, the past progressive can describe both events in 

the past that were completed and events in the past that were not completed.  For 

example, the truth conditions of the sentences James was crossing the street and James 

was dying do not entail that James in fact did make it across the street or that James did in 

fact die.  The sentences can be true in both the scenario where the event reached 



108

 

completion and in the scenario where it did not30. The same is true of te-ita, but only 

with respect to accomplishment verbs.   

With achievement verbs, te-ita is only compatible with complete events, for the 

same reason that te-iru is only compatible with complete events.  The semantics of the 

form require that the single event be manifested.  Therefore, with achievements, the 

English past progressive and Japanese te-ita differ in the context of an incomplete event. 

The simple past has been included in the tables above as a reminder that these 

forms denote basically equivalent interpretations with both accomplishment verbs and 

achievement verbs, in both English and Japanese.  Due to these similarities, the past has 

been included in the design of the experiments as a contrast to the progressive, where 

English and Japanese behave differently.   

 

1.2  General Research Questions 

 

The two studies address several broad research questions. The first question 

addresses the extent of L1 influence in the acquisition of aspect.  Our study investigates 

both areas of equivalence and areas of difference in the aspectual properties on English 

and Japanese. The specific crosslinguistic difference we investigate is in the semantics of 

the aspectual operator PROG in English and Japanese; the theoretical analysis we adopt 

is presented in Chapter 2, Section 5.   

In the framework we have adopted, the truth conditions of the aspectual operator 

specify how the operator interacts with the semantics of the verb stem in a given 

 
30 Clearly pragmatics will influence whether a speaker would in fact use a sentence such as James was 
dying if in fact the event had come to completion.   



109

 

language.  As we described in Chapter 2, the range of possible interactions between the 

operator and the lexical aspectual classes is constrained by Universal Grammar.  The 

learner has at her disposal the range of options that natural languages exhibit.  The goal 

of the learner is to acquire, based on a semantic analysis of the input, the truth conditions 

for the aspectual operator in the target language and then to map from those truth 

conditions to the appropriate surface morphology.   

If L1 influence were to manifest itself in this domain, the L2 learner would 

essentially face a semantic mapping problem.  The L2 learner would map the truth 

conditions for the L1 aspectual operator onto L2 inflectional morphology.  In order to 

investigate whether there is L1 influence, we investigate two different types of contexts: 

contexts where the truth conditions for be+ing and te-iru overlap (accomplishments) and 

contexts where the truth conditions differ (achievements).  To further assess the role of 

the L1, a bidirectional design has been used in this study.   Testing learners of both L2 

English and L2 Japanese will allow us to establish whether the same contrast in a given 

language pair, Lx and Ly, has similar effects when learners go from Lx to Ly or from Ly 

to Lx.   

If we assume that the L1 will play a role to some extent in L2 acquisition, a 

related question is how properties of the L1 will interact with the input available to the L2 

learner.  This question moves beyond the representation of the learners’ grammar and 

addresses issues of learnability, how acquisition is in principle possible given the input 

available to the learner (Hornstein and Lightfoot, 1981). We will focus in this section on 

the acquisition of achievements under be+ing and te-iru, the area where English and 

Japanese differ.   
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Given the differences outlined in Table 4.1B, we will state the specific goals of 

the learners of English and Japanese. The goal of the two groups is actually very similar: 

in both cases the interpretation of achievements under PROG has to be altered.  On the 

one hand, an interpretation that does not exist in the L1 must be acquired in the L2.  The 

learners of English need to acquire a progressive interpretation for achievements under 

PROG while the learners of Japanese need to acquire a resultative interpretation for 

achievements under PROG.  On the other hand, both groups of learners need to repress 

an interpretation that is available in the L1 but is ruled out by the truth conditions for 

PROG in the L2.   The Japanese learners of English need to preempt a resultative 

interpretation for achievements under PROG while the English-speaking learners of 

Japanese need to preempt a progressive interpretation for achievements under PROG.     

Thus the L2 learners have two separate goals: adding an interpretation to the L2 

grammar that does not exist in the L1 and preempting an interpretation that exists in the 

L1 but not in the L2.  We might expect that adding an interpretation can be facilitated by 

the positive evidence available to the learner while preempting is more difficult given 

that there is usually no information in the input as to what interpretations are not possible.   

The design of our experiment allows us to consider these two goals individually and 

evaluate to what extent the ability to overcome L1 influence is dependent on the type of 

evidence that is available to the L2 learner.   

A related question within the domain of learnability is the issue of ultimate 

attainment.  There are second language learners who reach extremely high levels of 

proficiency in the second language, even when they have acquired the L2 after puberty.  

The main question is whether these advanced learners attain the same mental 
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representation for the L2 grammar as monolingual native speakers do.  In previous 

studies researchers found that near-natives differ from monolingual native speakers with 

respect to the acquisition of aspect (Coppieters, 1987).  However, in a recent study, 

Montrul and Slabakova (2003) argue that native-like attainment is possible in this 

domain.  Our study addresses not only how aspect is mastered throughout development, 

but also, whether or not it can in fact be acquired to native-like levels. To that end we test 

learners of several levels of proficiency, including in the L2 English study, a group of 

near-native speakers.   

A final question addresses the relationship between domains of knowledge in the 

acquisition of aspectual morphology.  Very little is known about the relationship between 

knowledge of aspectual semantics on the one hand and knowledge of the 

morphosyntactic forms that encode the semantics on the other.  As we outlined in the 

literature review in Chapter 3, it has been proposed that knowledge of form is acquired 

before knowledge of meaning. To further investigate this relationship, multiple tasks are 

included in each study to tap knowledge of aspectual morphology from different 

perspectives.   

Specific hypotheses for the two studies are presented in the next section. 

 

1.3  Hypotheses 

1.3.1  Role of the L1 

 

We take the strongest position with respect to L1 influence and assume that the 

L1 grammar constrains the L2 learners’ hypotheses regarding semantic properties of the 
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L2 (White, 1985; Schwartz and Sprouse, 1994, 1996).  This model predicts differential 

success in initial L2 development depending on the overlap between the native and target 

language. Naturally, if properties of the two languages are similar, acquisition should 

proceed with little difficulty while if properties of the native and target language differ, 

acquisition will be impeded by negative transfer.   

Given this hypothesis, neither group of learners should have difficulty with 

accomplishments under be+ing or te-iru.   The interaction of PROG with 

accomplishments results in the same action-in-progress interpretation in both English and 

Japanese.  This is true of both the present and past tense.  Even if learners map the truth 

conditions for the L1 operator onto L2 morphology, they should still succeed in these 

cases.  Likewise, successful acquisition is predicted for both groups of learners with 

respect to the simple past because the forms are basically equivalent in the two 

languages.   

On the other hand if learners map the truth conditions for the aspectual operator in 

the L1 onto L2 morphology, then they will interpret achievements under PROG in the L2 

incorrectly.  English-speaking learners of Japanese will incorrectly assign achievements 

under te-iru a progressive interpretation while Japanese learners of English will 

incorrectly assign achievements under be+ing a resultative interpretation.  These 

predictions again hold for both the present and past tense.   
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1.3.2  Learnability 

 

Our second hypothesis addresses second language development and learnability. 

While we assume that the representation of the L2 grammar is influenced by properties of 

the L1 grammar, we also expect that learners will overcome the effects of L1 influence at 

higher levels of proficiency.  The question is how this grammar restructuring takes place.  

We predict that the input will play an important role in L2 development.  We expect to 

see differential success in acquisition with respect to the two different goals that we 

outlined above for the L2 learners in this study. With respect to the goal of adding an 

interpretation to the L2 grammar, we believe that the positive evidence available to the 

learner will facilitate acquisition.  On the other hand, we predict that learners will have 

more difficulty preempting an interpretation that is available in the L1 but not in the L2, 

given that there is usually little information in the input as to what interpretations are 

ruled out in the second language. 

With respect to the issue of ultimate attainment we predict that near-natives will 

be able to acquire the truth conditions for the L2 progressive operator on par with native 

speakers.  We assume a generative framework whereby the learners’ hypothesis space is 

constrained by Universal Grammar.  Aspectual operators interact with lexical aspectual 

classes in a limited number of ways; we assume that learners have this range of options 

available to them.  We hypothesize that near-natives will be able to converge on the 

target representation and thus overcome the influence of the native language.   
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1.3.3  Relationship between form and meaning 

 

Prior L2 research has shown that learners’ use of morphological forms seems to 

precede learners’ knowledge of the aspectual semantics associated with those forms 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 1992; Coppieters, 1987; Montrul and Slabakova, 2002).  As we 

mentioned in Chapter 3, some studies have used L2 classroom exercises to assess 

knowledge of morphological form.  In this study, both knowledge of morphological form 

and aspectual interpretation are tested in controlled psycholinguistic experiments, 

attempting to get at knowledge of form and meaning independently, but using similar 

methods.  Knowledge of morphological form is tested using a timed grammaticality 

judgment (GJ) task while interpretive knowledge is tested using a timed interpretation 

task.  Both tasks target the same aspectual forms.  The tasks are described in the 

following section. 

Based on the results of prior research, we predict that learners will perform well 

on tests tapping knowledge of morphological form.  We define knowledge of 

morphological form as the ability to identify whether or not a particular verb + 

morphology complex (i.e. was running) is well-formed in the L2.  Learners’ ability to 

correctly judge the ungrammatical sentences on the GJ task will be taken to indicate 

knowledge of form.   

The ability to correctly judge the grammatical sentences on the GJ task will be 

taken to indicate knowledge of how to use morphology in the context of a sentence.  The 

ability to identify an appropriate use of a morphological form in a given context crucially 

involves an element of interpretation.  The distinction between knowledge of form and 
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use will be addressed in further detail in Section 2.2.4. We predict that learners will 

perform better on tests of form than on tests of use.  We also predict that we will see a 

close relationship between performance on tests targeting use of morphology and tests 

specifically targeting the interpretation of aspectual morphology.   

 

2.  Study 1: Methodology 

 

Section 2 presents the methodology for Study 1, which examines the acquisition 

of the English progressive by learners of Japanese. 

 

2.1  Participants  

 

Three groups of participants took part in Study 1.  The largest group was made up 

of 101 native speakers of Japanese who were studying English at universities in Sendai, 

Japan. Participants were recruited through flyers and announcements at two universities.  

Background information was collected through a written questionnaire.  All participants 

were classroom, foreign language learners who were initially exposed to English in junior 

high school around the age of 12.  Several of the English learners had studied abroad in 

English-speaking countries, but none had done so for more than one year31. The mean 

age of the English learners was 20 (SD 1.5).  The average number of years the 

participants had studied English was seven.  Although the participants have been exposed 

to English in Japan for many years, this does not necessarily mean that the participants 

 
31 Only five participants indicated on their questionnaire that they had spent time in an English-speaking 
country.   
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had reached a high level of proficiency.  An independent measure of proficiency was 

administered to the learners and will be described below.   

 The second group of participants was made up of nine native speakers of Japanese 

who had become ‘near-native’ speakers of English and who were living and working in 

New York City at the time of testing.  Participants were recruited through flyers in 

Japanese supermarkets and web postings on Craig’s List New York City.  Thirteen native 

speakers of Japanese in total were actually tested but four of these speakers did not meet 

the proficiency criteria to be included in the analyses.  Participants had to pass two 

different tests in order to be included. First, they had to score 40 out of 45 on an English 

proficiency measure that is described below.  Secondly, they had to pass an interview 

examination.  Near-native candidates were asked to answer three interview questions that 

were recorded. Two native speaker judges then evaluated the recorded interview 

responses.  The interview protocol is described below.  Participants who scored at least a 

40 on the proficiency exam and were also evaluated to be ‘near-native’ by the two judges 

were then included in the analyses.  The near-native participants also filled out an 

extensive language background questionnaire in order to assess their use of both English 

and Japanese32. The participants were either graduate students or professionals in New 

York City. The mean age of this group was 30.  All near-natives had begun to study 

English in Japan around the age of 12. The average length of stay in the US was 7 years.   

 Finally, 23 native speakers of English made up the control group. These 

participants were monolingual undergraduate and graduate students who were tested in 

New York City.  A brief questionnaire was given to collect background information. The 

 
32 I am grateful to Eva Fernández for allowing me to modify the language background questionnaire she 
developed in Fernández (2000, 2004).   



117

 

participants in the control group had never studied linguistics.  The mean age of the 

English native speakers was 28.    

 

2.2  Test instruments  

 

In this study, four separate measures were used: standardized proficiency test, a 

published interview protocol and two experimental tasks specifically developed for this 

study. 

 

2.2.1  Michigan Listening Comprehension Test 

 

All participants, including the English native speakers, took the University of 

Michigan English Language Institute Listening Comprehension test.  This proficiency 

measure is designed to assess knowledge of English grammar.  It is made up of 45 

multiple-choice questions.  A listening comprehension test was selected to measure 

proficiency because the experimental tests also involved a listening comprehension 

component.  Test questions were pre-recorded by a native speaker of English and were 

administered via a speaker connected to a laptop.   Participants listened to the test items, 

which were either one-sentence questions or one-sentence statements and then they chose 

the appropriate response from a list of choices provided on an answer sheet.    
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2.2.2  Oral interview 

 

The interview protocol we developed was a shortened and modified version of the 

interview portion of the University of Cambridge Certificate of Proficiency in English 

(CPE) exam, which is specifically designed to assess whether learners of English are at a 

native-like level of proficiency.  The only participants who took the interview exam were 

the Japanese native speakers in New York who were being considered for inclusion in the 

near-native group.   

 A native speaker of English conducted the interviews.  There were three different 

parts to the interview. The interview questions are included in Appendix C.  In Part 1 the 

interviewer asked the participant a series of background questions pertaining to where the 

participant lived and how long they had been in New York. These questions were meant 

to serve as a warm-up.  In Part 2 the participant was shown a list of 5 topics or questions.  

They were then asked to speak for two minutes on the topic of their choice.  These topics 

were challenging in that they addressed politics, education and technology. The idea is 

that only an advanced speaker of English would have the vocabulary to talk for two 

minutes on one of these topics.  The interview questions required that the participant 

form an argument or state an opinion.  In Part 3 the participants were asked to look at a 

picture that depicted a scene at a hotel.  In the picture several hotel employees were 

shown to be busy performing their particular job. For example, there was a picture of a 

porter carrying luggage, a chef preparing a meal, a piano player performing, etc.  The 

participants were asked to talk about which job would be the easiest to perform without 

training and which job would the hardest to perform without training and why. They were 
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asked to speak for 1-2 minutes.  These questions were again designed to force the 

participants to form an opinion and argue for a point. Interviews were recorded on a Sony 

digital voice recorder.  The interview lasted for about five minutes.  

 

2.2.3  Story Compatibility task 

The main task of the study was an interpretation task.  This task was designed to 

tap learners’ interpretations of aspectual morphology in English.  The task that was 

developed is a modified form of the Truth Value Judgment task (Crain and McKee, 

1986); I will refer to it as the Story Compatibility task.   

The task presented learners with stories that depicted events that were either 

complete or incomplete and ongoing.  These short stories were illustrated with two 

pictures that were scanned and inserted into a PowerPoint presentation.  The narration of 

the story (one-two sentences per picture) was digitally recorded and inserted alongside 

the picture in PowerPoint.  The participants looked at the pictures, which were projected 

on a screen via an LCD projector, and listened to the short stories, which were played via 

a speaker connected to the laptop.  Following each story, a test sentence appeared on the 

projection screen.  The test sentence was also presented aurally via the speaker.  

Participants were asked to judge the test sentence on a scale of 1-5, evaluating whether or 

not the sentence was compatible with the story they had just listened to.  The numbers on 

the scale were defined qualitatively so that a score of “1” was equal to the statement I

definitely cannot say this sentence in the context of the story and a score of “5” was equal 
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to I definitely can say this sentence in the context of the story. Learners were given 

written instructions in Japanese.  The English instructions are provided in Appendix C.   

The test sentence remained on the projection screen for ten seconds, during which 

time the participants were told to circle an appropriate response (1-5) on their answer 

sheet. After ten seconds, the presentation advanced to the next slide.  The slide following 

a test sentence always contained the test item number for the following story; slides with 

test item numbers were also accompanied by the sound of camera click in order to alert 

participants that a new test story was about to begin. The test item number stayed on the 

screen on the screen for just one second before the presentation advanced and the 

following test story began.  The entire test lasted for about 30 minutes. 

An example of a complete story context with the accomplishment verb make a 

cake is provided in (1): 

 

(1)  Accomplishment verb: complete context 

Picture 1: Mari likes to cook.  At 3:00 she begins to make a cake for her friend. 
Picture 2: At 5:00 she serves the cake to her friend.   
Test sentence: Mari made a cake for her friend.              Predicted Response: 5  
 

The detailed design including verbs and test sentences will be explained below. 

As can be seen in the example above, aural story narrations were presented in the simple 

present tense.  We did not want any of the story narrations to make use of any of the 

aspectual forms targeted in the test sentences lest the participants be influenced by the 

story.   
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The Story Compatibility task has several advantages.  First, the simple story 

narrations accompanied by the pictures were very easy for the learners to understand, 

even when the stories were narrated in the second language.  Interpretation tasks in 

second language research often use the native language of the participants in order to be 

sure that the learners understand the context.  Usually the story is written in the native 

language and then the test sentence will follow the story written in the second/target 

language.  Given that L1 influence was of primary interest in this study, it would be 

inappropriate to use the native language for the story presentation.   This type of task 

allows participants to remain focused in English for the duration of the test.  

Secondly, the ability to present the stories and sentences using a computer and 

LCD projected made it possible for numerous participants to take the test at one time. 

Finally, the automated presentation of the stories in PowerPoint allowed us to use static 

pictures but still create somewhat of an illusion that the stories were progressing in real 

time33.

The Story Compatibility task targeted the interpretation of accomplishments and 

achievements under simple past, present progressive and past progressive morphology.  

Eight accomplishments and eight achievements were tested. The verb phrases we selected 

have the same lexical aspectual classification in both languages. These 16 verbs were 

selected for inclusion based on the behavior of those verbs’ Japanese translational 

equivalents under Japanese te-iru. For the accomplishment class, it was necessary that 

the verbs denote an ongoing, action-in-progress, interpretation under English be+ing and 

that the Japanese equivalent of those verbs also denote an ongoing, progressive 
 
33 Ideally these stories would have been animated, as Wagner has done in some of her studies (cf. Wagner 
and Carey, 2003).  However, not all of the story contexts in this study lend themselves easily to simple 
animation.  
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interpretation under Japanese te-iru34. For the achievement class, it was necessary that the 

verbs selected denote a progressive interpretation under be+ing but that the Japanese 

equivalents of those verbs unambiguously denote a resultative interpretation under te-iru.

The verbs included in the study are listed in (2) below35:

(2) Accomplishments: make a cake, build a sandcastle, drink a glass of coke,  
eat a bowl of ramen, write a book, paint a portrait, read a pile of books,  
wash a pile of dishes 
 

Achievements: arrive, die, come, return, openINT, closeINT, leave, go (to the store) 

 

For each verb, a complete story context and an incomplete/ongoing story context 

were developed.  The goal was to elicit learners’ judgments as to the compatibility of 

sentences in the simple past, present progressive and past progressive with stories in each 

context. A full paradigm of stories and test sentences for the accomplishment paint a 

portrait and the achievement arrive is presented in (3) and (4) below.  A complete list of 

test stories is included in Appendix C.  Included in the tables on (3) and (4) are the 

judgments expected for native speakers of English (on the scale of 1-5 described above) 

as well as the expected judgments of Japanese learners.  These tables allow us to directly 

compare the behavior of accomplishment and achievement verbs under English and 

Japanese aspectual morphology.  The shaded areas highlight differences between English 

and Japanese; these are the areas where we predict difficulty for the L2 learners.   
 
34 As we mentioned in Chapter 2, Japanese accomplishment verbs under te-iru can allow in certain contexts 
a perfective interpretation. The requirement for the experiment was that the preferred interpretation under 
te-iru be progressive. These same verbs were tested in the Japanese study and it is clear that native speakers 
of Japanese assign a progressive interpretation to these verbs under te-iru.
35 At an earlier stage of this study Yasuhiro Shirai provided several useful comments that helped me in the 
selection of these verbs.  
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(3) paint a portrait (accomplishment) 

 

Complete Story Context 

Picture 1: Ken is an artist. At 12:00 he begins to paint a portrait of his family.   

Picture 2: At 8:00 he gives the portrait to his mother for her birthday. 

 English Native  Japanese equivalent 
Ken painted a portrait of his family. 5 5 
Ken is painting a portrait of his family. 1 1 
Ken was painting a portrait of his family. 5 5 

Incomplete/Ongoing Story Context

Picture 1: Ken is an artist. At 12:00 he begins to paint a portrait of his family. 

Picture 2:  At 12:30 he paints his mother and father.   

 English Native  Japanese equivalent 
Ken painted a portrait of his family. 1 1 
Ken is painting a portrait of his family. 5 5 
Ken was painting a portrait of his family. 5 5 

(4) arrive (achievement) 

Complete Story Context 

Picture 1: This is the plane to Tokyo.  At 4:00 the plane is near the airport.   

Picture 2: At 5:00 the passengers are at the airport. 

 English Native  Japanese equivalent 
The plane arrived at the airport.    5 5 
The plane is arriving at the airport.    1 5
The plane was arriving at the airport. 5 5 
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Incomplete/Ongoing Story Context 

Picture 1: This is the plane to Tokyo.  At 4:00 the plane is near the airport. 

Picture 2: There is a lot of wind.  At 4:30 the plane is still in the air. 

 English Native  Japanese equivalent 
The plane arrived at the airport.    1 1 
The plane is arriving at the airport.    5 1
The plane was arriving at the airport. 5 1

Each participant heard 32 test story contexts (there were 16 verbs tested and each 

verb had two story contexts, complete and incomplete). The participants heard each of 

the 32 stories just once.  In addition, each participant provided a judgment on only one of 

the test sentence types (simple past, present progressive, past progressive) per story.  The 

motivation behind this design is that a subject’s response to an item on a test might be 

influenced by other items on the same test.  For example, a participant may hear the 

complete story for the verb arrive and then correctly judge the simple past sentence The 

plane arrived at the airport to be compatible with that story and give it a score of 5.  If 

the same participant were then to hear the same story again and this time get the sentence 

The plane was arriving at the airport it is possible that they would give the past 

progressive sentence a lower score simply because they are comparing it to the simple 

past.  Eliciting judgments as subtle as those required for sentences in the past progressive 

is very difficult and requires that participants be allowed to evaluate sentences in 

isolation.  For this same reason we felt it would have been less revealing to give 

participants a preference task, letting them judge more than one sentence at the same 

time.   
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One other aspect of the design is also important to mention. If a participant 

responded to a past progressive test sentence on the complete context for a given verb, 

then the design was set up so that the participant would respond to a different test 

sentence type (simple past or present progressive) on the incomplete context for that 

same verb.  This was again done to at least lessen the risk of having prior items influence 

participants’ judgments.   

Due to the factors described above, the final design of this task was quite 

complex; items were counterbalanced across four different test batteries.  The end result 

was that each participant provided responses to only half of the target test categories.  

This element of the design is not ideal because it requires a larger number of participants 

in each proficiency level and more importantly, takes away the possibility of conducting 

meaningful individual analyses for a given subject.  However, given the difficulty of 

eliciting clear aspectual judgments, even from native speakers, it was felt that the design 

was a necessary compromise. 

In addition to sentences in the simple past, present progressive and past 

progressive, participants also responded to filler items that were designed to test whether 

the 32 test stories actually conveyed the information they were intended to.  They also 

tested whether learners understood the concepts underlying the story contexts: event in 

progress and event completed.  In addition these fillers were used to balance out the 

number of items expected to be acceptable and unacceptable on a given battery.   

For the verb paint a portrait the filler item for the complete context was the 

sentence Ken did not finish painting the portrait of his family yet which should be 

rejected if the participants clearly understand that the portrait was in fact completed in the 
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course of the story.  These fillers used transparent lexical means of expressing aspect 

such as adverbs and aspectual verbs like finish. If participants perform well on these 

fillers it shows that they understand the stories and the task and also that they grasp the 

concepts underlying the aspectual semantics even if they still have difficulty interpreting 

aspectual morphology. 

 Finally, there were also 16 distractor stories; the same distractors were used on all 

batteries. These were stories that presented the sequence of two events (for example, a 

girl goes to the zoo with her brother one day and then watches TV with her brother the 

next day) but did not involve the notions of completion or incompletion.  Eight of the 

distractor sentences were in the past progressive; those distractor sentences were all 

intended to be unacceptable. This was necessary because within the test sentences on 

each battery there were eight past progressive sentences that were expected to be rated as 

acceptable.  This allowed us to balance acceptable and unacceptable test sentences across 

sentence types as well. The remaining eight distractor sentences were simple statements 

presented in the simple present; these eight sentences were expected to be rejected.   

 In summary, each test battery had 48 items (24 acceptable/24 unacceptable) that 

can be divided into five categories as is shown below. Test items on all batteries were 

randomized.  

8 simple past sentences (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

8 present progressive sentences (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

8 past progressive sentences (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

8 filler items (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

16 distractor items 
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2.2.4  Grammaticality Judgment task 

 

The Grammaticality Judgment task targeted the same categories as the Story 

Compatibility task.  This task was designed to evaluate learners’ knowledge of aspectual 

morphology from a different perspective.  On the GJ task the goal of the learner is to 

determine whether a given string is grammatical or ungrammatical.  In order for a string 

to be grammatical, the verb + morphology complex must be well-formed in terms of 

inflection and also must be appropriate in terms of tense and aspect, given the context of 

the sentence as a whole.  On this task, the ability to recognize a morphological form as 

ungrammatical is a more pure indicator of knowledge of form while the ability to 

recognize a form as grammatical is an indicator of knowledge of how that particular form 

can be used.

I will address the ungrammatical sentences first.  Two different types of 

ungrammatical sentences were included. In half of the ungrammatical sentences the tense 

of the aspectual morphology was inappropriate for the adverbial in the sentence (The chef 

is making a new dessert yesterday).  On the other half of the ungrammatical sentences, 

the inflection on the verb was simply ill-formed (Today John is draw a portrait of my 

family).  In order for a participant to recognize a sentence such as Today John is draw a 

portrait of my family as ungrammatical requires that the participant be aware that is draw 

is not a possible form in English.  Interpretation does not have to play a role. In order to 

evaluate The chef is making a new dessert yesterday as ungrammatical, the participant 

would have to be aware that the tense of the progressive form does not match the tense 

required by the adverb yesterday. While interpretation of tense is required, aspectual 
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information does not have to play a role.  These sentences allow us to evaluate 

knowledge of tense separately from knowledge of aspect.  In summary, in order to 

perform well on the ungrammatical sentences on this test, attention to the properties of 

the form is mandatory but attention to aspectual properties is not important.   

Next we turn to the grammatical sentences on the task.  A well-formed inflected 

verb phrase such as is arriving can only be evaluated if the rest of the sentence is taken 

into account.  In order for is arriving to be evaluated as grammatical, the subject of the 

sentence must be third person singular and all words in the sentence, such as time 

adverbials, would have to be compatible with the present or future tense.  Furthermore, 

adverbials would have to be compatible with the lexical aspect of the verb arrive;

adverbials such as for hours should make the sentence unacceptable.  In order to judge a 

sentence such as Sally is arriving in California next week as grammatical, the participant 

also must know that the present progressive can be used in futurate contexts. In other 

words, on the grammatical sentences, interpretive knowledge must come into play. The 

form is consistently well-formed as it were, so in addition to identifying the form as 

appropriate, the learner must also determine whether the form has been used correctly.   

 The GJ task, like the Story Compatibility task, was administered via PowerPoint.  

Sentences were projected on a screen and were also heard aurally by the participants.  

Participants were asked to evaluate the sentence on a scale of 1-5 with a score of “1’ 

being equivalent to This is definitely a bad sentence and a score of “5” being equivalent 

to This is definitely a good sentence. Participants were given nine seconds to make their 

judgment; they were asked to circle the appropriate response on an answer sheet. The 

task did not ask the participants to correct ungrammatical sentences.  



129

 

There were 48 sentences targeting aspectual morphology (24 acceptable and 24 

unacceptable) as well as 24 fillers (12 acceptable and 12 unacceptable)36. Filler sentences 

targeted word order and subject verb agreement and were always presented in the simple 

present tense.  The 48 test sentences were categorized as follows: 

 

8 Past Accomplishment  

8 Past Achievement 

8 Past Progressive Accomplishment 

8 Past Progressive Achievement 

8 Present Progressive Accomplishment 

8 Present Progressive Achievement 

 

In (5) an example of the three test sentence types (grammatical, ungrammatical-

inflection, ungrammatical-adverb) within the present progressive accomplishment class is 

given. A list of all sentences is provided in Appendix C.  

 

(5) Example sentences: present progressive accomplishment 

My mother is drinking a glass of wine right now. (grammatical) 

Today John is draw a portrait of my family. (ungrammatical-inflection) 

Last week Sam is running a marathon in Boston. (ungrammatical-tense) 

 

36 The entire grammaticality judgment task was actually comprised of 120 sentences, including several 
other types of sentence that will not be discussed in this dissertation.   
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All sentences included a temporal adverb that was placed at the beginning of the sentence 

in half of the items and at the end of the sentence in the other half.  Sentences were 

controlled for length, with all sentences having on average 11-14 syllables.  All 

participants evaluated the same sentences but two test batteries were developed in order 

to control for ordering effects.  

 

2.3  Standard procedure 

 

All participants attended two separate testing sessions.  In Japan, testing sessions 

for the L2 learners were conducted in a university classroom with a group of several 

participants taking the tests at one time.  Tests were not conducted during class hours; 

participants signed up for test sessions that occurred either during their lunch break or 

after university classes had finished for the day.  In New York, testing for the English 

native and near-native speakers was conducted in the Second Language Acquisition lab at 

the CUNY Graduate Center.  These sessions were often conducted on an individual basis.   

During Session 1 the participants took the Grammaticality Judgment task and the 

Michigan Listening Comprehension test.  Before administering the Grammaticality 

Judgment task the experimenter provided the learners with a list of words that were to 

appear on the GJ task. The list isolated the most difficult words on the task and translated 

those words into Japanese. The participants were given several minutes to look over the 

list and ask any questions about any of the words.  Native speakers were not given the 

word lists.  



131

 

Session 1 usually lasted for about 45 minutes.  At the end of Session 1 

participants were provided with a questionnaire and a second word list. They were told 

that the list contained words that would be included on the tests in Session 2.  Japanese 

translations were provided for each word on the list.  Participants were asked to look at 

the lists and mark any words that they were unfamiliar with.   

Session 2 usually took place several days following Session 1.  In some cases as 

much as one week separated the two sessions.  At the beginning of Session 2, the 

experimenter collected the completed questionnaires and went over the word list with the 

participants.  If an item was difficult for a participant the experimenter used the word in a 

sentence to make the meaning clear.   

During Session 2, the participants took two tests: the Story Compatibility test 

targeting aspectual morphology, which is described above, and a second Story 

Compatibility test which will not be discussed in this dissertation.  Participants were 

given a five-minute break in between the two tests. During the break the experimenter 

offered the participants a piece of candy.  Session 2 usually lasted for about 1 hour and 20 

minutes.  At the end of Session 2, participants were compensated for completing both 

testing sessions (2,000 yen in Japan, $20 dollars in the U.S).  
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3.  Study 1 Results  

 

3.1  Proficiency test: University of Michigan Listening Comprehension Test  

 

The English learners who were tested in Japan scored between 19 and 42 on the 

45-question test, with a mean score of 29 (SD 5.47). This group of learners (n=101) was 

then divided into three proficiency levels based on their performance: learners who 

scored below the mean, scores of 19-28, were classified as Low; learners who scored 

between 29 and 35 were classified as Intermediate; learners who scored between 36 and 

45 were classified as High.   

Native speakers of English scored between 41 and 45 on the exam.  Participants 

in the near-native group were selected for inclusion in the study only if they scored 

between 40-45 on the proficiency exam.  Table 4.2 presents means and standard 

deviations for all participant groups. 

 

Table 4.2.  Means and standard deviations for all participant groups on the 45-question 

Michigan Listening Comprehension test 

 
Proficiency test 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native English 
(n = 23) 

Michigan
M 24.76 31.62 38.38 42.00 43.91 
SD 2.65 2.06 1.86 1.5 1.24 



133

 

3.2  Near-native interviews 

 

Interviews were scored based on guidelines provided by the University of 

Cambridge for the interview portion of the Certificate of English Proficiency. Two native 

speaker judges individually scored each interview.  Each interview was scored on a scale 

of 1-5 on four different areas: grammatical resource, lexical resource, discourse 

management and global achievement.    In most cases, the two judges did not differ more 

than .5 on a given score.  Scores from the two judges were averaged.   

We then averaged the four scores for each participant to produce one composite 

interview score.  The nine participants that were selected for inclusion in the analysis 

received composite scores of 4 or above.   

 

3.3  Story Compatibility Task 

 

This task targeted interpretive knowledge of the aspectual semantics of the 

English simple past, present progressive and past progressive with accomplishment and 

achievement verbs. In this section we will outline results on the distractor sentences, then 

describe the analyses that were run on test sentences and finally present results on the 

fillers and the sentences targeting aspectual morphology.   

 

3.3.1  Distractors 

All test batteries included 16 distractor items. As is mentioned above, distractor 

stories did not include the target test verbs.  These stories were included to be sure that 
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the participants understood the task at hand.  All groups were expected to reject the Past 

Progressive distractors; all groups were expected to accept Statement distractors.  As is 

shown in Table 4.3 below, all groups performed as expected on distractor sentences.   
 

Table 4.3.  L2 English: Means and standard deviations for all participant groups on the 

two types of distractor sentences 

 
Distractor type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native English 
(n = 23) 

Past progressive
M 1.4 1.33 1.21 1.08 1.01 
SD .41 .43 .42 .18 .04 
Statement
M 4.6 4.49 4.41 4.84 4.38 
SD .35 .42 .59 .21 .51 

Two separate univariate one-way ANOVAs with proficiency level (low, intermediate, 

high, near-native, native speaker) as the between-subjects factor were conducted on the 

two types of distractor sentences.  Results for the distractor sentences with the Past 

Progressive revealed significant differences between the groups, F(4, 128) = 5.221, p. <
.001.  Differences between groups were investigated through Tukey’s HSD post-hoc 

procedures.  Results indicated that the Low and Intermediate group performed 

significantly different from the native speaker group.  However, based on the fact that the 

scores are consistently under 2, we can tell that even the lower level groups are correctly 

rejecting the distractor sentences.  On the Statement distractor sentences, all learner 

groups performed at the level of the English native speakers, with no significant 

differences between the learner groups.  Results on these distractor sentences show that 

all learner groups clearly understand the task and do not show a general response bias to 

accept or reject all sentence types.  
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3.3.2  Analyses of test items 

 

In the design section above it was explained that the test sentences (as opposed to 

the distractors) on the Story Compatibility task had to be counterbalanced across subjects 

so that one group of subjects provided responses to half of the test categories while the 

second group of subjects provided responses to the other half of the test categories.   

Roughly equal numbers of participants from each proficiency level were assigned to the 

two groups.  A series of independent samples t-tests showed that within each proficiency 

level, the two groups did not differ in terms of performance on the proficiency test.   

The first group of participants responded to the following test sentence types: 

Group 1

Simple Past Accomplishment Incomplete37 

Simple Past Achievement Complete 

Present Progressive Accomplishment Incomplete 

Present Progressive Achievement Complete 

Past Progressive Accomplishment Complete 

Past Progressive Achievement Incomplete 

Filler Accomplishment Complete 

Filler Achievement Incomplete 

 

37 This means for example that a participant in Group 1 was presented with a simple past sentence with an 
accomplishment verb such as Ken painted a portrait of his family after seeing the incomplete/ongoing 
version of that story where Ken is still in the process of painting the picture.  Participants in Group 2 on the 
other hand would be asked to evaluate that same sentence after seeing the complete version of the story 
where Ken presents his mother with the completed picture.   
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The second group of participants responded to the complementary sentence types: 

 

Group 2

Simple Past Accomplishment Complete 

Simple Past Achievement Incomplete 

Present Progressive Accomplishment Complete 

Present Progressive Achievement Incomplete 

Past Progressive Accomplishment Incomplete 

Past Progressive Achievement Complete 

Filler Accomplishment Incomplete 

Filler Achievement Complete 

 

The first goal of the analyses was to determine if participants’ responses to a 

given sentence type (for example, simple past accomplishment) were different depending 

on the context that was provided (complete or incomplete).  Secondly, we wanted to see 

if learners’ responses differed from native speakers, particularly for sentence types that 

are not equivalent in English and Japanese (present and past progressive sentences with 

achievements).  Because a single participant did not provide a response for a given 

sentence type with both the complete and incomplete contexts, we could not run 

repeated-measures ANOVAs.  Instead, factorial univariate ANOVAs were performed 

separately for each sentence type with context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency 

level (low, intermediate, high, near-native, native speaker) entered as between-subjects 

factors.  This type of analysis allows us to see if responses to complete and incomplete 
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contexts were different overall across all groups. In order to see if the responses to the 

two contexts were different for each group individually, independent samples t-tests were 

conducted.   

 The factorial univariate ANOVA also indicates whether there were overall 

differences between the proficiency levels.  However, this analysis collapses across the 

incomplete and complete contexts.  Therefore, in some cases, we also performed 

univariate one-way ANOVAs on each context individually.  These analyses allowed us to 

see whether the learners performed more or less like native speakers depending on the 

particular context.   

Finally, the factorial univariate ANOVA allows us to see whether the difference 

in scores between the complete and incomplete contexts was the same across all 

proficiency levels (interaction effects).   

These are the main statistics that will be reported in the following sections38. All 

graphs include error bars, which indicate the standard error of the mean.  In addition to 

the group results, we will also present descriptive data on individual responses in the 

discussion of categories that are particularly significant.  We report results for filler items 

first, followed by results for the simple past, present progressive and past progressive.   

 

3.3.3  Filler items 

 

Unlike the distractors, which used completely different story contexts, the filler 

sentences were evaluated against the 32 test stories (16 test verbs, 2 contexts each).  

 
38 Statistical item (F2) analyses were not run because we believe we have nearly exhausted the pool of 
possible items for this experiment.   
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However, these sentences used explicit adverbs and therefore they were not included in 

order to provide information with respect to the interpretation of aspectual morphology.  

As is mentioned above, these sentences provided a way to check whether in fact the test 

stories actually expressed the complete or ongoing context that they were intended to.  

They also provided a test of whether the learners understood the concepts that we are 

targeting in the test items. 

In an effort to balance acceptable and unacceptable items on the interpretation 

task as a whole, all filler sentences were designed to be unacceptable. Therefore, all 

groups were expected to reject the filler sentences in both the incomplete and complete 

contexts. Correct rejection of these sentences indicates comprehension of the context.  

Means and standard deviations for the filler sentences with accomplishment and 

achievement verbs are provided in Table 4.4 below.   
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Table 4.4. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences with 

accomplishments and achievements in incomplete and complete contexts 

 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native English 
(n = 23) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 1.28 1.40 1.32 1.00 1.41 
SD .42 .55 .47 .00 .46 
n 22 20 7 4 11

Accomplishment
Complete
M 1.40 1.28 1.44 1.20 1.15 
SD .55 .53 1.01 .33 .34 
n 24 19 9 5 12

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 1.73 1.37 1.11 1.16 1.04 
SD .77 .41 .25 .23 .14 
n 24 19 9 5 12

Achievement
Complete
M 1.31 1.41 1.14 1.00 1.16 
SD .62 .47 .38 .00 .23 
n 22 20 7 4 11

The results in Table 4.4 indicate that learners performed similarly to native speakers.  

Two separate factorial univariate ANOVAs were conducted on fillers with 

accomplishment verbs and fillers with achievement verbs; context (complete, incomplete) 

and proficiency level (low, intermediate, high, near-native, native speaker) were entered 

as between-subjects factors. On the fillers with accomplishment verbs, results indicated 

that, as expected, there were no significant differences between responses to the complete 

and incomplete contexts and there were also no significant differences between 
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proficiency levels.  All participants correctly rejected filler sentences, with both 

incomplete and complete contexts, to the same degree.   

On the fillers with achievement verbs, results indicated that there were no 

significant differences between responses to the complete and incomplete contexts. 

Results indicated that there were significant differences between proficiency levels, F(4, 

123) = 4.175, p. < .01. Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for 

multiple comparisons revealed significant differences between the Low group and the 

native speakers, p. < .05. This means that the Low group did accept fillers with 

achievements to a greater degree than Native speakers. However, despite these 

differences, the Low learners do correctly reject these sentences, giving them scores 

below 2.  The difference between the two groups is simply in degree of rejection.   

Results on the filler sentences indicate that the story contexts were clearly 

understood by all participants.  We can also be sure that the learners understand the 

concepts of an event being in progress and an event having been completed.  We turn to 

the results for the sentences targeting aspectual morphology in the next section. 

 

3.3.4  Simple past  

 

Sentences with telic verb phrases in the simple past denote basically equivalent 

perfective interpretations in both English and Japanese regardless of the verb phrase to 

which the simple past morphology attaches.  Therefore sentences in the simple past in 

both languages are compatible with complete story contexts and incompatible with 

incomplete story contexts.  Therefore with both types of simple past sentences we expect 
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to see an effect for context.  Because of the similarity between English and Japanese we 

do not expect to see an effect for proficiency level nor an interaction between context and 

proficiency level.   In this respect, the category of simple past was included as a control.  

 

3.3.4a  Simple Past Accomplishments 

 

Figure 4.1 shows the mean responses for all participant groups on the simple past 

with accomplishments in both complete and incomplete contexts.  Means and standard 

deviations are provided in Table 1 in Appendix A. 

 

Figure 4.1.  L2 English: Mean responses to accomplishments in the simple past with 

incomplete and complete contexts 

Simple Past: Accomplishments
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Scores on simple past sentences with accomplishments were submitted to a factorial 

univariate ANOVA with context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency level (low, 
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intermediate, high, near-native, native speaker) as between-subjects factors.  Results 

indicated that there was a significant effect for context ( F(1, 123) = 113.952, p. < .001), 

but there was not a significant effect for proficiency level nor was there an interaction 

between context and proficiency level.  Results show that there is a clear distinction 

between responses to simple past sentences with incomplete and complete contexts.  

Independent samples t-test confirmed that this distinction was significant for all groups 

(Low:  t (44) = -5.542, p. < .001; Intermediate: t (37) = -6.785, p. < .001; High: t (14) = -

2.553, p. < .05; Near-native: t (7) = -2.941, p. < .05; Native speaker: t (21) = -14.553, p. <
.001).   Because there was not an interaction between context and proficiency level, it 

seems that all proficiency levels distinguish the two contexts to the same degree.   

The only surprising result is that mean responses to sentences in the incomplete 

context are not quite as low as we might predict them to be.  Accomplishments in the 

simple past are usually considered to be telic and thus should be unacceptable in contexts 

where the event has not come to its natural endpoint.  It is possible that because the 

accomplishments tested involve creation or consumption verb phrases, speakers are more 

likely to accept the simple past sentences even when just part of the object has been 

created or consumed.  Sentences with verb phrases such as eat a bowl of ramen were 

given higher scores on the incomplete context than sentences with verb phrases such as 

make a cake. The event of eating a bowl of ramen is measured out directly with respect 

to the direct object (Dowty, 1991; Krifka, 1989; Tenny, 1994).  As we discussed in 

Chapter 2, each portion of the event corresponds to a given portion of the ramen in the 

bowl.  The verb phrase make a cake on the other hand is measured out along the process 

of making the cake.  A portion of the event of event of making a cake corresponds to 
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reading the recipe, cracking the eggs, stirring the batter etc. There is not as direct a 

correspondence between the event and the direct object as there is in the event of eating 

ramen.  It is possible that this difference accounts for some of the difference in the 

judgments.  There also seems to be variability between speakers with respect to these 

judgments.  We will return to this issue in the discussion.   

 

3.3.4b  Simple Past Achievements 

 

Figure 4.2 outlines the mean responses to achievements under the simple past in 

both incomplete and complete contexts.  Means and standard deviations are provided in 

Table 2 in Appendix A. 

 

Figure 4.2. L2 English: Mean responses to achievements in the simple past with 

incomplete and complete contexts 
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Scores on simple past sentences with achievements were submitted to a factorial 

univariate ANOVA with context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency level (low, 

intermediate, high, near-native, native speaker) as between-subjects factors.  Results 

indicated that there was a significant effect for group, F(1, 123) = 537.913, p. < .001 but 

again there was not a significant effect for proficiency level nor an interaction between 

the two factors.  As with the simple past accomplishments, there was a clear distinction 

between responses to incomplete and complete contexts.   Independent samples t-tests 

confirm that this distinction was significant for all groups (Low:  t (44) = 13.190, p. <
.001; Intermediate: t (37) = 14.676, p. < .001; High: t (14) = 10.482, p. < .001; Near-

native: t (7) = 7.174, p. < .001; Native speaker: t (21) = 15.049, p. < .001). 

It is clear that, with achievements, all participants strongly reject the simple past 

with incomplete contexts, unlike the accomplishments.  These results suggest that a 

verb’s taking a direct object in general plays an important role in aspectual interpretation, 

as has been discussed extensively in the aspect literature Borer, 1994; Tenny, 1987, 

1994).  Achievements cannot be measured out along a direct object, a process or a path in 

the same way that accomplishments can be.  Because achievements denote events that 

occur instantaneously, an event of arriving for example does not count as an arrival until 

that instantaneous change of state has occurred.   

Results on the simple past with both verb classes indicate that all learner groups 

follow the same patterns as the English native speakers, correctly giving high scores to 

simple past sentences with complete contexts and giving significantly lower scores to 

simple past sentences with incomplete contexts.  These results indicate that when the 

semantics of the aspectual morphology is equivalent in the L1 and the L2, learners of 
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English do not have difficulty with either accomplishments or achievements.  This result 

is significant because it allows us to clearly evaluate acquisition of these two verb classes 

under the progressive, which has different semantics in English and Japanese.  It is not 

the case that verbs that are either accomplishments or achievements are just inherently 

more difficult for the L2 learner to interpret.  In the next section, we outline results for 

the present and past progressive. 

 

3.3.5  Present progressive 

 

The present progressive is our primary test case for semantic transfer. While 

be+ing and te-iru both denote equivalent event-in-progress interpretations with 

accomplishments, the two forms denote different interpretations with achievements.  Te-

iru denotes a resultative interpretation with achievements. 

 The English progressive be+ing is, regardless of the verb stem, compatible with 

incomplete/ongoing contexts and incompatible with complete contexts.  Therefore, with 

accomplishments we predict that there will be a significant effect for context.  Given that 

be+ing and te-iru behave similarly with accomplishments, we do not predict an effect for 

proficiency level nor do we predict an interaction between context and proficiency level. 

With achievements, if the transfer hypothesis is correct, and the learners’ 

hypotheses regarding the semantics of the L2 are constrained by the L1 grammar, then 

the L2 learners are predicted to give the opposite scores of native speakers.  If the 

learners map the L1 representation for PROG onto English be+ing then they will give 

high scores to the present progressive with the complete context and low scores to the 
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present progressive with the incomplete context.  Given this hypothesis we predict that 

there will be a significant effect for context and that that there will be an interaction 

between context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency level.  Naturally we also predict 

that there will be a significant effect for proficiency level.   

We will also evaluate L2 learner performance on each context (complete and 

incomplete) separately. We predict that learners at advanced levels will perform well on 

the incomplete context but may still show difficulty on the complete context.  The 

incomplete context evaluates learners’ ability to add the progressive interpretation to their 

grammar, a task that may be facilitated by positive evidence, while the complete context 

evaluates their ability to preempt an L1 interpretation, a task that may not be facilitated 

by input.   

We first present results for the accomplishments where no differences were 

predicted.   

 

3.3.5a  Present Progressive Accomplishments 

 

Figure 4.3 shows mean responses for the present progressive sentences with 

accomplishments in incomplete and complete contexts.  Means and standard deviations 

are provided in Table 3 in Appendix A.  As can be seen from the graph, all participant 

groups correctly give generally high scores to present progressive sentences in 

incomplete contexts and generally low scores in complete contexts.   
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Figure 4.3. L2 English: Mean responses to accomplishments in the present progressive 

with incomplete and complete contexts 
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Scores on present progressive accomplishments were submitted to a factorial univariate 

ANOVA with context (incomplete, complete) and proficiency level (low, intermediate, 

high, near-native, native speaker) as between-subjects factors. Results indicated that there 

was a significant effect for context (F(1, 123) = 157.670, p. < .001) but there was not a 

significant effect for proficiency level.  There was however a significant interaction 

between context and proficiency level (F(4, 124) = 2.971, p. < .05).  This means that the 

distinction between responses to the present progressive with complete and incomplete 

contexts was not the same across proficiency levels.  Follow-up analyses were conducted 

to ensure that each group individually distinguished significantly between incomplete and 

complete contexts. Independent samples t-tests revealed that the distinction was in fact 

significant for all groups (Low:  t (44) = 8.439, p. < .0001; Intermediate: t (37) = 4.871, p.

< .001; High: t (14) = 6.70, p. < .001; Near-native: t (7) = 5.676, p. < .001; Native 
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speaker: t (21) = 7.348, p. < .001).  In sum, with accomplishment verbs, results generally 

confirm our predictions; all learner groups perform similarly to native speakers.   

 

3.3.5b  Present Progressive Achievements 

 

As is mentioned above, with achievements we predict that lower level learners 

will give the opposite scores of native speakers on both the incomplete and complete 

contexts.  At higher levels of proficiency we predict more difficulty on the complete 

context.  Figure 4.4 shows mean scores on both incomplete and complete contexts.  

Means and standard deviations are provided in Table 4 in Appendix A. 

 

Figure 4.4. L2 English:  Mean responses to achievements in the present progressive with 

incomplete and complete contexts 
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The results in Figure 4.4 indicate that learners in the beginner and intermediate group 

follow the general pattern of the transfer prediction, giving higher scores to the present 

progressive in complete contexts, the opposite pattern of the English native speakers.  

However, scores on the incomplete context are not as low as predicted and scores on the 

complete context are not as high as predicted.  Scores for both groups hover around 3; we 

will investigate these results further below.   

Scores on present progressive achievements were submitted to a factorial 

univariate ANOVA with context (incomplete, complete) and proficiency level (low, 

intermediate, high, near-native, native speaker) as between-subjects factors. Results 

indicated that there was a significant effect for context (F(1, 123) = 28.606, p. < .001), a  

significant effect for proficiency level (F(1, 123) = 3.816, p. < .01), as well as a 

significant interaction between context and proficiency level (F(4, 123) = 26.098, p. <
.001).   

Results indicate a distinction between responses to incomplete and complete 

contexts.  However, we must discern whether the distinction is significant for all groups 

individually and in what direction the distinction is (complete higher than incomplete or 

incomplete higher than complete).  Results of individual samples t-tests revealed that 

both the Low and Intermediate group did give significantly higher scores to the present 

progressive with complete contexts  (Low:  t (44) = 2.723, p. < .01; Intermediate: t (37) = 

2.212, p. < .05).   This was the predicted pattern of responses for L2 learners.   

Results for the advanced groups are somewhat more puzzling.  Learners in the 

High group distinguish between the incomplete and complete contexts in the direction of 

native speakers, correctly giving higher scores to the present progressive with the 
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incomplete contexts (High: t (14) = -3.859, p. < .01; Native speaker: t (21) = -12.203, p. <
.001).  However, the near-native speakers do not make this distinction. While their scores 

are numerically higher on the incomplete context, the t-test revealed that the difference 

between responses to the two contexts was not significant.  It is possible that the low 

number of individuals in the near-native group is responsible for this result; we would not 

have predicted differences between the High and Near-native group.     

In sum, the Low and Intermediate learners show the general pattern that we 

predicted if we assume transfer of the semantic properties of te-iru; they give higher 

scores to the present progressive with complete contexts. However, it is not clear that the 

learners consistently accept these sentences.  Because the mean responses for the Low 

and Intermediate group hovered around 3 it was necessary to investigate responses at the 

individual level39. We will address two contexts in turn.   

First we predicted that lower level learners would incorrectly give high scores to 

the present progressive with the complete context.  In the Low group, out of the 24 

learners who provided responses to the present progressive complete category, 12 

accepted at least 75% of the items with a score of 4 or 5.  In the Intermediate group 11 

out of 19 learners accepted at least 75% of the items with a score of 4 or 540. Therefore 

half of the learners at the lower levels performed strictly according to the predictions of 

transfer, fully accepting the present progressive to describe complete events.   

 
39 Note that the standard deviations for the learner groups and the native speakers are not very different so it 
does not seem that the learner groups are simply making random guesses (cf. Appendix A-Table 4).   
 
40 The choice of 75% percent as a criterion is admittedly arbitrary. However, given that there are four test 
items in each category, three out of four items represents a majority of the responses.  We will use this 
criterion throughout in analyzing individual responses.   
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Many of the other learners in the Low and Intermediate groups seemed to perform 

at chance, giving half of the items scores of 4-5 and giving half of the items scores of 1-2.  

There were very few learners who provided responses of 3.  At the higher levels of 

proficiency, two out of nine learners in the High group and two out of five learners in the 

Near-native group accepted 75% of these items.  Interestingly, even in the more advanced 

groups, there were no learners who correctly rejected all of these sentences. 

Next, we also predicted that learners would incorrectly give low scores to the 

present progressive with the incomplete context.  The learners had difficulty with this 

context.  In the Low group, only four out of 22 learners correctly accepted 75% or more 

of these sentences and in the Intermediate group only four out of 20 learners accepted at 

least 75% of these sentences. While there is clearly evidence of difficulty, the results are 

not clear with respect to transfer.  Many low level learners performed at chance, giving 

half of the items scores of 4-5 and giving half of the items scores of 1-2.  However, the 

responses are not at all random; performance on this context seemed highly dependent on 

the particular verb.  Learners had much less difficulty accepting the present progressive 

with the verbs close, leave, die and go then they did with the verbs arrive, open, come 

and return. Some learning seems to be taking place on a verb-by-verb basis.  

An indication that the difficulty reported above may be due to L1 influence is 

based on the results for the verb go, used in the verb phrase go to the store. We were 

somewhat puzzled to see that for this particular verb, all learners correctly accepted the 

sentence Vicky is going to the store with the incomplete context.  We looked at the results 

for the native speakers of Japanese in the L2 Japanese study because both studies used 

the same verbs.  Interestingly, some native speakers of Japanese allowed this 
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achievement under te-iru to refer to the incomplete, event-in-progress context.  With all 

other achievements, all native speakers consistently rejected V+ te-iru with scores of 1 on 

the incomplete context.  Therefore, it may be that go in Japanese, in some contexts, 

allows the progressive interpretation, unlike the other achievements tested.  If this is true, 

the L1 could have aided the learners in this context.   

With respect to the learners at the more advanced proficiency levels, six out of 

seven learners in the High group and all learners in the near-native group correctly 

accepted 100% of the present progressive sentences with the incomplete context.  These 

results seem to suggest, as we predicted, that advanced learners perform better on the 

incomplete context when their goal is to add an interpretation to the L2 grammar.   

To further compare performance on the two contexts we conducted two univariate 

one-way ANOVAs with responses to incomplete and complete contexts.  As we 

mentioned in Section 3.3.2, the factorial univariate ANOVA evaluates differences 

between groups by first collapsing scores on incomplete and contexts and thus cannot 

provide information that is specific to each context.    

Results of a one-way ANOVA on responses to the incomplete context revealed 

significant differences between groups ( F(4, 59) = 9.554, p. < .01).  Post-hoc tests using 

Tukey’s HSD procedures indicated that the Low and Intermediate group performed 

differently from the High, Near-native and Native speaker groups. The Low and 

Intermediate Group did not differ from each other.  These results suggest that the lower 

level learners have difficulty assigning an ongoing interpretation to the present 

progressive with achievement verbs, as has already been made clear by the individual 

analyses.  More advanced learners on the other hand, do not have this difficulty. The bars 
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on the graph in Figure 4 show that the ongoing interpretation of the present progressive 

emerges across proficiency levels, with advanced learners performing at the level of 

native speakers.   

Results of a one-way ANOVA on responses to the complete context again reveal 

that there are differences between groups (F(4, 64) = 20.479, p. < .001). The results of 

Tukey’s HSD post-hoc procedures indicate that on the complete context all learner 

groups, including the Near-natives, accept the present progressive to refer to complete 

contexts to a greater degree than native speakers.  While native speakers strongly reject 

achievements in the progressive to refer to complete contexts, all learner groups give 

these sentences higher scores.  There are also differences between the learner groups.  

The High group performed significantly different from the Low and Intermediate Group. 

Interestingly, the Near-native group did not perform differently from any of the learner 

groups, they differed only from the Native speakers.  These results confirm what we saw 

in the individual analyses. At the lower level, half of the learners incorrectly accept at 

least 75% of the present progressive sentences with the complete context.  This difficulty 

remains for several advanced learners as well, even two learners at the near-native level.   

In summary, there are differences in the results of the incomplete and complete 

contexts for achievements in the present progressive. The graph in Figure 4.4 shows that 

accepting the present progressive with incomplete contexts is difficult only for the lower 

level learners.  Individual analyses seem to show that learners may acquire this 

interpretation on a verb-by-verb basis, or at least that certain verbs are easier than others.  

However, the target-like interpretation emerges across proficiency levels. As proficiency 

increases, learners are more likely to allow an achievement verb in the present 



154

 

progressive to refer to an incomplete or ongoing event.  The learners in the Advanced and 

Near-native groups do not differ from native speakers.  

 As we predicted, we do not see the same pattern of emerging development on 

the complete context where the goal of the learner is to preempt an L1 interpretation.  

None of the learner groups, including the near-natives performed at the level of native 

speakers.  The individual analyses showed that even at the advanced levels, none of the 

learners correctly rejected all of these sentences.   

 

3.3.6  Past Progressive 

 

With accomplishment verbs, both the English past progressive and Japanese te-ita 

denote equivalent interpretations. Both forms are compatible with both incomplete and 

complete contexts.  Therefore with accomplishment verbs we do not predict a significant 

effect for context.  In addition, because of the similarities between English and Japanese, 

learners are not expected to have difficulty.  If learners make use of the semantic 

properties of the L1, they should be able accept the English past progressive with 

accomplishment verbs to the same degree as native speakers. 

 With achievement verbs, we predict that if Japanese learners transfer the 

semantics of te-ita, they will initially reject past progressive sentences with the 

incomplete context.  Native speakers on the other hand should accept these sentences. 

Therefore, if the transfer predictions hold we will see a significant effect for context, for 
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proficiency level and a significant interaction between context and proficiency level41.

We first turn to results for the past progressive with accomplishment verbs.   

 

3.3.6a  Past Progressive Accomplishments 

 

Figure 4.5 shows mean performance on past progressive sentences with 

accomplishments in incomplete and complete contexts.  Means and standard deviations 

are provided in Table 5 in Appendix A. Results of a factorial univariate ANOVA with 

context (incomplete, complete) and proficiency level (low, intermediate, high, near-

native, native) as between-subjects factors indicated that there was neither a significant 

effect for context nor a significant effect for proficiency level.  However, there was a 

significant interaction between context and proficiency level (F(4, 123) = 3.568, p. < .01).  

 

41 The complete context does not allow us to evaluate the transfer hypothesis.  The English past progressive 
is compatible with a complete event in the past while the truth conditions of Japanese te-ita require that the 
event be completed in the past.  Therefore if Japanese learners accept achievement verbs under the English 
past progressive with complete contexts we will not be able to discern whether it is because they are 
transferring the semantic properties of te-ita or because they have successfully acquired the semantics of 
the English past progressive.   
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Figure 4.5.  L2 English: Mean responses to accomplishments in the past progressive with 

incomplete and complete contexts 
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This significant interaction indicates that the distinction in responses to past progressive 

sentences with complete and incomplete contexts is not the same across proficiency 

levels.  The graph in Figure 5 shows that the learners in the Low group have a tendency 

to give higher scores to the past progressive in the complete context while participants in 

other groups give very similar scores to both contexts.  Results of an independent 

samples t-test revealed that the Low group did give higher scores on the complete 

context, t (44) = 4.216, p. < .001.  Results of t-tests with all other proficiency levels were 

not significant.   

This means that the learners who are not in the Low group follow the same 

pattern as native speakers; they give past progressive sentences with both incomplete and 

complete contexts equivalent scores.  Learners at the lowest proficiency level show a 

tendency to give lower scores on the incomplete context.  This pattern was confirmed by 
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looking at individual responses.  Of the learners who responded to the complete context 

in the Low group, 23 out of 24 learners correctly accepted 75-100% of the items in this 

category.  On the other hand, on the incomplete context, only 11 out of 22 learners in the 

Low group correctly accepted 75-100% of the past progressive sentences.  This difficulty 

on the part of the Low group was not predicted by the transfer hypothesis. 

It should be noted that the native speaker responses are perhaps lower than we 

would expect on these sentences. High standard deviations (see Table 5 in Appendix A) 

indicate that there is variability in native speaker judgments.  Analyses of individual 

responses showed that out of the native speakers who responded to the complete context, 

two out of 12 participants rejected half of the test items; on the incomplete context three 

out of 11 native speakers reject half of the test items.  The variability is between and not 

within speakers.  This variability is not present in responses to the present progressive 

with accomplishments.  We will return to this result in the Discussion.  In the next 

section, we present results for the achievements in the past progressive.  

 

3.3.6b  Past Progressive Achievements 

 

Figure 4.6 presents the results for the achievements in the past progressive.  

Means and standard deviations are provided in Table 6 in Appendix A.  
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Figure 4.6.  L2 English: Mean responses to achievements in the past progressive with 

incomplete and complete contexts 
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Scores were submitted to a factorial univariate ANOVA with context (incomplete, 

complete) and proficiency level (low, intermediate, high, near-native, native speaker) as 

between-subjects factors.  Results indicated that there was a significant effect for context 

(F(1, 123) = 13.250, p. < .001), a significant effect for proficiency level (F(4, 123) = 

6.634 p. < .001) and a significant interaction between context and proficiency level (F(4, 

123) = 7.588, p. < .001).  Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for 

multiple comparisons indicated that the Low, Intermediate and High group performed 

significantly different from the native speakers, p. < .05. In addition, the Low group was 

different from the Near-native group, p. < .01.
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Since differences between responses to incomplete and complete contexts were 

not predicted for native speakers, but were predicted for English learners, it was 

necessary to conduct individual samples t-tests within each proficiency level.   

Results of the t-tests showed that participants in the Low, Intermediate and Near-native 

group gave significantly higher scores to past progressive sentences with achievements in 

complete contexts (Low:  t (44) = -4.903, p. < .001; Intermediate: t (37) = -5.552, p. <
.001; Near-native: t (7) = -2.844, p. < .05).  Participants in the High group gave mean 

responses of 3 to past progressive sentences in both contexts, which was unexpected.   

For the native speakers, although the scores are numerically higher on the 

incomplete context, the reverse of the learners, a t-test revealed that the scores on the 

incomplete and complete contexts were not significantly different.  There is variability in 

native speaker responses to past progressive sentences with achievements (see standard 

deviations in Appendix A-Table 6).  Again the variability is between and not within 

speakers.  Analyses of individual responses showed that on the incomplete context two 

out of 12 native speakers rejected 50% of these items.  One participant also gave 50% of 

the items a score of 3.  There was more variability on the complete context. Two out of 

11 native speakers rejected 50% of these items while an additional Three of 11 native 

speakers rejected all of these items.  There were speakers who gave scores of 4-5 on all 

items.   

It was necessary to conduct further analyses to examine the differences in 

proficiency level revealed by the factorial univariate ANOVA. As we mentioned earlier, 

this statistical test collapses scores on incomplete and complete contexts before 

examining group differences. Since we predicted that learners would differ from native 
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speakers on the incomplete context but perform similarly on the complete context, we 

had to run individual one-way ANOVAs on scores on the two contexts.  A one-way 

ANOVA on scores for the complete context revealed that there are no differences 

between learners and native speakers on this category.  Although numerically the groups 

differ, particularly the Near-native and native speaker group, the variability is high and 

therefore these differences are not significant.   

On the other hand, a one-way ANOVA on the incomplete context revealed 

significant differences between groups (F(4, 64) = 15.391, p. < .001).  Tukey’s post-hoc 

procedures revealed significant differences between the native speakers and the Low, 

Intermediate and High groups, p. < .01. There was also a significant difference between 

the Low group and the Near-native group, p. < .05.   

 These results reveal that our predictions were confirmed with achievement verbs 

in the past progressive in that learners had more difficulty on the incomplete context.  

Yet, there are several interesting questions that can be raised. First, if transfer is driving 

the difficulty with the achievement verbs in the past progressive on the incomplete 

context, then why do we not see the same level of difficulty with the present progressive? 

Results for the High group are important.  On the present progressive with the incomplete 

context, only the Low and Intermediate learners differed from native speakers. The High 

group performed well on present progressive achievements.  However, in the past 

progressive, out of the nine learners who gave responses on the incomplete context, only 

three correctly accept 75% of the sentences.  In addition, four learners perform at chance 

and two learners incorrectly reject 75% of the items.  Why are achievements in the past 

progressive more difficult?  Furthermore, this is an example of a context where the 
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learners need to add an interpretation to their grammar.  We expected these contexts to 

cause less difficulty. 

Furthermore, in the Low and Intermediate groups, out of the 43 learners who 

provided responses for past progressive achievements with the incomplete context, only 

two learners correctly accepted 75% of the test items.  It should be pointed out that 

learners in the Low group also had some difficulty with accomplishments in the past 

progressive in the incomplete context. Transfer cannot explain this finding because 

accomplishments under te-ita in Japanese are compatible with incomplete contexts.  

Results for both accomplishments and achievements suggest that there is 

something globally more difficult with interpreting the past progressive, particularly for 

lower level learners.  The difficulty is highlighted on the incomplete context, where 

learners seem less likely to accept the past progressive form.   Similar results have been 

reported for children acquiring English as an L1 (Wagner, 2002).  Why does putting the 

progressive in the past make things harder for learners? We will return this issue in the 

Discussion in Chapter 5.  

An additional issue we will return to is why there is variability in the judgments 

of native speakers.   

 

3.3.7  Summary of results: Story Compatibility Task 

 

We will summarize the results of the Story Compatibility task according to our 

predictions.  First we predicted that when semantic properties are equivalent in the L1 

and L2, acquisition should proceed with relative ease. The results for the simple past and 
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the present progressive with accomplishments support that hypothesis.  However, the 

Low group showed evidence of difficulty with accomplishments in the past progressive, a 

result not predicted by positive transfer.  Results showed that the Low group gave higher 

scores to the past progressive when it referred to a complete story context.  As we 

mentioned in Chapter 3, Wagner (2002) reported that two-year olds learning their first 

language also showed a preference for the past progressive to refer to complete events. 

We will return to Wagner’s results in the Discussion in Chapter 5.  

 Secondly, we also predicted that when there are crosslinguistic difference in the 

native and target language, learners would demonstrate evidence of transfer.  The 

strongest support for the transfer hypothesis comes from the responses to the present 

progressive achievements on the complete context.  In this context, half of the Low and 

Intermediate learners strongly accepted sentences such as The plane is arriving at the 

airport to refer to complete events.  Furthermore, there were learners at very high levels 

of proficiency that continued to accept these sentences as well. In Japanese, achievements 

under te-iru must refer to complete events.  This result shows that L1 properties may still 

constrain learners’ interpretations to some degree.   

The results on the incomplete context with present progressive achievements are 

not as clear with respect to transfer.   The lower level learners had great difficulty; many 

performed at chance.  Transfer would predict that they would completely reject all of the 

sentences.  A closer look at the individual results showed that the learners may be 

acquiring the progressive interpretation with certain verbs before others, a result we did 

not predict. Therefore it is possible that L1 influence is simply harder to overcome for 

some verbs.    At the higher proficiency levels, learners allow achievements in the present 
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progressive to refer to ongoing events, just as English native speakers do.  These results 

lend support to our hypothesis that adding an interpretation is easier than preempting an 

interpretation.    While advanced learners still have difficulty on the complete context, 

where they need to preempt an L1 interpretation, they have no difficulty on the 

incomplete context for present progressive achievements, where their goal is to add an 

interpretation.   

 However, results for the achievements under the past progressive complicate the 

picture.  Even learners in the High group gave low scores to the past progressive with 

incomplete contexts. While this result was predicted by the transfer hypothesis, it is 

puzzling why learners in the High group can overcome transfer on the incomplete context 

with the present progressive, but not the past progressive.  The question then is, why is 

there a difference between performance on the present and past progressive? Researchers 

such as Bailey (1987) and Bardovi-Harlig (2002) have pointed out that the past 

progressive is in general, harder to acquire.  In Chapter 5 we will return to the past 

progressive results and try to account for the learners’ difficulty with both 

accomplishments and achievements.   

 Finally there were two instances where native speaker judgments showed 

variability: simple past accomplishments and past progressive achievements.  These 

results indicate that the aspectual judgments predicted by the theory do not always 

conform to how native speakers interpret a given form in context.  In the Discussion we 

consider what if any repercussions this has for L2 acquisition.   
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3.4  Grammaticality Judgment Task  

 

In this section we present results for the Grammaticality Judgment (GJ) task.  The 

results of two participants, one in the Low group and one in the Intermediate group, were 

not included because these participants failed to provide responses to many of the test 

items.  We first present results for filler items and then summarize results on test 

sentences.   

 

3.4.1  Filler Sentences 

 

Filler sentences were included to ensure that the learners understood the task and 

that they did not show a general response bias to accept or reject sentences.  Table 4.5 

summarizes overall mean responses to grammatical and ungrammatical fillers. A 

summary of mean responses to the three different types of filler sentences (word order, 

subject-verb agreement, verb compounds) is included in Appendix A Tables 7-9. 

 

Table 4.5.  L2 English GJ: Mean responses to grammatical and ungrammatical filler 

sentences 

 
Fillers 

Low 
(n = 45) 

Intermediate
(n = 38) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native English 
(n = 23) 

Grammatical
M 4.1 4.3 4.5 4.6 4.7 
SD .40 .46 .39 .24 .29 
Ungrammatical
M 2.5 2.1 1.7 1.8 1.5 
SD .68 .62 .39 .41 .39 
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Scores on filler sentences overall were submitted to a repeated-measures ANOVA with 

grammaticality (grammatical, ungrammatical) as a within-subjects factor and proficiency 

level (low, intermediate, high, near-native, native) as a between-subjects factor. The 

results showed a main effect for grammaticality, F(1, 126) = 1069.066, p. < .001) and an 

interaction between grammaticality and proficiency level, F(4, 126) = 24.176, p. < .001.

There were no significant differences between proficiency levels.  The interaction can be 

explained by the fact that participants in the Low group do not distinguish between 

grammatical and ungrammatical fillers to the same extent as the other participants.  When 

the filler types are looked at individually (see Appendix A Tables 7-9) it is clear that this 

effect arises because the Low group had difficulty with the Subject-Verb agreement 

fillers.  On the other two types of fillers, the Low group distinguishes grammatical and 

ungrammatical sentences to a stronger degree.  Results of the filler sentences indicate that 

participants generally understood the task and were not prone to a response bias. 

 

3.4.2  Test sentences 

 

Scores on all test sentences were submitted to a factorial repeated-measures 

ANOVA with sentence type (simple past, present progressive, past progressive), verb 

type (accomplishment, achievement) and grammaticality (grammatical and 

ungrammatical) as within-subjects factors and proficiency level (low, intermediate, high, 

near-native, native) as a between-subjects factor.  The results revealed a main effect for 

sentence type (F(2, 252) = 84.411, p. < .001), verb type (F(1, 126) = 23.022, p. < .001)

and grammaticality (F(1, 126) = 1423.120, p. < .001).  There were also significant 
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differences between proficiency levels, F(4, 126) = 3.620, p. < .01.  Results also revealed 

significant interactions between: sentence type and proficiency level (F(8, 252) = 7.495, 

p. < .01), grammaticality and proficiency level (F(4, 126) = 29.354, p. < .01), sentence 

type and verb type (F(2, 252) = 14.007, p. < .01), sentence type and grammaticality (F(2, 

252) = 39.041, p. < .01) as well as verb type and grammaticality (F(1, 126) = 12.193, p. <
.01).  

These results establish that participants significantly distinguish grammatical and 

ungrammatical sentences.  Results also indicate that there are significant differences 

between responses to the different sentence types and different verb types. In order to see 

where these differences lie, follow-up analyses were conducted.    

Results for ungrammatical and grammatical sentences will be presented 

separately because the main interest of this task was evaluating two types of knowledge: 

knowledge of morphological form, which is best evaluated by looking at performance on 

the ungrammatical sentences, and knowledge of how to use morphological forms in 

context, which is best evaluated by looking at performance on the grammatical sentences. 

 

3.4.3  Knowledge of morphological form 

 

The graph in Figure 4.7 summarizes participants’ mean responses to 

ungrammatical sentences categorized by the six sentence types (simple past with 

accomplishments (SP ACC), simple past with achievements (SP ACH), present 

progressive with accomplishments (PREP ACC), present progressive with achievements 

(PREP ACH), past progressive with accomplishments (PAP ACC), past progressive with 
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achievements (PAP ACH)).  Means and standard deviations are summarized in Table 10 

in Appendix A.  These scores collapse responses to the two types of ungrammatical 

sentences (inflection errors, tense errors).  We will separate results for the two types of 

ungrammatical sentences in the next section.  It is clear from the graph in Figure 4.7 that 

on most sentence types, participants perform quite accurately, correctly assigning mean 

scores of 2 or below to ungrammatical sentences.  However, participants in the Low 

group seem to have some difficulty correctly rejecting some ungrammatical sentences, 

particularly achievements in the past progressive.   

 

Figure 4.7. L2 English GJ: Mean responses to ungrammatical sentence types 
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Responses to ungrammatical sentences were submitted to a repeated-measures 

ANOVA with sentence type (simple past, present progressive and past progressive) and 

verb type (accomplishment, achievement) as within-subjects factors and proficiency level 

(low, intermediate, high, near-native, native) as a between-subjects factor.  Results 
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indicated that there was a significant effect for sentence type (F(2, 252) = 13.481, p. <
.01) but no significant effect for verb type.  There were significant interactions between 

sentence type and proficiency level (F(8, 252) = 2.664, p. < .01), sentence type and verb 

type (F(2, 252) = 9.941, p. < .01) and a three-way interaction between sentence type, verb 

type and proficiency level (F(8, 252) = 2.905, p. < .01).  In order to see where the 

differences in sentence type lie, post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment 

for multiple comparisons were conducted.  Results revealed that the participants gave 

significantly higher scores to ungrammatical simple past sentences; responses to present 

and progressive sentences were not different from each other. Although participants were 

still quite accurate on the simple past, these results indicate that participants had some 

difficulty identifying ungrammatical simple past forms.  Some participants accepted 

sentences in the simple past when either the inflection was incorrect or there was a tense 

mismatch; we will show in the next section which error type was more prevalent. 

There was not a main effect for verb type but there were interactions between 

verb type and sentence type as well as verb type, sentence type and proficiency level.  

This is due to the fact that lower level learners incorrectly gave somewhat higher scores 

to simple past sentences with accomplishments and past progressive sentences with 

achievements.     

Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons 

were also conducted for Proficiency level. Results revealed that the Low group 

performed significantly worse than the other proficiency levels.  In addition, the 

Intermediate group was different from the Near-natives and Native speakers.  Therefore, 

in terms of knowledge of form, it is only the lower level learners who do not 
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categorically reject ungrammatical instances of morphological forms in all cases.  

Furthermore, it seems that this slight difficulty is most prevalent in a few specific 

contexts.  

In Figure 4.8 we present mean responses to the two different types of 

ungrammatical sentences. Means and standard deviations are summarized in Table 11 in 

Appendix A.  Scores were submitted to a factorial repeated-measures ANOVA with 

sentence type (simple past, present progressive and past progressive) and error type 

(inflection, tense) as within-subjects factors and proficiency level (low, intermediate, 

high, near-native, native) as a between-subjects factor.  We collapse across verb type 

because the previous analysis showed no differences between accomplishments and 

achievements.  

 

Figure 4.8.  L2 English GJ: Mean responses to ungrammatical sentences of two types: 

morphological forms with incorrect inflection (INF) and sentences with incorrect tense 

GJ: Ungrammatical Sentences by Type

1

2

3

4

5

SP INF SP
TENSE

PREP
INF

PREP
TENSE

PAP
INF

PAP
TENSE

Me
an

re
sp

on
se

s LOW
INT
HIGH
Near Native 
Native



170

 

Results revealed that there were significant main effects for sentence type (F(2, 252) = 

9.610, p. < .001) as well as error type (inflection, tense), (F(1, 126) = 26.690, p. < .001).  

There were also significant interactions between error type and proficiency (F(4, 126) = 

2.945, p. < .05) and error type and sentence type (F(2, 252) = 6.008, p. < .01).  Post-hoc 

comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons revealed that 

participants gave significantly higher scores to morphological forms with incorrect 

inflection.  As can be seen in the graph in Figure 4.8, morphological forms with incorrect 

tense were correctly given mean scores below 2 in all sentence types.  Identifying errors 

in tense caused no difficulty for the learners.   

The slight difficulty with inflection is particularly evident in the simple past and 

past progressive. Difficulty with past progressive inflection is only evident in the Low 

group while difficulty with simple past inflection remains somewhat of a problem for 

some in the Intermediate group.  The sentences that were ungrammatical in terms of 

inflection in the simple past used non-finite forms where only finite tensed forms would 

be appropriate given that a past tense adverb was present in the sentence.  It is a very well 

documented phenomenon in second language acquisition that learners will often produce 

non-finite forms where finite past tense forms are required (cf. Lardiere, 1998, 2000).  

Difficulty with surface past tense inflection in production has been attributed to a range 

of factors from perceptual salience to phonological irregularity to difficulty “mapping” 

from features to surface morphology (see White, 2003 for a review).  It is clear that lower 

level learners have an easier time identifying instances of ungrammatical “forms” in the 

progressive forms.  Given the regularity of the progressive form, this is not surprising.   
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Overall, performance on the ungrammatical sentences is quite good for most 

learner groups.  These results show that most learners have come to acquire the 

knowledge of what is and what is not an appropriate morphological form.  This 

knowledge is in place even for categories such as the progressive where the learners 

showed evidence of difficulty on the Story Compatibility interpretation task.  This 

provides support for the observation that learners come to acquire the properties of form 

before they have fully acquired the full range of the semantic properties associated with 

the forms.   

 

3.4.4  Judging morphological forms in context 

 

The graph in Figure 4.9 summarizes participants’ mean responses to grammatical 

sentences categorized by the six sentence types (simple past with accomplishments, 

simple past with achievements, present progressive with accomplishments, present 

progressive with achievements, past progressive with accomplishments, past progressive 

with achievements).  Means and standard deviations are summarized in Table 12 in 

Appendix A.   
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Figure 4.9. L2 English GJ: Mean responses to grammatical sentences 

GJ: Grammatical Sentences
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Responses to grammatical sentences were submitted to repeated-measures 

ANOVA with sentence type (simple past, present progressive, past progressive) and verb 

type (accomplishment, achievement) as within-subjects factors and proficiency level 

(low, intermediate, high, near-native, native) as a between-subjects factor.  Results 

revealed a main effect for sentence type (F(2, 252) = 92.241, p. < .001) as well as a main 

effect for verb type (F(1, 126) = 25.622, p. < .001).  There were significant interactions 

between sentence type and proficiency level (F(8, 252) = 6.006, p. < .001), sentence type 

and verb type (F(2, 252) = 44.419, p. < .001) as well as three-way interaction between 

sentence type, verb type and proficiency level (F(8, 252) = 2.035, p. < .05).  There were 

also significant differences between the proficiency levels (F(4, 126) = 14.457, p. < .001).   

Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons 

were conducted in order to see where the specific differences lie.  With respect to 

sentence type, participants did best on the grammatical sentences with the simple past, 
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the opposite of the results for the ungrammatical sentences.  Mean responses to the 

grammatical simple past sentences were significantly higher than responses to present 

and past progressive sentences.  Furthermore, responses to present progressive sentences 

were significantly higher than past progressive sentences.   

The graph in Figure 4.9 shows very interesting patterns across sentence types and 

across proficiency levels.  In the simple past with both verb classes, all learner groups 

correctly assign mean responses of 4 or above to grammatical sentences.  Results of two 

one-way ANOVAs for the simple past reveal that there are significant differences across 

the proficiency levels (simple past accomplishments: F(4,126) = 2.796, p. < .05; simple 

past achievements: F(4, 126) = 8.972, p. < .01) but post-hoc comparisons indicate that it 

is only the Low group who performs significantly differently from the Native speakers.  

All learners generally understand how simple past morphology can be used in context. 

On sentences in the present progressive, mean responses do improve across 

proficiency levels but many learners seem to have some difficulty with these sentences.  

Results of two one-way ANOVAs reveal that there are significant differences across the 

proficiency levels (present progressive accomplishments: F(4,126) = 22.398, p. < .001;

present progressive achievements: F(4, 126) = 10.388, p. < .001). Post-hoc comparisons 

indicate that with both accomplishment and achievement verbs, the Low, Intermediate 

and High group provide significantly lower responses than the Native speakers.  It is 

surprising to see this difficulty with present progressive accomplishments, as the 

equivalents of these sentences are grammatical in Japanese and denote equivalent 

interpretations.  The results of the present progressive show that learners are still working 

out how the present progressive is used in certain contexts. It is surprising that there is 



174

 

difficulty with both accomplishments and achievements.  We will return to this issue 

below. 

There is also evidence of difficulty with the past progressive.  Results indicated 

that there were significant differences across proficiency levels (F(4, 126) = 5.651, p. <
.01) but post-hoc comparisons indicated that only the Intermediate and High group were 

different from the Native speakers.  There is also high variability in the learner responses.  

There is clearly a great deal of variability in native speaker responses to these sentences 

as well (cf. means and standard deviations in Appendix A, Table 12).  A closer look at 

the data reveals that the variability is mostly between native speakers, similar to the 

results of the Story Compatibility task: there are some native speakers who accept all of 

the past progressive achievement sentences and others who reject them all.  Out of the 23 

native speakers, four participants give all past progressive achievements scores of 1-2. 

Native speakers do generally accept past progressive sentences with 

accomplishments. The learner groups do not accept these sentences to the same degree.  

Results of a one-way ANOVA revealed significant differences across proficiency levels 

(F(4, 126) = 4.752, p. < .01) and post-hoc comparisons indicated that the Low and 

Intermediate groups gave significantly lower scores than the Near-native and Native 

speakers.  Past progressive accomplishments are more of a problem for the lower 

proficiency levels.   

Finally we will investigate the main effect for verb type further.  Three separate 

repeated-measures ANOVAs were performed on the grammatical sentences for the three 

different sentence types with verb (accomplishment, achievement) as the within-subjects 

factor.  The effect for verb type was not significant for present progressive sentences but 



175

 

there was a significant effect for sentences in the simple past (F(1, 126) = 14.041, p. <
.001) and the past progressive (F(1, 126) = 63.637, p. < .001).  On the simple past, there 

was a slight but significant preference for achievements (mean response for 

accomplishments: 4.388, mean response for achievements: 4.637). However, overall 

participants in all proficiency levels correctly accepted both sentence types.  On the past 

progressive sentences there was a stronger preference for accomplishment verbs (mean 

response for accomplishments: 3.963, mean response for achievements: 3.003).  Past 

progressive sentences with achievements are generally given low mean scores by all 

groups including native speakers of English.  The lack of difference between 

accomplishments and achievements in the present progressive is surprising given the 

crosslinguistic differences between the two languages.  The Japanese equivalents of the 

accomplishment sentences are fully grammatical.  Therefore, we would predict that they 

should be easy for the learners.  We return to this issue below.   

 In summary, results of the grammatical sentences show that learners are still 

working out how to use progressive aspectual morphology in the context of a sentence: 

The present progressive with both verb classes caused difficulty for most learner groups.  

The past progressive with accomplishments was difficult for only the lower level 

learners.  It is difficult to make generalizations about past progressive achievements 

because the native speaker judgments were highly variable.  On the other hand, the use of 

the simple past seems to be in place for even the low level learners.   

These results fit well with the results of the Story Compatibility interpretation 

task.  On the interpretation task, the simple past was also relatively easy for the learners. 

However, the present and past progressive caused more difficulty, particularly with 
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achievements.  We hypothesized that knowledge of how to use or judge morphology in 

context necessarily involved knowledge of how to interpret those forms.  Therefore if 

interpretation is a problem, we expected to see difficulty arise on both tasks.   

There is one area where results on the two tasks do not overlap, present 

progressive accomplishments.  We believe that there is a possible explanation for the 

disparity.  On the Story Compatibility task learners were required to accept sentences 

with accomplishments in the present progressive to refer to events that were ongoing.  

This is a basic use of the present progressive in English and it is also an interpretation 

that is available in Japanese.  However, a close look at the sentences included on the GJ 

task (Appendix A) will show that these sentences included uses of the progressive that 

were less prototypical.  For example, the sentence This month the professor is writing a 

book on Taiwan requires that the learner know that the progressive can also be used in 

habitual contexts to refer an event that is in progress (writing a book) in separate intervals 

over the course of a time period (one month).  Andersen and Shirai (1996) observe that 

these extended uses of the progressive are acquired later.  However, note that this use is 

fully acceptable in Japanese. Native speakers of Japanese accept the translational 

equivalents of these sentences on the Japanese GJ task to be described in Section 4. 

However, the learners still have difficulty with the English equivalent.  It is possible that 

extended uses of the progressive in English, such as the habitual or futurate, remain 

difficult for the L2 learner whether or not the uses are available in the L1.  
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3.4.5  Summary of results: Grammaticality Judgment Task 

 

Results on the Grammaticality Judgment task show that indeed knowledge of 

form does precede knowledge of use and interpretation.  Results of the ungrammatical 

sentences show that learners have almost no difficulty identifying what is and what is not 

a well-formed verb+morphology complex.  When there was evidence of difficulty it was 

in the simple past, where some lower level learners accepted sentences with past tense 

adverbs but non-finite bare verb forms.  This is a common error often noted in the 

production of second language learners.  These results show that this error does not 

persist in comprehension past a certain level of proficiency.  The learners also had little 

difficulty identifying tense mismatches.  In general, knowledge of form seems to have 

been acquired even by the lower level learners.   

On the other hand, results on the grammatical sentences show that learners do 

have some difficulty identifying how aspectual morphology can be used in contexts.  The 

areas that were difficult, the present and past progressive are generally the same areas 

that were difficult on the Story Compatibility task.  Note however that the near-natives 

performed at the level of native speakers in all contexts on the GJ task, despite some 

evidence of difficulty on the Story Compatibility task.   

The results of the grammatical sentences also pointed out an interesting 

characteristic of the English native speaker grammar.  Some native speakers find 

achievements in the past progressive to be unacceptable.  Interestingly, we also saw 

native speaker variability with past progressive achievements on the Story Compatibility 

task.  We will consider explanations for this variability in Chapter 5.   
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4.  Study 2: Methodology 

 

4.1  Participants  

 

Two groups of participants took part in Study 2.  The first group was made up of 

33 native speakers of English who were studying Japanese at high schools or universities 

in New York. Participants were recruited through flyers and announcements at one high 

school in New York City and at two universities, one in New York City and one in 

upstate New York.  Background information was collected through a written 

questionnaire.  Only participants who indicated on the questionnaire that they were native 

speakers of English were included in the analysis42. All participants were classroom, 

foreign language learners who were initially exposed to Japanese in either high school or 

college after the age of 15.  None of the Japanese learners had ever lived in Japan.  The 

mean age of the learners was 21(SD 6.9)43. On average, the learners had been studying 

Japanese for about two years.  This group is not directly comparable to the group of 

English learners in Study 1 because their length of exposure to the second language is 

much shorter44.

42 It proved challenging to find native speakers of English who were studying Japanese at universities in 
New York City.  Several participants had to be eliminated from the analysis because they took part in the 
study although they were native speakers of other languages.   
 
43 At one of the universities, some of the participants were undergraduate students who had been taking 
Japanese as an elective while other participants were enrolled in an intensive Japanese language course.  A 
few of the students in the intensive language course were older than the average undergraduate student; 
therefore, the standard deviation for age is quite high. 
 
44 Ideally we would have been able to test a group of English learners in Japan would had studied English 
for only two years, similar to the learners of Japanese. However, because of the focus of English education 
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In addition, a group of 31 native speakers of Japanese made up the control group. 

These participants were undergraduate students who were tested in Japan.  The Japanese 

native speakers who are in the control group are not the same students who participated 

in Study 1 as learners of English, although they were tested at one of the same 

universities.  A brief questionnaire was given to collect background information. The 

participants in the control group had never studied linguistics.  Their mean age was 20 

(SD 1.38).    

 

4.2  Test instruments  

 

In this study three measures were used: a proficiency test and two experimental 

tasks developed specifically for this study. When sentences were presented in written 

form, Japanese script was used.  However, all Chinese characters (kanji) were always 

phonetically transcribed (in hiragana).  Therefore, the tasks required that the learners 

know the phonetic alphabets of hiragana and katakana but did not require knowledge of 

any kanji.  Since the learners were studying at universities, they were all very familiar 

with the Japanese phonetic alphabets.45 

at the junior high level in Japan we thought that the tasks were too difficult to give to students who had 
been studying English for only two-three years. At the junior high school level, English study in Japan 
focuses mostly on reading and simple translation.   
 
45 Naturalistic learners sometimes do not study the written language but reading is always a component of 
the curriculum at the university level.  
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4.2.1  Japanese Listening Comprehension Test 

 

Study 2 also used a listening comprehension test as a proficiency measure.  The 

16 test items were selected from the Japanese government proficiency exam. Half of the 

items were taken from Level 3 (san-kyu) and half of the items were taken from Level 2 

(ni-kyu)46. Participants listened to test items, which were 60-90 second long dialogues 

followed by four answer choices that were also presented aurally.  Participants chose the 

appropriate answer by checking a box on an answer sheet that was provided to them. The 

test lasted for about 25 minutes.   

 

4.2.2  Story Compatibility task 

The Story Compatibility task in Japanese is very similar in design to the English 

task.  The Japanese task targeted the interpretation of accomplishments and achievements 

under the simple past -ta, te-iru and the past form of te-iru, te-ita. The Japanese 

translations of the eight accomplishments and eight achievements included in the English 

study were tested in the Japanese study.  As is mentioned in the design of the English 

study, the accomplishments were selected on the basis that they denote progressive 

interpretations under both English be+ing and Japanese te-iru. The eight achievements 

were selected because they unambiguously denote a perfective interpretation under te-iru;

46 Level 4 (yon-kyu) was not used because the questions are very simple for a student who has studied 
Japanese for more than one year.  In order to be sure that the exam results would distinguish between 
learners at different levels of proficiency we used part of Level 3 which is targeted for Low Intermediate 
learners and part of Level 2 which is targeted at quite advanced learners.  
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in English achievements under be+ing denote progressive interpretations. The verbs 

included in the test are listed in (6).  

 

(6) Accomplishments: keeki-o tsukuru (make a cake), tsuna no shiro-o tatsu (build a 
sandcastle), cupu ippai no koora-o nomu (drink a glass of coke), ippai no ramen-o 
taberu (eat a bowl of ramen), hon-o kaku (write a book), e-o kaku (paint a 
portrait), yamazumi no hon-o yomu (read a pile of books), yamazumi no shoki o 
arau (wash a pile of dishes) 
 

Achievements: tsuku (arrive), shinu (die), kuru (come), kaeru (return), aku 
(openINT), shimaru (closeINT), deru (leave), iku (go) 

 

Just as in the English version, a complete story context and an 

incomplete/ongoing story context were developed for each verb.  The Japanese story 

contexts were also presented in the simple present and were as similar as possible to the 

story contexts used in the English version.  A full paradigm of stories and test sentences 

for the accomplishment e-o kaku (paint a portrait) and the achievement tsuku (arrive) is 

presented in (7) and (8) below.  A complete list of stories is included in Appendix D.  

Included in (7) and (8) are the judgments expected for native speakers of Japanese (on the 

scale of 1-5 described above) as well as the expected judgments of English native 

speakers if the test sentences were directly translated into English.  These tables allow us 

to directly compare the behavior of accomplishment and achievement verbs under 

English and Japanese aspectual morphology.  
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(7) e-o kaku (paint a portrait) (accomplishment) 

Complete Story Context 

Picture 1: Ken-wa gaka desu. 12ji-ni Ken-wa kazoku no e o kaki-hajimemasu. 
Picture 1: Ken is an artist. At 12:00 Ken begins to paint a portrait of his family. 
 

Picture 2: 8ji-ni Ken-wa tanjobi puresento toshite okaasan ni e o watashimasu. 
Picture 2: At 8:00 Ken gives the portrait to his mother for her birthday. 
 

Japanese Native English equivalent 
Simple past -ta 
Ken-wa kazoku no e o kakimashita. 
(Ken painted a portrait of his family.) 

5 5

Te-iru (polite realized as te-imasu)
Ken-wa kazoku no e o kaite-imasu. 
(Ken is painting a portrait of his family.) 

1 1

Te-ita (polite form realized as te-imashita) 
Ken-wa kazoku no e o kaite-imashita. 
(Ken was painting a portrait of his family.) 

5 5

Incomplete/Ongoing Story Context

Picture 1: Ken-wa gaka desu. 12ji-ni Ken-wa kazoku no e o kaki-hajimemasu. 
Picture 1: Ken is an artist. At 12:00 Ken begins to paint a portrait of his family. 
 

Picture 2:  12:30pun-ni Ken-wa okaasan to otōsan no e-o kaki-hajimemasu.   
Picture 2:  At 12:30 Ken begins to paint his mother and father.  
 

Japanese Native English equivalent 
Ken-wa kazoku no e o kakimashita. 
(Ken painted a portrait of his family.) 

1 1

Ken-wa kazoku no e o kaite-imasu. 
(Ken is painting a portrait of his family.) 

5 5

Ken-wa kazoku no e o kaite-imashita. 
(Ken was painting a portrait of his family.) 

5 5
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(8) tsuku (arrive) (achievement) 

Complete Story Context 

Picture 1: Kore-wa Tōkyo yuki no hikōki desu.  Ima 4ji desu. Hikōki-wa kūkō no 
chikaku desu. 
Picture 1: This is the plane bound for Tokyo.  It’s 4:00 now. The plane is near the airport.   

Picture 2: 5ji desu.  Jyōkyaku-wa kūkō-ni imasu. 
Picture 2: It’s 5:00. The passengers are at the airport. 
 

Japanese Native  English equivalent 
Hikōki-wa kūkō ni tsukimashita.
(The plane arrived at the airport.)    

5 5

Hikōki-wa kūkō ni tsuite-imasu.
(The plane is at the airport. )   

5 1

Hikōki-wa kūkō ni tsuite-imashita.
(The plane had arrived at the airport.) 

5 5

Incomplete/Ongoing Story Context 

Picture 1: Kore-wa Tōkyo yuki no hikōi desu.  Ima 4ji desu. Hikōki-wa kūkō no chikaku 
desu. 
Picture 1: This is the plane bound for Tokyo.  It’s 4:00 now. The plane is near the airport.   

Picture 2: Kaze-ga tsuyoi desu. 4:30pun-ni hikōki-wa mada sora-o hikō-chyū desu. 
Picture 2: The wind is strong.  At 4:30 the plane is still in the sky.  
 

Japanese Native  English equivalent 
Hikōki-wa kūkō ni tsukimashita.
(The plane arrived at the airport.)    

1 1

Hikōki-wa kūkō ni tsuite-imasu.
(The plane is at the airport.)   

1 5

Hikōki-wa kūkō ni tsuite-imashita.
(The plane had arrived at the airport.) 

1 5

Just as in the English version, each participant heard 32 test story contexts (16 

verbs tested and each verb had two story contexts, complete and incomplete). The 
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participants heard each of the 32 stories just once.  Each participant provided a judgment 

on only one of the test sentence types (simple past, te-iru, te-ita) per story.  Participants 

also responded to filler items that were designed to test whether the 32 test stories 

actually conveyed the information they were intended to.   

Finally, there were also 16 distractor stories.  The distractor stories on the English 

and Japanese versions of the test were comparable. Again distractor stories did not 

require that the participant make a judgment based on the aspectual properties of the 

context or the sentence. The actual distractor sentences included on the Japanese version 

were different than the distractors on the English version.  In order to balance the number 

of acceptable and unacceptable items on the Japanese version, half of the distractor 

sentences were acceptable and half unacceptable.  On two of the four test batteries, the 

distractor sentences included 8 sentences with te-ita that were unacceptable and 8 

sentences with te-iru that were acceptable.  This was done in order to balance the number 

of acceptable/unacceptable items across sentence type.  We did not want it to be the case 

that on a given battery, every sentence with te-iru or te-ita should be rated as either 

acceptable or unacceptable.  On the other two test batteries the distractor sentences 

included 8 sentences with te-iru that were unacceptable and 8 simple statements that were 

acceptable.  This again was done to balance acceptable/unacceptable items across the test 

as a whole and also across sentence type.   

 In summary, each test battery had 48 items (24 acceptable/24 unacceptable) that 

were divided up as follows: 

 

8 simple past sentences (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 
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8 te-iru sentences (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

8 te-ita sentences (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

8 filler items (4 accomplishment, 4 achievement) 

16 distractor items 

 

Test items on all batteries were randomized.  

 

4.2.3  Grammaticality Judgment task 

 

The Grammaticality Judgment task targeted the same categories as the Story 

Compatibility task.  The task is similar in design to the English version. There were 48 

sentences targeting aspectual morphology (24 acceptable and 24 unacceptable) as well as 

24 fillers (12 acceptable and 12 unacceptable)47. Filler sentences targeted word order and 

particles and were presented in the simple present tense.   

Due to morphological differences between English and Japanese, the 

ungrammatical sentences on the Japanese version were somewhat different than the 

ungrammatical sentences on the English version.  However, like the English version, the 

ungrammatical sentences still focus on knowledge of morphological form. On the 

Japanese version ungrammatical sentences in the past categories (past and past 

progressive) were ungrammatical in that either a present or future tense adverb was 

combined with past morphology or a past tense adverb was combined with present tense 

morphology.  In both cases, the error involved a mismatch between the tense of the 

 
47 The entire grammaticality judgment task was actually comprised of 112 sentences, including several 
other types of sentence that will not be discussed in this dissertation.   
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inflection and the time reference of the adverb.  In other words, the inflection was well-

formed but it was inappropriate for the context of the sentence.  On the sentences with 

present tense te-iru, ungrammatical sentences included only the verb root, uninflected for 

tense48.

The 48 test sentences were categorized as follows: 

 

8 Past Accomplishment  

8 Past Achievement 

8 te-ita Accomplishment 

8 te-ita Achievement 

8 te-iru Accomplishment 

8 te-iru Achievement 

 

In (9) examples of test sentences within the simple past accomplishment class are 

given. A list of all of the sentences is provided in Appendix D.  

 

(9) Example sentences: simple past accomplishment 

Sengetsu, chefu-wa sushi ni tsuite no hon o kakimashita. (grammatical) 
Last month chef-TOP sushi       about  book ACC write-PAST 
Last month the chef wrote a book about sushi. 
 

48 We found in pilot testing that it was very difficult to have native speakers of Japanese judge sentences as 
unacceptable when a past adverb was present in the same sentence as a verb with present tense te-iru 
inflection.  This is most likely because the interpretation of te-iru is somewhat flexible.  For this reason we 
had to use a different strategy for the ungrammatical te-iru sentences.  We did not use the non-finite 
uninflected verb root in all ungrammatical sentences because it makes the learner’s task too simple. This 
verb root can simply not be used on its own in Japanese and is easily identifiable as ungrammatical in any 
context.   This is different in English where it is often found that L2 learners use non-finite uninflected verb 
stems such as eat in contexts that require a finite inflected form.   
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Ashita, Yumiko-wa aoi kuruma-o araimashita. (ungrammatical) 
Tomorrow, Yumiko-TOP blue car-ACC wash-PAST 
Tomorrow, Yumiko washed a blue car.   
 

Senshū, Takashi-wa resotoran de piza- o tabemasu. (ungrammatical) 
Last week Takashi-TOP restaurant at pizza-ACC eat-PRES 
Last week Takashi eats a pizza at the restaurant.  
 

All sentences included a temporal adverb that was placed at the beginning of the 

sentence.  Sentences were controlled for length, with all sentences having, on average, 

20-24 morae.  All participants evaluated the same sentences but two test batteries were 

developed in order to control for ordering effects.  

 

4.3  Standard Procedure 

 

The procedure for the L2 Japanese study followed the same procedure as the L2 

English study.  All participants attended two separate testing sessions.  The native 

speaker control group was tested in Japan. Testing sessions were conducted in a 

university classroom with a group of several participants taking the tests at one time.   

All Japanese learners were tested in New York; testing was conducted at three 

different universities.  One group of Japanese learners was tested at the CUNY Graduate 

Center.  There were two other groups of learners that were tested at the universities where 

they were studying Japanese.  Test sessions were again conducted in a classroom, in 

group sessions. Upon completing both test sessions, participants were compensated for 

their time.   
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5.  Study 2 Results 

 

5.1  Japanese proficiency test 

 

On the Japanese proficiency test, the mean score for the 33 Japanese learners of 

English (out of a possible 16) was 6.8 (SD 3.5).  Based on these results the learners were 

divided into two proficiency levels.  Learners who scored below the mean (1-6) were put 

in the Low group (n = 16) while participants who scored above the mean (7-14) were 

placed in the High group (n = 17).  Means and standard deviations for the two groups are 

summarized in Table 4.6 below49.

Table 4.6.  Means and standard deviations for all participant groups on the 16-question 

Japanese proficiency test 

 Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Proficiency test
M 3.81 9.71
SD 1.72 1.99 

5.2.  Story Compatibility Task 

 

This task targeted interpretive knowledge of the aspectual semantics of the 

Japanese simple past marker -ta, as well as the aspectual marker te-iru and its past form 
 
49 The native speakers of Japanese took a proficiency test as well.  However, they took the listening 
comprehension section of the Level 1 Japanese government proficiency exam, a harder version of the test 
the Japanese learners took.  At the outset of the study, we hoped that we would test near-native speakers of 
Japanese who would be tested with the Level 1 exam; the native speakers were then tested with Level 1 so 
that we would be able to compare groups.  Unfortunately near-natives of Japanese proved very difficult to 
find in the area where the study was conducted so this group could not be included. 
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te-ita. In this section we will outline results on the distractor sentences, then describe the 

analyses that were run on test sentences and finally present results on the fillers and the 

sentences targeting aspectual morphology.   

 

5.2.1  Distractors 

All test batteries included 16 distractor items. As is mentioned above, distractor 

stories did not include the target test verbs.  These stories were included to be sure that 

the participants understood the task at hand.  As is described in 4.2.2, half of the 

distractor sentences were acceptable and half were unacceptable: two of the test batteries 

included 8 unacceptable sentences with te-iru and 8 acceptable simple statement 

sentences as distractors while the other two test batteries included 8 unacceptable 

sentences with te-ita and 8 acceptable sentences with te-iru as distractors.  As is shown in 

table 4.7 below, all groups performed as expected on distractor sentences.   
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Table 4.7.  L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations on the distractor sentences 

 
Distractor type 

Low 
(n=16) 

High 
(n=17) 

Native Japanese 
(n=31) 

Te-iru (unacceptable)    
M 2.04 1.46 1.15
SD 1.10 .27 .28 
n 7 10 16

Statement (acceptable)    
M 4.39 4.48 4.56
SD .45 .33 .44 
n 7 10 16

Te-ita (unacceptable)    
M 2.03 1.38 1.31
SD .74 .34 .34 
n 9 7 15

Te-iru (acceptable)    
M 4.29 4.21 4.81
SD .63 .46 .26 
n 9 7 15

Four separate univariate one-way ANOVAs with proficiency level (low, high, native 

speaker) as the between-subjects factor were conducted on the four types of distractor 

sentences.  All groups performed at the same level on the Statement distractors.  There 

were significant differences between the groups on the other three distractor types (Te-iru 

unacceptable: F(2, 30) = 6.281, p. < .01; Te-ita unacceptable: F(2,28) = 6.574, p. < .01;

Te-iru acceptable: F(2, 28) = 6.240, p. < .01).  Differences between groups were 

investigated through Tukey’s HSD post-hoc procedures.  The Low group differed from 

the Native speakers on all three distractor types while the High group differed from the 

Native speakers only the Te-iru acceptable distractors.  While there are some differences 

in degree of acceptance and rejection between the learners and native speakers, overall 

the participants perform as they should, giving high scores above 4 to acceptable 
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sentences and low scores around 2 to unacceptable sentences. The learners clearly 

understand the task.  Furthermore, the learners do not appear to show a response bias. 

 

5.2.2  Analyses of test items 

 

The design of the Japanese Story Compatibility task is similar to the English 

version in that test items had to be counterbalanced across subjects so that one group of 

subjects provided responses to half of the test sentences while the second group of 

subjects provided responses to the other half of the test sentences.   Just as in the L2 

English study, roughly equal numbers of participants from each proficiency level were 

assigned to the two groups.  A series of independent samples t-tests showed that within 

each proficiency level, the two groups did not differ in terms of performance on the 

proficiency test.   

The first group of participants responded to the following test sentence types: 

 

Group 1

Simple Past -ta Accomplishment Incomplete 

Simple Past -ta Achievement Complete 

Te-iru Accomplishment Incomplete 

Te-iru Achievement Complete 

Te-ita Accomplishment Complete 

Te-ita Achievement Incomplete 

Filler Accomplishment Complete 
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Filler Achievement Incomplete 

 

The second group of participants responded to the complementary sentence types: 

 

Group 2

Simple Past -ta Accomplishment Complete 

Simple Past -ta Achievement Incomplete 

Te-iru Accomplishment Complete 

Te-iru Achievement Incomplete 

Te-ita Accomplishment Incomplete 

Te-ita Achievement Complete 

Filler Accomplishment Incomplete 

Filler Achievement Complete 

 

Because a single participant did not provide a response for a given sentence type 

with both the complete and incomplete contexts, we could not run repeated-measures 

ANOVAs.  Instead, analyses were conducted just as they were in the L2 English study.  

Factorial univariate ANOVAs were performed separately for each sentence type with 

context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency level (low, high, native speaker) entered 

as between-subjects factors.   
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5.2.3  Filler items 

 

Filler sentences used explicit adverbs and aspectual verbs such as oeru (finish) 

and therefore they were not included in order to provide information with respect to the 

interpretation of aspectual morphology.  As is mentioned above, these sentences provided 

a way to check whether in fact the test stories actually expressed the complete or ongoing 

context that they were intended to.  In an effort to balance acceptable and unacceptable 

items on the task as a whole, 75% of the filler sentences were unacceptable, 25% 

acceptable: all fillers with accomplishments were unacceptable; on the filler sentences 

with achievements, fillers that followed complete contexts were acceptable, fillers that 

followed incomplete contexts were unacceptable.  Means and standard deviations for 

performance on the filler sentences with accomplishment and achievement verbs are 

provided in Table 4.8.   
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Table 4.8. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations on filler sentences with 

accomplishments and achievements in incomplete and complete contexts 

 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native Japanese 
(n = 33) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 2.17 1.43 1.20
SD (1.17) (.40) (.41) 
n 9 7 15

Accomplishment
Complete
M 2.78 1.45 1.09
SD 1.56 .61 .20 
n 7 10 16

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 2.00 1.80 1.33
SD .71 .60 .43 
n 7 10 16

Achievement
Complete
M 3.94 4.46 4.82
SD .63 .37 .39 
n 9 7 15

Two separate factorial univariate ANOVAs were conducted on fillers with 

accomplishment verbs and fillers with achievement verbs; context (complete, incomplete) 

and proficiency level (low, high, native speaker) were entered as between-subjects 

factors. On the fillers with accomplishment verbs, results indicated that, as expected, 

there were no significant differences between responses to the complete and incomplete 

contexts. However, there were significant differences between proficiency levels (F (2, 

58) = 16.534, p. < .001).  Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for 
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multiple comparisons revealed that the Low group was different from both the High 

group and the Native speakers, p. < .01. The Low group had some difficulty rejecting 

filler sentences with the complete context, but on the incomplete context it is clear that 

they understand the task and the stories.  The difficulty with the complete contexts is 

most likely due to the fact that these filler sentences included verbal compounds in the 

negative as in mada tsukuri-oemasen deshita, which would be translated as did not finish 

building yet. This construction is perhaps too advanced for lower level learners.   

On the fillers with achievement verbs, results indicated that there were, as 

expected, significant differences between responses to the complete and incomplete 

contexts (F(1, 58) = 401.008, p. < .01. There were also no significant differences between 

proficiency levels.  It seems that the learners generally understand the task and the 

contexts.  They also understand the two concepts of an event being in progress and an 

event having been completed.  In the next sections we present the results for the 

sentences targeting aspectual morphology. 

 

5.2.4  Simple past 

 

Just as in the English study, the category of simple past was included as a control.  

Sentences in the simple past in Japanese are compatible with complete story contexts and 

incompatible with incomplete story contexts.  Therefore we expect to see an effect for 

context.  Because of the similarity between English and Japanese in the simple past we do 

not expect to see an effect for proficiency level nor an interaction between context and 

proficiency level.    
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5.2.4a Simple Past Accomplishments 

 

Figure 4.10 shows the mean responses for all participant groups on the simple 

past with accomplishments in both complete and incomplete contexts.  Means and 

standard deviations are provided in Table 1 in Appendix B. 

 

Figure 4.10. L2 Japanese: Mean responses to accomplishments in the Japanese simple 

past with incomplete and complete contexts 

Japanese Simple Past: Accomplishments

1

2

3

4

5

LOW HIGH Native
 Proficiency level

Sc
ale Incomplete

Complete

Scores on simple past sentences with accomplishments were submitted to a factorial 

univariate ANOVA with context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency level (low, high, 

native speaker) as between-subjects factors.  Results indicated that there was a significant 

effect for context ( F(1, 58) = 74.929, p. < .01).  Independent samples t-tests confirmed 

that this effect is significant for all proficiency groups (Low:  t (14) = -2.892, p. < .05;



197

 

High: t (15) = -7.409, p. < .001; Native Japanese: t (29) = -6.431, p. < .001).   Results of 

the ANOVA indicated a significant effect for proficiency level (F(2, 58) = 3.493, p. <
.05).  However, post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple 

comparisons did not reveal significant differences between any of the groups.  There was 

no interaction between context and proficiency level. These results indicate that the 

participants generally perform as they were expected to on the simple past with 

accomplishments.  The only surprising result is that, just as in the English study, all 

participants including Japanese native speakers rate simple past sentences higher than we 

would expect with the incomplete context.  It seems that in Japanese and English, 

accomplishments in the simple past are, for some speakers, compatible with contexts 

where the event has not come to its inherent endpoint.  We will next summarize the 

results for achievements.   

 

5.2.4b  Simple Past Achievements 

 

Figure 4.11 outlines the mean responses for all proficiency levels to achievements under 

the simple past in both incomplete and complete contexts.  Means and standard 

deviations are provided in Table 2 in Appendix B. 
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Figure 4.11. L2 Japanese: Mean responses to achievements in the Japanese simple past 

with incomplete and complete contexts 

Japanese Simple Past: Achievements
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Scores on simple past sentences with achievements were submitted to a factorial 

univariate ANOVA with context (complete, incomplete) and proficiency level (low, high, 

native speaker) as between-subjects factors.  Results indicated that there was a significant 

effect for context, F(1, 58) = 288.764, p. < .001 but there was not a significant effect for 

proficiency level.  There was however an interaction between the two factors, F(2, 58) = 

10.850, p. < .001. As with the simple past accomplishments, there was a clear distinction 

between responses to incomplete and complete contexts.   Independent samples t-tests 

confirmed that this contrast is significant for all proficiency groups (Low:  t (14) = 3.930, 

p. < .01; High: t (15) = 10.360, p. < .001; Native Japanese: t (29) = 25.873, p. < .001). 

In addition, learners performed at the level of native speakers.  The distinction 

between responses with incomplete and complete contexts is not as pronounced in the 

Low group as it is in the High and Native speaker group, which explains the significant 
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interaction.  However, the Low group still distinguishes significantly between the two 

contexts.   

In general, results on the simple past show that when the semantics of the 

aspectual morphology is similar in the two languages, learners do not have difficulty.  

While it is clear that the Low group is still sharpening their knowledge of the aspectual 

properties of the past marker -ta, they nevertheless show the same patterns of responses 

that the native speakers do.   

 

5.2.5  Te-iru 

 
Te-iru is our primary test case for semantic transfer. While be+ing and te-iru both 

denote equivalent event-in-progress interpretations with accomplishments, the two forms 

denote different interpretations with achievements.   

 When te-iru attaches to an accomplishment, the form is compatible with 

incomplete/ongoing contexts but is incompatible with complete contexts.  Therefore we 

predict that there will be a significant effect for context with accomplishments.  Given 

that be+ing and te-iru behave similarly with accomplishments, we do not predict an 

effect for proficiency level nor do we predict an interaction between context and 

proficiency level. 

With achievements, te-iru denotes a resultative interpretation and therefore is 

compatible only with the complete context.  However, if the transfer hypothesis is 

correct, and the learners’ hypotheses regarding the semantics of the L2 are constrained by 

the L1 grammar, then the L2 learners are predicted to give the opposite scores of native 

speakers.  If the learners map the L1 representation for PROG onto Japanese te-iru then 
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they will give high scores to te-iru on the incomplete context and low scores to te-iru 

with the complete context.  Given this hypothesis, we predict that there will be a 

significant effect for context and that that there will be an interaction between context 

(complete, incomplete) and proficiency level.  Naturally we also predict that there will be 

a significant effect for proficiency level.   

We will also evaluate L2 learner performance on each context (complete and 

incomplete) separately. We predict that learners in the High group will perform well on 

the complete context but may still show difficulty on the incomplete context.  The 

complete context evaluates learners’ ability to add the progressive interpretation to their 

grammar, a task that may be facilitated by positive evidence, while the incomplete 

context evaluates their ability to preempt an L1 interpretation, a task that may not be 

facilitated by input.   

We first present results for the accomplishments where no differences were 

predicted.   

 

5.2.5a  Accomplishments 

 Figure 4.12 shows mean responses to te-iru with accomplishments in incomplete 

and complete contexts.  Means and standard deviations are provided in Table 3 in 

Appendix B.   
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Figure 4.12. L2 Japanese: Mean responses to accomplishments under te-iru with 

incomplete and complete contexts 

Te-iru: Accomplishments
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Responses to te-iru with accomplishments were submitted to a factorial univariate 

ANOVA with context (incomplete, complete) and proficiency level (low, high, native 

speaker) as between-subjects factors. Results indicated that there was a significant effect 

for context (F(1, 58) = 67.470, p. < .001).   Independent samples t-tests confirmed that 

this contrast is significant for all proficiency groups (Low:  t (14) = 2.695, p. < .05; High: 

t (15) = 5.378, p. < .001; Native Japanese: t (29) = 6.891, p. < .001).  Results of the 

ANOVA also revealed that there was not a significant effect for proficiency level nor was 

there an interaction between context and proficiency level. 

In summary, participants clearly distinguished between incomplete and complete 

contexts and the distinction was the same across proficiency levels.  In general 

predictions were confirmed with accomplishments under te-iru.
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5.2.5b  Achievements 

 

We predicted that with achievements under te-iru, learners would give exactly the 

opposite scores that native speakers would give on both the incomplete and complete 

contexts.  Figure 4.13 shows mean scores on both incomplete and complete contexts.  

Means and standard deviations are provided in Table 4 in Appendix B.   

 

Figure 4.13. L2 Japanese: Mean responses to achievements under te-iru with incomplete 

and complete contexts 
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Scores on present progressive achievements were submitted to a factorial univariate 

ANOVA with context (incomplete, complete) and proficiency level (low, high, native 

speaker) as between-subjects factors. Results indicated that there was a significant effect 

for context (F(1, 58) = 148.015, p. < .001), a significant effect for proficiency level (F(2, 

58) = 8.031, p. < .01) as well as a significant interaction between context and proficiency 
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level (F(2, 58) = 18.354, p. < .001).  Post-hoc comparisons indicate that the Low group is 

significantly different from the High group and the Native speakers.   

 It is clear from the graph that responses do not conform to the transfer predictions.  

Instead learners’ responses generally follow the same pattern of Japanese native speakers, 

giving higher scores to sentences with te-iru when the story presented a complete context.  

Independent samples t-tests confirmed that all groups correctly give significantly higher 

scores on the complete context (Low:  t (14) = 3.093, p. < .01; High: t (15) = 3.942, p. <
.01; Native Japanese: t (29) = 22.802, p. < .001).  

We analyzed individual responses in order to get a better understanding of the 

results.  First we will look at the complete context where the goal of the learners is to add 

the resultative interpretation to their grammar.  We predicted that the High group would 

perform well on this context, but it seems that the Low group also performs well.  Of the 

learners in the Low group who responded to the complete context, six out of seven 

correctly accepted at least 75% of the items with scores of 4-5.  In the High group, seven 

out of ten learners correctly accepted at least 75% of these items.  Many learners accepted 

100%.   These results show that with respect to the resultative interpretation of te-iru,

even many learners in the Low group do not have difficulty.   

Next we turn to the incomplete context.  The transfer hypothesis predicted the 

Low group would incorrectly accept these sentences.  We also expected to see evidence 

of difficulty in the High group as well as this context involves preemption of an L1 

option.  In the Low group there were three out of nine learners whose results support the 

strong transfer hypothesis.  These learners accepted, with scores of 4-5, 75% of these test 

items.  There were no learners in the Low group who correctly rejected, with scores of 1-
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2, at least 75% of the items.  This was one of the only contexts in which learners 

frequently gave sentences scores of 3.  The number 3 on the scale of 1-5 is defined as a 

sentence that might be compatible with the story.   This shows that the learners in the 

Low group have some uncertainty.  For certain verbs they are unsure whether 

achievements under te-iru allow a progressive interpretation. There is evidence, just as 

there was in the L2 English study, that the learners perform better with some verbs than 

others.  For example, most learners correctly rejected the verb die under te-iru with the 

incomplete context.   

In the High group, learners performed better.  Four out of seven learners were 

able to correctly reject 75% of the test items.  However, there were three learners who 

performed at chance, correctly rejecting two of the items but incorrectly accepting the 

other two items with scores of 4-5.  Therefore, while there is evidence that some of the 

learners in the High group have difficulty preempting the L1 option, the difficulty is more 

apparent in the Low group.  These results are different from the results in the L2 English 

study where even some near-native speakers had difficulty preempting the L1 option in 

the acquisition of the present progressive. 

Finally, the native speakers of Japanese performed almost exactly as expected 

except for one verb.  Three out of eight Japanese native speakers allowed the verb iku 

‘go’ under te-iru to refer to an incomplete/ongoing context.  However, the L2 learners of 

Japanese did not treat this verb differently from the others.   
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5.2.6  Te-ita 

 

With accomplishment verbs, Japanese te-ita is compatible with both incomplete 

and complete contexts.  Therefore we do not predict a significant effect for context.  In 

addition, because of the similarities between English and Japanese, learners are not 

expected to perform differently from native speakers.   

 With achievement verbs, we predict that if the learners of Japanese transfer the 

semantics of be(past)+ing, they will incorrectly accept te-ita with the incomplete context.  

Native speakers on the other hand should reject these sentences. Therefore, if the transfer 

predictions hold, we will see a significant effect for context, for proficiency level and a 

significant interaction between context and proficiency level50. We first turn to results 

for te-ita with accomplishment verbs. 

 

5.2.6a  Accomplishments 

 

Figure 4.14 shows mean responses to te-ita with accomplishments in incomplete 

and complete contexts.  Means and standard deviations are provided in Table 5 in 

Appendix B. Results of a factorial univariate ANOVA with context (incomplete, 

complete) and proficiency level (low, high, native) as between-subjects factors indicated 

that there was a significant effect for context (F(1, 58) = 21.762, p. < .001) and a 

significant effect for proficiency level (F(2, 58) = 6.463, p. < .01).  There was not a 

significant interaction between context and proficiency level.   

 
50 As we mentioned in the L2 English study, the complete context does not allow us to evaluate the transfer 
hypothesis.   
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Figure 4.14.  L2 Japanese: Mean responses to accomplishments under te-ita with 

incomplete and complete contexts 
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Because differences between responses to incomplete and complete contexts were 

not predicted, it was necessary to conduct individual samples t-tests within each 

proficiency level to see if each group responded differently to the two contexts.   

Results of t-tests show that participants in the Low, and High group gave significantly 

higher scores on the complete context (Low:  t (14) = 2.409, p. < .05; High: t (15) = 

3.906, p. < .01).  The difference between the two contexts is not significant for the native 

speakers of Japanese.   

It seems that the learners have a preference for accomplishments with te-ita with 

the complete context.  We looked at individual responses in order to investigate these 

results further.  With respect to the complete context, all learners in both the Low and 

High groups (17 out of 17) were able to correctly accept at least 75% of these test items 
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with scores of 4-5.  On the other hand, on the incomplete context, only seven out of 16 

learners (4/9 in the Low group, 3/7 in the High group) correctly accepted 75% of the past 

progressive sentences with scores of 4-5. This finding, which is not predicted by the 

transfer model, is similar to the finding we saw for the Low group with the English past 

progressive.  There is a tendency to prefer these past imperfective forms to refer to 

complete events.  

 

5.2.6b  Achievements 

 

Figure 4.15 presents the results for the achievements under te-ita. Means and 

standard deviations are summarized in Table 6 in Appendix B.   

 

Figure 4.15.  L2 Japanese: Mean responses to achievements under te-ita with incomplete 

and complete contexts 
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Scores were submitted to a factorial univariate ANOVA with context (incomplete, 

complete) and proficiency level (low, high, native speaker) as between-subjects factors.  

Results indicated that there was a significant effect for context (F(1, 58) = 112.536, p. <
.001) and a significant interaction between context and proficiency level (F(2,58) = 

6.666, p. < .01).  There were no significant differences between the proficiency levels.  

Results indicate that all groups correctly distinguish between the incomplete and 

complete contexts.  Results of independent samples t-tests show that all participants gave 

significantly higher scores on the complete context (Low:  t (14) = -2.574, p. < .05; High: 

t (15) = -5.145, p. < .001; Native Japanese:  t (29) = -14.389, p. < .001).   

We had predicted that due to transfer learners would accept te-ita on the 

incomplete context and thus not show a strong distinction.  However, the learners do not 

conform strictly to the transfer predictions.  Learners do not reject te-ita as strongly as 

native speakers, which most likely accounts for the significant interaction.  However, the 

graph in Figure 4.15 shows that they are clearly moving in the right direction.  Analyses 

of individual responses showed that out of the seven learners in the Low group who 

responded to te-ita in the incomplete context, five learners were able to correctly reject 

75% of the test items.  In the High group, six out of 10 learners were able to correctly 

reject 75% of the items; some learners gave these sentences scores of 3.  

These results are surprising for two reasons.  First, on the incomplete context 

learners do not show evidence of transfer. They strongly reject these sentences. Secondly, 

this is a context in which learners are expected to have particular difficulty because they 

need to preempt an L1 interpretation.  In English, past progressive sentences are 

compatible with incomplete contexts.   
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These results suggest an interesting contrast between te-iru and te-ita. With the 

achievements under te-iru, there were no learners in the Low group who consistently 

correctly rejected te-iru with the incomplete context. However, with te-ita, the majority 

of the learners were able to do so.  With te-iru, several learners even incorrectly accepted 

the majority of the sentences with the incomplete context.  We took this as evidence that 

they had transferred the semantics of the English progressive, which is compatible with 

the incomplete/ongoing context.  Why then do we not have evidence of transfer with te-

ita with the same context?  

These results could be taken to mean that the learners have overcome transfer and 

have acquired the semantics of te-ita with achievements, but there is reason to be hesitant 

with that interpretation.  First, why would learners be able to overcome transfer with te-

ita in the past tense, but not with te-iru in the present tense?   

Secondly, in order to perform correctly with the achievements, the learners had to 

give low scores to te-ita on the incomplete context.  While it appears that they do this 

correctly, it also should be pointed out that the learners also give lower scores to 

accomplishments under te-ita on the incomplete context, when they are not supposed to.  

It is possible that the learners generally reject te-ita with incomplete contexts regardless 

of whether the verb is an accomplishment or achievement.  

 

5.2.7  Summary of results: Story Compatibility Task 

 

We will summarize the results of the Story Compatibility task according to our 

predictions.  First we predicted that when semantic properties are equivalent in the L1 
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and L2, acquisition should proceed with relative ease. The results for the simple past and 

for te-iru with accomplishments support that hypothesis.  However, learners in both the 

Low and High group showed evidence of difficulty with accomplishments under te-ita, a

result not predicted by positive transfer.  Learners showed a tendency to reject these 

sentences with incomplete contexts.  This preference for te-ita to refer to complete 

contexts is similar to the results of the L2 English study where the learners in the Low 

group also showed the same preference. 

 With respect to the transfer predictions, the results of the L2 Japanese study show 

that the predictions are too strong.  With te-iru, results on the complete context show that 

the resultative interpretation is in place even for many of the learners at lower proficiency 

levels. The learners are aware that an achievement verb under te-iru denotes a resultative 

interpretation and is truth conditionally compatible with the complete context.  We 

predicted that the complete context would be easier for the High group because in this 

context the goal of the learner is to add an interpretation to the L2 grammar.  But we had 

not predicted that learners in the Low group would perform as well as they did.   

There is some evidence of transfer with te-iru on the incomplete context, where 

the goal of the learner is to preempt an L1 interpretation.  Results of individual responses 

indicated that the learners have not completely ruled out a progressive interpretation for 

achievements + te-iru. They still allow a progressive interpretation to some extent, which 

is expected if they transfer from English.   

However, the findings from the incomplete context with te-ita do not fit neatly 

into this pattern.  The learners consistently correctly reject achievements + te-ita on the 

incomplete context.  We must account for why learners can reject te-ita with the 
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incomplete context but not te-iru. We propose that the learners in general have a 

tendency to reject te-ita with the incomplete context.  This is evident in the results for the 

accomplishments + te-ita as well. This general tendency brings about the right results for 

achievements but the wrong results for the accomplishments.  We will return to an 

account of these findings in the Discussion in Chapter 5.   

 

5.3  Grammaticality Judgment task 

 

In this section we report results for the Grammaticality Judgment task.  Scores for 

five participants were not included because these participants failed to provide responses 

to many of the test items.  We first present results for filler items and then summarize 

results on test sentences.   

 

5.3.1  Filler Sentences 

 

Filler sentences were included to ensure that the learners understood the task and 

that they did not show a general response bias.  Table 4.9 presents participants’ overall 

mean responses to grammatical and ungrammatical fillers. A summary of mean responses 

to the three different types of filler sentences (word order, possessive particle, word order 

in verb compounds) is included in Appendix B Tables 7-9. 
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Table 4.9.  L2 Japanese GJ: Mean responses to grammatical and ungrammatical filler 

sentences 

 
Fillers 

Low 
(n = 14) 

High 
(n = 14) 

Native Japanese 
(n = 31) 

Grammatical
M 3.81 3.94 4.81 
SD .35 .60 .22 
Ungrammatical
M 2.85 2.23 1.68 
SD .47 .52 .49 

Scores on filler sentences overall were submitted to a repeated-measures ANOVA with 

grammaticality (grammatical, ungrammatical) as a within-subjects factor and proficiency 

level (low, high, native) as a between-subjects factor. The results showed a main effect 

for grammaticality, F(1, 56) = 503.842, p. < .001) and an interaction between 

grammaticality and proficiency level, F(2, 56) = 70.538, p. < .001. Results indicate that 

there were no significant differences between proficiency levels.  This result may be 

surprising given that the mean scores are different across groups, but the non-significance 

is explained by the fact that RM ANOVA collapses scores on grammatical and 

ungrammatical contexts and then evaluates between groups differences.  The average of 

the responses to grammatical and ungrammatical contexts is very similar across groups. 

All groups distinguish grammatical and ungrammatical sentences; however the learners 

do not distinguish these sentence types to the same extent as the native speakers, which 

explains the significant interaction between factors.  When the filler types are looked at 

individually (see Appendix B Tables 7-9), it is clear that the Low group had difficulty 

with two of the filler types.  This was not taken as indication that these learners simply 

did not understand the task because on other sentence types, which are not reported in 
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this dissertation, the Low group performed similarly to native speakers.  Furthermore, on 

the Word Order fillers, the Low group does distinguish grammatical and ungrammatical 

sentences to a strong degree.  In general, the filler results indicate that the task was 

difficult for the participants who were at a lower proficiency level. While they understood 

the task at hand, the fact that the task gave the learners only nine seconds to respond to a 

given sentence may have been challenging51.

5.3.2  GJ Test sentences 

 

Scores on all test sentences were submitted to a factorial repeated-measures 

ANOVA with sentence type (simple past, te-iru, te-ita), verb type (accomplishment, 

achievement) and grammaticality (grammatical and ungrammatical) as within-subjects 

factors and proficiency level (low, high, native) as a between-subjects factor.  The results 

revealed a main effect for sentence type (F(2, 112) = 27.372, p. < .001) and 

grammaticality (F(1, 56) = 563.293, p. < .001).  There was not a significant effect for 

verb type nor were there significant differences between proficiency levels.  Results also 

revealed significant interactions between: grammaticality and proficiency level (F(2, 56) 

= 55.153, p. < .001), sentence type and grammaticality (F(2, 112) = 6.753, p. < .01), verb 

type and grammaticality (F(1, 56) = 31.684, p. < .001) as well three-way interactions 

between sentence type, grammaticality and proficiency level (4, 112) = 6.765, p. < .001)

and verb type, grammaticality and proficiency level (2, 56) = 3.514, p. < .05).  
 
51 Furthermore these learners have only been exposed to Japanese for about two years. Although the 
sentences were presented both aurally and in written form, it may have been difficult for the learners to go 
back and read the Japanese script quickly if they were unsure of what they heard.  The learners may have 
needed more time.  In the L2 English study participants had been exposed to English particularly in written 
form for an average of seven years.   
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These results establish that participants significantly distinguish grammatical from 

ungrammatical sentences.  Results also indicate that there are significant differences 

between responses to the different sentence types and different verb types. In order to see 

where these differences lie, follow-up analyses were conducted.   Just as in the L2 

English study, results for ungrammatical and grammatical sentences will be presented 

separately.  

 

5.3.3  Knowledge of morphological form 

 

The graph in Figure 4.16 summarizes participants’ mean responses to 

ungrammatical sentences categorized by the six sentence types (simple past with 

accomplishments, simple past with achievements, te-iru with accomplishments, te-iru 

with achievements, te-ita with accomplishments, te-ita with achievements).  Means and 

standard deviations are summarized in Table 10 in Appendix B.  These scores collapse 

responses to the two types of ungrammatical sentences because both types involved a 

mismatch between the temporal reference of an adverb and the tense of the morphology.  

Furthermore there were no significant differences in responses to the two types of 

ungrammatical sentences.  It is clear from the graph in Figure 4.16 that on the te-iru 

sentences, participants perform quite accurately, correctly assigning mean scores of 2 or 

below to ungrammatical sentences.  However, learners do seem to have some difficulty 

correctly rejecting the simple past and te-ita ungrammatical sentences.  
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Figure 4.16. L2 Japanese GJ: Mean responses to ungrammatical sentence types 

GJ: Ungrammatical sentences
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Responses to ungrammatical sentences were submitted to a factorial repeated 

measures ANOVA with sentence type (simple past, te-iru and te-ita) and verb type 

(accomplishment, achievement) as within-subjects factors and proficiency level (low, 

high, native) as a between-subjects factor.  Results indicated that there was a significant 

effect for sentence type (F(2, 112) = 17.702, p. < .001) and a significant effect for verb 

type (F(1, 56) = 16.786, p. < .001).  There were significant interactions between sentence 

type and proficiency level (F(4, 112) = 4.308, p. < .01) and verb type and proficiency 

level (F(2, 56) = 4.378, p. < .05).  There were also significant differences between the 

proficiency levels, F(2, 56) = 24.975, p. < .001).   

In order to see where the differences in sentence type lie, post-hoc comparisons 

using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons were conducted.  Results 

revealed that the participants performed the best on the ungrammatical te-iru sentences, 
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giving these sentences very low scores.  They gave significantly higher scores to 

ungrammatical simple past and te-ita sentences; these two sentence types were not 

different from each other. Recall that with the past and te-ita ungrammatical sentences, 

the error was that of an adverb-morphology tense mismatch; on the te-iru sentences, the 

error was that the verb was in its root form (cf. fn. 16).  The learners clearly have an 

easier time identifying incorrect inflection (te-iru sentences) than identifying mismatches 

between well-formed inflection and temporal adverbs (past and te-ita).  The native 

speakers on the other hand correctly give very low scores to all three sentence types, not 

differentiating between the three. This disparity between the learners and the Native 

speaker explains the interaction between sentence type and proficiency level.   

Results of post-hoc comparisons on the two verb classes revealed that participants 

performed better with achievements, giving them significantly lower scores.  This 

difference is due mostly to the Low group’s responses to sentences with accomplishments 

in the simple past and past progressive.  The Low group’s responses also account for the 

interaction between verb type and proficiency level.   

Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons 

were also conducted for Proficiency level. Results revealed that the Low and High groups 

performed significantly worse than the Native speakers; the two learner groups did not 

differ from each other.   

 It is clear from the results on the ungrammatical sentences that the learners do not 

have any difficulty identifying inappropriate inflection, as is evident in their responses to 

the sentences with te-iru. They have somewhat more difficulty identifying tense 

mismatches between temporal adverbs and inflectional morphology.   
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5.3.4  Judging morphological forms in context 

 

The graph in Figure 4.17 summarizes participants’ mean responses to 

grammatical sentences categorized by the six sentence types (simple past with 

accomplishments, simple past with achievements, te-iru with accomplishments, te-iru 

with achievements, te-ita with accomplishments, te-ita with achievements).  Means and 

standard deviations are summarized in Table 11 in Appendix B.  Responses to 

grammatical sentences were submitted to a factorial repeated-measures ANOVA with 

sentence type (simple past, te-iru, te-ita) and verb type (accomplishment, achievement) as 

within-subjects factors and proficiency level (low, high, native) as a between-subjects 

factor.  Results revealed a main effect for sentence type (F(2, 112) 9.486, p. < .01) as well 

as a main effect for verb type (F(1, 56) = 4.170, p. < .05).  There was a significant 

interaction between sentence type and proficiency level (F(4, 112) = 2.669, p. < .05).  

There were also significant differences between the proficiency levels (F(2, 56) = 39.993, 

p. < .001).   
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Figure 4.17. L2 Japanese GJ: Mean responses to grammatical sentences 
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Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons 

were conducted in order to see where the specific differences lie.  With respect to 

sentence type, participants gave significantly higher scores to grammatical sentences with 

the simple past than to sentences with te-iru and te-ita. There were no significant 

differences between responses to te-iru and te-ita. This preference for the simple past is 

most evident in the Native speakers, which explains the interaction between sentence 

type and proficiency level.  The learner groups give similar scores to all sentence types. 

With respect to verb type, participants gave sentences with achievements significantly 

higher scores though the actual difference between the two verb classes is not drastic 

(4.12 vs. 4.03).   

 Finally, post-hoc comparisons were also performed to investigate differences 

between the proficiency levels.  The Native Speaker performed significantly better than 

the Low group and the High Group; furthermore, the High group performed better than 
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the Low group.  Results on the grammatical sentences show that the Low group is still 

developing their knowledge of how to use aspectual forms in context.  It is clear from 

their results overall that the task was somewhat difficult for this group.  The High group 

is quite accurate, giving scores very close to 4 on all categories.  Native speakers of 

Japanese perform generally as predicted, with not at much variability as the native 

speakers of English.   

 

5.3.5  Summary: Grammaticality Judgment Task 

 

Results on the GJ task reveal that knowledge of morphological form does precede 

knowledge of how to use morphology. On this task it was particularly clear that 

knowledge of identifying what is and what is not an acceptable form in Japanese is 

acquired first.  The learners had no difficulty identifying the uninflected verb root as 

unacceptable.   

The learners had more difficulty identifying ungrammatical tense mismatches 

between temporal adverbs and inflectional morphology. It is possible that the task may 

have been too difficult in that it required learners to make their judgment in a short 

amount of time. Five of the learners found it difficult to keep up with the task and were 

eliminated from the analysis.  The learners in this study had only been exposed to 

Japanese in the classroom for about two years.  The sentences were presented in Japanese 

script (with hiragana and katakana); most likely they are not accustomed to reading under 

pressure.  Participants in the L2 English study had been exposed to English for at least six 

years.  In addition, the use of roman letters is not uncommon in Japanese, especially in 
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advertising.  The learners of Japanese are only exposed to Japanese script in school.  It is 

possible that the Japanese learners could have used more time given that they had less 

experience with the language.  It is also possible that the learners had difficulty 

remembering what the temporal adverbs actually mean.  They were provided with a word 

list before the task to alleviate this problem, but they still may have had difficulty with 

some of the lexical items.   

 With respect to the grammatical sentences, the High group performed quite well.  

The High group also performed quite well on the Story Compatibility task.  Therefore it 

seems that knowledge of use and interpretation are closely connected.  For the Low 

group, results show that the learners are moving in the right direction; task difficulty may 

account for their lower scores on these sentences. Interestingly, the Low group has some 

difficulty with the accomplishments under te-ita, an area that was also difficult on the 

Story Compatibility Task.   

The Native speakers provided generally clear judgments on all sentence types.    

 

6.  Integrating the L2 English and L2 Japanese results 

 

In our discussion of the two studies we outlined several important findings that 

address the issue of L1 influence and also the learnability predictions that we outlined 

early in the chapter.  In this section, the main points will be summarized.  Each of these 

points will then be elaborated in the Discussion in Chapter 5.   

 With respect to the areas where we did not predict difficulty, results for the simple 

past and accomplishments with be+ing and te-iru support the idea that equivalence 
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between the native and target language facilitates acquisition.  However, the results for 

the accomplishments under the past progressive and te-ita show that equivalence does not 

always result in ease of acquisition.  There seems to be a developmental issue with the 

past imperfective forms in general.  Early learners prefer for these forms to refer to 

complete events.   These results are compatible with findings in first language acquisition 

literature (Wagner, 2001).   

With respect to the areas where transfer was predicted to play a role, several 

interesting patterns emerge.  We will consider the goals of the learners with respect to 

how the representation for PROG must be altered.  First we will consider performance 

when the learners’ goal was to add an interpretation to their grammar: the Japanese 

learners of English needed to add a progressive interpretation for achievements under 

be+ing while the English-speaking learners of Japanese needed to add a resultative 

interpretation for achievements under te-iru. The results of the two studies show that 

learners had less difficulty with this task.  In the L2 English study, only the Low and 

Intermediate groups differed from the native speakers in allowing the present progressive 

to refer to an ongoing event.  At the higher proficiency levels, the learners performed at 

the level of native speakers.  In the L2 Japanese study, even the Low group performed at 

the level of native Japanese speakers in allowing te-iru to refer to a complete event.  

Therefore, in the L2 Japanese study, there is actually no evidence of transfer in this 

context.  It is possible that if the learners were at an earlier stage of acquisition we may 

see evidence of transfer, but only future research can address that question.   
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These results suggest that acquisition can proceed on the basis of positive 

evidence.  If the input is consistent and it is robust, L1 differences can be overcome or 

perhaps avoided.   

 However, there were also cases where positive evidence is in theory available, but 

learners still had a great deal of difficulty.  While the L2 English learners in the High 

group allowed achievements in the present progressive to refer to ongoing events, they 

were less likely to do so with the past progressive.  Why is positive evidence not 

sufficient to override transfer in this case?  It will be argued further in Chapter 5 that this 

difficulty cannot be accounted for solely by transfer.  As we mentioned, learners of 

English also had difficulty with accomplishments in the past progressive.   A similar 

pattern of results followed for the L2 Japanese learners with accomplishments under te-

ita. There seems to be a tendency for learners prefer for these past imperfective forms to 

refer to complete events.    

 Next we turn to the contexts where the learners’ task was to preempt an L1 

interpretation that was not available in the L2. In these contexts, they had more difficulty.   

Again, recall the goals of the two groups of learners: the Japanese learners of English 

needed to preempt a perfective interpretation for achievements under be+ing while the 

English-speaking learners of Japanese needed to preempt a progressive interpretation for 

achievements under te-iru. In the L2 English study, even some of the near-native 

speakers of English had difficulty in this context.  To some extent, all of the L2 groups 

allowed the present progressive to refer to a complete event.   

In the L2 Japanese study, there were participants in both the Low and High group 

who allowed achievements + te-iru to refer to an ongoing event.  However, as we pointed 
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out earlier, the learners correctly rejected achievements with te-ita to refer to 

incomplete/ongoing events.  There is a thus distinction between performance on the 

present and past tense.   

These results discussed so far introduce two interesting disparities.  First, the 

results of the L2 English study point to very interesting differences between the native 

grammar and the grammar of L2 learners and even near-native English speakers.  

Learners at the advanced levels have clearly begun to converge on the target-like truth 

conditions for the English progressive: they allow the present progressive to refer to 

ongoing events. However, learners at these advanced levels also allow the progressive to 

refer to complete events, an option that is available to them in their L1.  These results 

suggest that there is optionality in L2 grammars, even at very advanced levels of 

proficiency.  The learnability scenario is important in this respect.  Positive evidence does 

not bring the learners to knowledge of what interpretations are not permissible in the L2.   

 There is evidence of optionality in the L2 Japanese study as well, but the 

optionality is only apparent with learners in the Low group.  Results on the complete 

context show that the Low group has correctly converged on the target-like resultative 

interpretation for achievements under te-iru. However, to some extent, learners at this 

level allow a progressive interpretation for achievements under te-iru as well.   

 The question is then why this optionality persists to very advanced levels of 

proficiency in the L2 English study but is a problem only for lower level learners in the 

L2 Japanese study.  In Chapter 5 we will consider possible accounts for the differences in 

the results of the two studies.   
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A second interesting disparity arises when we compare performance on the 

present and past tenses.  While performance with accomplishments under the present 

progressive and te-iru was native-like for all learners, there was evidence of some 

difficulty for the lower level learners with accomplishments under the past progressive 

and te-ita. Although this developmental pattern has been established in the L2 literature 

(Bailey, 1987; Bardovi-Harlig, 2000), these results are not predicted if we assume that 

learners can make use of L1 properties.  Positive transfer should be at work in both the 

present and past tense.  There were also differences in performance with the 

achievements in the present and past tenses.  We will return in detail to these findings.   

 A comparison of the results of the GJ and Story Compatibility task points to a 

different developmental pattern, which is relevant to how learners come to acquire 

morphological properties. While the results summarized above pertain to interpretation, 

learners were also tested in the GJ task on their knowledge of morphological form and 

use.  It seems that learners come to acquire the morphological form before they acquire 

knowledge of use and interpretation.  Furthermore, knowledge of use and interpretation 

seems to develop in tandem.   

 Finally, another interesting issue that emerges from the English study is native 

speaker variability.  In Chapter 5, the areas where results point to variability in the native 

speaker grammar will be described and discussed.  We will also discuss how this 

variability may influence acquisition.   
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CHAPTER 5:  

TOWARDS A COMPREHENSIVE MODEL OF THE L2 ACQUISITION OF ASPECT 

1.  Introduction 

 

In this section we will synthesize the results of the two studies as well as expand 

upon the issues outlined in Section 6 of Chapter 4.  We will review the evidence that 

addresses each of our hypotheses, focusing in particular on the extent of L1 input and the 

importance of learnability considerations.  We will argue that a comprehensive model of 

the L2 acquisition of aspect needs to consider not only the properties of the L1 and L2 

grammar but also the input available to the L2 learner and general developmental factors, 

which we will argue influence both L1 and L2 learners.   

 In the first two sections of this chapter we will extend our discussion of the results 

of the Story Compatibility task.  In Section 2 we consider the results for present tense 

be+ing and te-iru with achievements, evaluating the evidence relevant to our predictions 

concerning L1 influence and learnability.  We argue that because input plays a crucial 

role in language development, learners have more difficulty preempting L1 options than 

they do in adding a representation to the L2 grammar.  In Section 3 we consider the 

results for the past progressive in English and te-ita in Japanese.   We propose that when 

the input is not robust, even the goal of adding to the grammar may be impeded.   

Furthermore, we discuss the lack of evidence for positive transfer.  We argue that there 

are developmental factors that seem play a role for both first and second language 

learners in the acquisition of aspect.  In Section 4 we consider the relationship between 
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knowledge of aspectual semantics and knowledge of the morphological forms that 

encoded these meanings. Finally, in Section 5 we consider how our results contribute to 

the development of a comprehensive model of the second language acquisition of aspect  

 

2.  How the L2 learner moves beyond the L1  

 

2.1  When the L1 and L2 differ: Achievements under be+ing and te-iru 

In this section we will integrate the results concerning achievements under the 

present tense be+ing in English and te-iru in Japanese.  We will first restate the goals of 

the two groups of learners.  We argued in Chapter 4 that the goal of the L2 learners of 

English and Japanese was quite similar. If we assume that learners begin with the L1 

grammar as their initial hypothesis then both groups of learners need to alter their 

representation of PROG in order to interpret the forms successfully.  The analysis that we 

adopt of McClure (1995) posits minimal differences between the representations in the 

two languages.  While the truth conditions for PROG in Japanese require that at least one 

complete event be manifested, the truth conditions for PROG in English require that an 

event have begun, but crucially the event cannot have been completed.   

In this framework we propose that learners need to acquire the appropriate truth 

conditions for the form in the L2 and then map those truth conditions to the appropriate 

morphological form.  We have proposed that in order for the learner to be successful they 

need to achieve two different goals.  On the one hand, learners need to acquire a new 

semantics for the operator in the L2.  Learners of Japanese need to acquire the resultative 
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interpretation of achievements under te-iru. Learners of English need to acquire the 

event-in-progress interpretation of achievements under be+ing. Neither interpretation is 

possible if the L2 learners in either group rely on the truth conditions from the L1.   

On the other hand, the learners need to preempt the interpretations denoted by 

PROG in their native language.  Learners of Japanese must learn that the progressive 

interpretation available in English can never apply to achievements under te-iru.

Learners of English need to learn that the resultative interpretation available in Japanese 

can never apply to achievements under be+ing. In other words, not only must the L2 

learners acquire a new semantics, they must also learn that their existing L1 semantic 

representation must be repressed.  

In our hypotheses we predicted two general patterns with respect to these two 

goals. First we predicted that at early stages of acquisition we would see evidence of L1 

influence in both contexts.  In other words, the L1 grammar would constrain the learners’ 

hypotheses with respect to the L2.  We also assume that learners will be able to overcome 

the effects of L1 influence and will be able to restructure their grammar in accordance 

with the L2.  We proposed that input plays an important role in this process. Therefore, 

we predicted differential success in acquisition with respect to the two different goals that 

we outlined above. With respect to the goal of adding an interpretation to the L2 

grammar, we predicted that the positive evidence available to the learner would facilitate 

acquisition.  In these terms, adding is essentially restructuring the L1 representation.  On 

the other hand, we predicted that learners would have more difficulty preempting an 

interpretation that is available in the L1 but not in the L2, given that there is usually little 

information in the input as to what interpretations are ruled out in the second language. 
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In the next section we evaluate the evidence with respect to these predictions, first 

reviewing the results of the L2 learners when their goal was to add an interpretation and 

then the results for when their goal was to preempt an L1 interpretation.   

2.1.1  Adding an interpretation 

 

As we predicted, in both the L2 English and L2 Japanese studies, learners seemed 

to perform better when their goal was to add an interpretation for achievements under 

PROG that is not available in the L1.  The graphs in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 present the 

results relevant to this goal.  We will discuss each in turn.   

Figure 5.1 summarizes mean responses in the L2 English study for achievements 

under the English present progressive with incomplete/ongoing contexts.   

 

Figure 5.1 L2 English study: mean responses to achievements in the present progressive 

with incomplete contexts 
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In Japanese, a progressive interpretation is not available for achievements under 

te-iru. It is clear from the graph in Figure 1 that the acquisition of the progressive 

interpretation is emerging across proficiency levels.  The analyses summarized in Chapter 

4 revealed that both the High and Near-native group performed at the level of native 

speakers.   

As we discussed in Chapter 4, the results for the Low and Intermediate groups are 

difficult to evaluate with respect to transfer.  They do not categorically reject these 

sentences as the transfer hypothesis predicted they would. Many of the learners in the 

lower levels give half of the items low scores and half of the items high scores.  

However, performance is not random and seems to be dependent on the particular 

achievement verb.  Furthermore, we argued in Chapter 4 that results for the verb go may 

present a strong indication that learners are influenced by the L1.  

Therefore, it seems that acquisition of some verbs is easier than the acquisition of 

other verbs.  It is possible that these learners have acquired the truth conditions for the L2 

operator but are still working out how the semantics interacts with individual verbs.  We 

did not expect this result because we purposely selected verbs that are equivalent with 

respect to VP/lexical aspect in English and Japanese.  Therefore, we predicted the only 

task for the learners was to acquire the semantics for PROG.   

But these results suggest that learners are working to decipher semantic properties 

at the level of the VP as well.  These results could potentially provide support for a 

theoretical analysis along the lines of Ogihara (1998, 1999), which places the locus of 

crosslinguistic differences in the achievements themselves. As we stated in Chapter 2, we 



230

 

did not adopt this type of approach because there is evidence from different dialects of 

Japanese that the phenomenon under investigation is due to the semantics of the 

morphological form, and not the semantics of the verb.  In the Uwajima dialect, 

achievements can denote a progressive interpretation, on par with the English 

progressive, under the aspectual form yo. It is unlikely then that achievements in 

Japanese are semantically different from achievements in English.  Our results suggest 

that the acquisition of the semantics of the progressive does not automatically apply to all 

of the verbs within a given class. Only future investigation can determine why certain 

verbs are easier than others.  

Figure 5.2 summarizes mean responses in the L2 Japanese study for achievements 

under te-iru with complete contexts.   

 

Figure 5.2. L2 Japanese study: mean responses to achievements under te-iru with 

complete contexts 
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In English, a resultative interpretation is never available for be+ing. The analyses 

summarized in Chapter 4 revealed that both groups of learners performed at the level of 

native speakers.  Further analyses of individual responses confirmed that almost all 

learners had successfully acquired the resultative interpretation.  In this set of results, 

there is no evidence of L1 transfer because the learners have already acquired the target.  

The results reviewed above highlight the relative ease of adding an interpretation 

to the L2 grammar.  In the L2 Japanese study the goal has been reached by almost all of 

the learners.  In the L2 English study learners at the advanced levels of proficiency have 

all successfully acquired the progressive interpretation, but learners at the lower 

proficiency levels still show evidence of difficulty.   

 

2.1.2 Preempting an interpretation 

 

Next we turn to the results for the contexts in which the learners’ goal was to 

preempt an interpretation available in the L1.  Figure 5.3 summarizes the mean responses 

in the L2 English study to present progressive sentences such as The plane is arriving at 

the airport with complete contexts.  In Japanese, the equivalent sentence is compatible 

with the complete context.   
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Figure 5.3 L2 English study: mean responses to achievements in the present progressive 

with complete contexts 
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As predicted, English native speakers strongly reject these sentences.  However, 

the results summarized in Chapter 4 indicated that all of the learner groups, including 

some of the Near-native speakers, accept these sentences to a higher degree.  This context 

presented stronger evidence for the transfer hypothesis.  Half of the learners at the lower 

proficiency levels accepted at least 75% of these sentences.  Furthermore, there were no 

learners at the advanced levels who were able to successfully reject all of the test items in 

this category. These results suggest that in this context, the L2 learners are still influenced 

by L1 semantics even at very high levels of proficiency.   

Next we review the results for the L2 Japanese study. Figure 5.4 summarizes 

mean responses for achievements under te-iru with an incomplete context. In Japanese, 

an achievement under te-iru cannot denote an event in progress. However, an equivalent 

English sentence is compatible with a context that depicts an event in progress.  
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Figure 5.4 L2 Japanese study: mean responses to achievements under te-iru with 

incomplete contexts 
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The graph in Figure 5.4 shows that the Japanese native speakers behave as 

predicted, strongly rejecting these sentences. The Low group gives significantly higher 

scores than either the High group or the Native speakers. The analysis of individual 

responses reviewed in Chapter 4 showed that several of the learners conform to the strict 

transfer prediction, accepting the majority of these test items. Other learners seem 

uncertain of the correct interpretation.   

The High group performs quite accurately in this context, a surprising result given 

that the learner’s goal here is to preempt an L1 interpretation.  The results summarized in 

Chapter 4 indicated that the majority of the learners in the High group correctly rejected 

most of these sentences. These results suggest that there may be evidence of L1 

influence, but it is apparent only to some extent with learners at the lower proficiency 

level. 
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There are two patterns evident in the results summarized above.  First the results 

are generally compatible with our prediction that adding an interpretation is easier for L2 

learners than preempting an L1 interpretation.  In the next two sections we discuss why 

this pattern emerges in L2 development (Section 2.2) and why the difficulty in 

preempting an L1 interpretation remains even for some of the very advanced learners in 

the L2 English study (Section 2.3).   

Secondly, it is clear that there are differences in the outcomes of the L2 English 

and L2 Japanese study.  In the L2 Japanese study, the preemption problem seems to 

manifest itself only in the lower level learners.  This issue will be addressed in detail the 

Section 2.4. 

 

2.2  Adding vs. preempting an interpretation 

 

In this section we outline how a model of L1 transfer potentially interacts with a 

model of learnability to bring about the pattern of acquisition outlined in the previous 

section.  Learnability is concerned with how language acquisition is in principle possible 

given the input available to the language learner (cf. Hornstein and Lightfoot, 1981).  As 

we mentioned in the introduction, researchers such as Gregg (1996), Carroll (2001) and 

Klein and Martohardjono (1999) have argued that generative models of L2 acquisition 

must consider how the L2 grammar moves from one intermediate grammar representation 

to the next.  In this framework, acquisition is the result of grammar restructuring and is 

driven by input or positive evidence.  The process of restructuring is failure driven.  If the 

L2 input to the learner is incompatible with the learner’s current grammatical 
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representation, restructuring takes place.  Since the bulk of the discussion in the existing 

literature concerns grammar restructuring in the domain of syntax, we will consider how 

the acquisition of semantics can also be framed in this way. 

 In our study we hypothesized that the learner would start out with the L1 semantic 

representation for the aspectual operator PROG.  This constitutes a hypothesis about a 

specific property of the L2 grammar. We assume that the learner will try to analyze L2 

input using the L1 grammar.  How the input interacts with the L1 grammar is a question 

of process. We will refer to the input that is available to the learner as positive evidence.  

Positive evidence is input that has been analyzed and that can provide evidence for a 

particular analysis.  In the domain of syntax, models conceive of input as being analyzed 

by the parser.  If a parse is successful, the structure is compatible with the current 

grammar. If the parse is unsuccessful, then restructuring must take place. The situation is 

different in the domain of semantics.  In the semantic framework we have adopted, a 

successful semantic analysis indicates that a sentence was evaluated as true with respect 

to a particular context.  In other words, we compute truth conditions for a given sentence 

and then the output of the grammar actually needs to be judged against a context in the 

world52.

As an example, we will focus on the main interest of our investigation: 

achievements under PROG.  Imagine a particular context where an L2 learner of English 

who is a native speaker of Japanese is watching a movie with a friend.  In the movie, the 

protagonist is in the hospital, terminally ill but still speaking.  A second friend enters the 

room and inquires about what is happening in the movie. The first friend replies the old 

man is dying. If the L2 learner’s grammar is constrained by L1 properties, PROG will 
 
52 This includes both the real world and possible worlds (Dowty, 1979; Landman, 1992).  
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interact with the achievement VP and the truth conditions of PROG will require that the 

final state of the event be manifested: the sentence will be interpreted as the old man is 

dead. The output of the semantic analysis in this case will be transparently incompatible 

with the context at hand. The old man is still speaking, he cannot be dead already.  This 

type of incompatibility is the type of input or process that may drive the restructuring of 

the L1 semantic representation.  It is not hard to imagine that this kind of input might be 

readily available to the learner.   

However, this is not to say that all input will always be so transparent.  Imagine a 

different context where the same L2 learner is now waiting at the train station with her 

friend. The L2 learner is chatting on her cell phone in the stairwell while the friend waits 

on the platform.  Suddenly the friend calls down to the L2 learner and says The train is 

coming. If the L2 learner analyzes this sentence through the L1 as she did before, the 

sentence will be interpreted as The train is here. As the L2 learner bounds the stairs to 

the platform, she will be puzzled to see that the train is in the distance, soon to be pulling 

into the station.  However, in this scenario the learner may just assume that her friend is 

uptight and wanted her to come as quickly as possible. Importantly, there may be no 

impetus for the learner to restructure her incorrect semantic analysis.  

Furthermore, it will often be the case that the learner will not have the opportunity 

to test the output of her grammar against a directly observable real world context.  It is 

likely that these instances may not result in immediate restructuring.  We will return to 

this point in our discussion of the past progressive.   

 We have argued in this section that the input available to the L2 learner will allow 

the learner to move beyond the L1 grammar.  It is this type of interaction that we propose 
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allowed the learners in both the L2 English and L2 Japanese study to successfully add an 

interpretation to their grammars (cf. results in Figures 5.1-5.2).  The analyzed input 

allows the learner to hypothesize that the current semantic representation needs to be 

altered53. The question is then how the learner converges on the target-like 

representation.  We have proposed that the learners’ hypothesis space is constrained by 

UG: aspectual operators interact with lexical aspectual classes in a finite number of ways.  

The input will guide the learner from the representation of PROG that requires the final 

event be manifested (Japanese) to the representation of PROG that requires that the final 

event still be in progress (English).  Therefore the goal of adding an interpretation in this 

particular learning scenario is guided by innate principles and positive evidence.   

However, there is also evidence that although learners may converge on the 

target-like representation, they may nevertheless hold on to L1 analysis as well.  

This evidence is directly relevant to the goal of preempting an interpretation that is 

available in the L1 but not in the L2.  In these contexts, both groups of learners had more 

difficulty (cf. results in Figures 5.3-5.4).  This means that the learners have begun to 

converge on the target-like truth conditions for the L2 progressive operator.  However, 

the representation for the L1 progressive operator remains active.  To use the L2 English 

case as an example: the learners are exposed to ample positive evidence that allows them 

to acquire the ongoing interpretation of be+ing, but there is no evidence in the input that 

 
53 We can propose that there is L1 influence in the contexts where the goal was to add to an interpretation 
based on the findings of the L2 English study where the lower level learners still seem to be in the process 
of acquiring the progressive interpretation. The L2 Japanese learners on the other hand seem to have fully 
acquired the resultative interpretation of te-iru. These results do not then provide evidence for L1 
influence.  In these instances it can always be argued that the intermediate learners are beyond the point 
where they are constrained by the L1.  However, only further data can provide support for that argument.   
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will tell the learner that be+ing is not also compatible with events that have already been 

completed.    

There are at least two ways in which an L1 option that is not available in the L2 

can be preempted.  The first possibility is that positive evidence of the type described 

above will guide the learner to converge on the target in the L2 and drive out the 

incorrect L1 analysis54. The advanced L2 learners of English seem to suggest this type 

scenario is not at work here.  The advanced L2 learners perform at the level of native 

speakers in allowing the present progressive to refer to events in progress but 

nevertheless also allow the present progressive to refer to completed events.  It seems that 

learners in the L2 English study may exhibit optionality.  We will return to this finding in 

the next section.  

The second possibility is that negative evidence, explicit information as to what is 

not possible or interpretable, is necessary.  If negative evidence is not available, it is 

possible that the learners will then maintain both the L1 and L2 options for the PROG 

operator.  It is possible that differences in the availability of negative evidence could 

explain differences in the results of the L2 English and L2 Japanese studies.  In the L2 

English study, there was evidence of optionality even in very advanced learners while in 

the L2 Japanese study, only the lower level learners showed evidence of difficulty with 

preempting the L1 option.  We will return to a discussion of this disparity in Section 2.4.  

In summary, we have addressed several issues with respect to the results for the 

present tense be+ing and te-iru: First, we have presented a model of how L2 input 

interacts with the L1 semantic representation in the acquisition of the contrast under 

 
54 Thanks to Janet Fodor for discussion of this point.  
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investigation.  We have also suggested that if the right type of input is not available, even 

very advanced L2 learners may exhibit optionality.   

 

2.3 Optionality  

 

In this section we will consider the grammar of the advanced L2 learners of 

English who correctly allow the present progressive to refer to events in progress but 

nevertheless sometimes allow the present progressive to refer to completed events as 

well.  These results suggest that the grammar of the L2 learners may exhibit optionality: 

they have two possible interpretations for the progressive operator.  One interpretation 

conforms to the target while one interpretation is L1 derived55. The two interpretations 

do not have equal status. While the target is strongly preferred, the L1 option can also 

emerge with the use of subtle elicitation measures such as the interpretation task in this 

study.  An analysis of a learner’s production, for example, may not be revealing in this 

respect.  

In the recent L2 literature there has been a renewed interest in optionality and, in 

particular, the domains of language that are susceptible to optionality even in very 

advanced learners (Eubank, 1998; Hopp, 2005; Papp, 2000, Roberston and Sorace, 1999; 

Sorace, 1999, 2000a, b, 2003, i.a.).    

Sorace (2003) defines characteristics of end state optionality that are compatible 

with the results of the study described in this dissertation: 

 
55 Note that this evidence of optionality does not appear to be evidence of an unnatural interlanguage 
grammar (cf. White, 1992; Schwartz, 1993).  The L1 grammar in this case, Japanese, is an example of a 
grammar in which the PROG operator denotes both progressive and resultative interpretations.   
 



240

 

The persistence of optionality at advanced stages of development, including L2 
end-state, is a consequence of the fact that L2 learners may not be exposed to data 
that are robust and/or frequent enough to expunge one of the optional variants 
from the grammar. In the typical L2 end-state characterized by optionality, 
optional variants are not in free variation: a steady state is reached in which the 
target option is strongly but not categorically preferred and the non-target option 
surfaces in some circumstances (Sorace, 2003).   
 

In Sorace’s discussion, the source of the optionality is usually taken to be the L1 

grammar.  In addition, Sorace proposes that optionality arises in cases where the input is 

underspecified.  In our study we argue that optionality may arise in cases where an L1 

option needs to be preempted, an area where positive evidence may not in fact be useful.  

Sorace also points out that these optional variants can often only be detected with the 

appropriately subtle elicitation measures.   

A related question is whether the whole of the endstate L2 grammar is 

characterized by optionality or whether specific domains are more susceptible. 

Optionality has been discussed in syntax, particularly in the domain of verb-raising in L2 

development (Eubank, 1994, 1996; Schwartz and Gubala-Ryzak, 1992; White 1990/91, 

1992; Trahey and White, 1993).  In fact, an entire 2000 issue of Second Language 

Research is devoted to the topic of syntactic optionality (issue 16,2).    

However, of interest to the present study is evidence of optionality that pertains to 

interpretive knowledge.  Ionin (2003) proposes that learners fluctuate between two 

settings of a semantic parameter, even in cases where transfer is not at issue, before 

converging on the target semantics for articles (see also Ionin, Ko and Wexler, in press).  

Because Ionin and colleagues focus on L2 development, they do not address the issue of 

whether fluctuation may remain a part of the L2 grammar.  
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Sorace (in press) argues that Coppieters’ (1987) original distinction between 

acquisition of core syntactic constraints and acquisition of interpretive knowledge is 

probably on the right track in terms of delineating the areas of knowledge that remain 

difficult even for very advanced learners.  In her own work, Sorace provides evidence for 

difficulty at the interface of syntax and discourse (see also Hopp, 2005).  She describes a 

study investigating the use of null and overt subjects by native speakers of English who 

have become near-native speakers of Italian.  The near-native Italian speakers have 

generally acquired the Italian null subject grammar: they use null subjects and when they 

use them, they are consistently in appropriate contexts.  However, there are also cases 

where the near-natives use overt pronouns in places that native speakers of Italian would 

not.  For example, given the question in (1), Why hasn’t Maria talked to anyone, near-

natives may answer with the response in (2), Because she is too shy.

(1) Perchè Maria non ha parlato con nessuno 
 why     Maria not has talked with anyone  
 
(2) Perchè lei è troppo timida 
 Because she is too shy 
 

In this example, the near-natives allow an overt pronoun to refer to a continuous topic 

(Maria).  This is a violation of a rule of discourse: Italian requires a null subject in these 

cases (Cardinaletti and Starke, 1994; Grimshaw and Samek-Lodovici, 1998).  It is likely 

that the near-natives are influenced by their L1 English.   

Also relevant to the kind of optionality observed in the present study are studies 

that discuss the “mapping problem” (Epstein et al., 1996; Grondin and White, 1996; 

Haznedar and Schwartz, 1997; Lardiere, 1998a,b, 2000; Prevost and White, 2000; Ionin 
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and Wexler, 2002).  As we mentioned in Chapter 3, Lardiere (1998a,b, 2000) studies an 

advanced learner of English who often omits inflectional morphology.  Nevertheless, the 

learner’s data point to evidence that syntactic operations such as nominative case 

licensing and agreement are fully specified in the learner’s grammar.   Lardiere proposes 

that learners are still figuring out how to “spell out morphologically the categories they 

already represent syntactically, i.e., the “mapping problem,” (Lardiere, 2000, p. 121, 

emphasis AG). Importantly, this type of problem is evident in end state learners.   

The two cases of optionality that we outlined above deal with issues at the syntax-

discourse and the syntax-morphology interfaces.  Our study is relevant to the semantics-

morphology interface.  We propose that a different type of “mapping” to surface 

morphology is relevant to our study.  We argued that the goal of the L2 learner is to map 

from the truth conditions to the appropriate surface morphology.  When we predicted 

transfer in this domain, we predicted that the learner would essentially face a mapping 

problem: the L2 learner would map the truth conditions for the L1 aspectual operator 

onto L2 inflectional morphology.  The results of the L2 English learners suggest that this 

type of incorrect mapping can be observed even after the target-like mapping has already 

been acquired.  The residual difficulty reported in this study is attributed to L1 influence. 

In other words, in certain circumstances the learners do not repress the L1 option. Similar 

proposals, where learners entertain two options on their way to the target grammar, have 

been discussed for L1 acquisition (Valian, 1990) and L2 development (White, 1992; 

Ionin, 2003).  The difference between the proposals for development and the proposal 

discussed here is that without robust evidence in the input, the optionality may actually 

remain a part of the endstate grammar (Sorace, 2003).   
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In summary, the discussion of this body of L2 research suggests that it is the 

coordination of the relationship between two different domains of the grammar that 

remains difficult for L2 learners (cf. White, 2003; Sorace, 2003).  The present study  

provides new evidence that the semantics-morphology interface is one such domain.   

 

2.4  Differences in the L2 English and L2 Japanese Study 

 

We now turn to the differences between the L2 English and the L2 Japanese 

studies.  While even advanced learners in the L2 English study had difficulty preempting 

the L1 interpretation, in the L2 Japanese study only the lower level learners had difficulty 

in this context.  In the next two sections we consider two possible accounts for this 

difference.  

 

2.4.1 Negative evidence 

 

We proposed earlier that differences in the availability of negative evidence could 

explain differences in the results of the L2 English and L2 Japanese studies.  First we will 

review what type of negative evidence could be relevant to the task at hand. 

Negative evidence is explicit information as to what is not possible in the L2 

grammar. As Carroll (2001) outlines, negative evidence can take several forms.  The 

sentence in (3) presents negative evidence about word order in Japanese.  Japanese is a 
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head final language so the verb must come last, after the direct object56. The sentence in 

(4) conveys the same information in a different way.   

 
(3) *Taro-ga  tabeta ringo-o.  
 Taro-NOM ate apple-ACC 
 

(4) In Japanese, the verb must follow the direct object.   

 

Carroll points out that in order for the sentences in (3) and (4) to provide usable 

negative evidence, inferencing on the part of the learner is required.  The learner must 

infer from (3) that it is the word order that is responsible for the ungrammaticality; in (4) 

the learner must infer what is not possible based on the rule that presents what is possible.           

These examples allow us to place negative evidence in context for the acquisition of 

syntax, but what type of negative evidence could be relevant for the acquisition of 

semantics?  We will consider the task at hand for one of the groups of learners in our 

study: the L2 English learners need to learn that progressive is not compatible with 

complete events.   

The sentence in (5) might allow the learner to infer that the sentence is 

unacceptable, but the ungrammaticality is due to tense, not aspect.  It is actually very 

difficult to construct a sentence that would allow the learner to infer that be+ing cannot 

refer to complete events.   

 

(5) *The dog is dying yesterday. 

(6) The dog is dying already. 

 
56 This is putting aside discourse contexts in which word order in Japanese can be relaxed.  
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(7) The form be+ing in English is used to convey that an event is in progress. 

 

Sentences such as (6) in the input could actually be misleading if the learner believes that 

be+ing denotes a resultative interpretation. It is likely that sentences such as (7), which 

might appear in a textbook, could be useful to the learner.  However, the learner still has 

to infer that the interpretation given in (7) is the only possible interpretation.   

Because the be+ing form is considered to be so consistent, it is unlikely that EFL 

instructors would guide the learners to an understanding of the interpretations that be+ing 

does not permit.  This type of instruction would also require a sophisticated linguistic 

awareness of the learners’ native language.  The results of the L2 English study suggest 

that this type of instruction is not present in the L2 classroom in Japan. 

The situation may in fact be different in the L2 Japanese classroom in the United 

States.  The first difference is that the form te-iru is not consistent.  Te-iru denotes at least 

two distinct interpretations and is actually ambiguous with certain verbs.  Textbooks 

usually point out, in separate lessons, that te-iru denotes two meanings57. Therefore, it is 

likely that more focused attention is drawn to the semantics of the form.   

Secondly, the participants in the L2 Japanese study were recruited from high 

schools and universities that have quite linguistically sophisticated curricula.  At one 

university, the Japanese program is directed by a linguist.  Therefore, there is a 

heightened awareness as to native language-target language differences and that the fact 

that it might be beneficial to outline these differences in the classroom.  These reasons 

lead us to believe that the appropriate type of instruction could be available to the L2 

 
57 As we reviewed in Chapter 2 there are other readings available as well.  
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Japanese learners and might have guided them towards not only acquiring the target-like 

representation, but also preempting the L1 option.  

This proposal is naturally somewhat speculative. Although it may be the case that 

this type of negative evidence is available, it nevertheless remains an empirical question 

whether the negative evidence would actually be beneficial.  We will briefly review 

several studies that have addressed this issue empirically. 

Two studies have addressed issues related to negative evidence with respect to te-

iru. Ishida (2004) investigated the effectiveness of recasts in Japanese learners’ use of te-

iru in a series of conversational sessions.  Interestingly, the recasting sessions seemed to 

be more effective in improving learners’ use of the resultative te-iru as opposed to the 

various progressive uses of te-iru. Therefore it seems that this type of focused input is 

more beneficial for certain interpretations.  Secondly, the effectiveness of the recasting 

did not seem to be tied to the quantity of the input.  One participant received more tokens 

of recasts involving the progressive use of te-iru than the resultative use, but nevertheless 

improved only in the resultative use.  Ishida argues that the learners may need to be at a 

particular stage in development before this type of focused input can be useful.   

Nishi (2003) conducted a classroom study to investigate the effectiveness of 

form-focused instruction in teaching the various interpretations of te-iru. The study is 

interesting in that the learners in the experimental group were actually guided through a 

short linguistics lesson that outlined how lexical aspect interacts with grammatical aspect 

with a specific focus on te-iru. Results of a post-test following the instruction showed 

improvement in the experimental group but the difference in the results of the 

experimental group and the control group, who did not receive instruction, was not large 
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enough to be conclusive. It is clear that we will need more studies of this nature in order 

to understand the potential benefits of negative evidence with te-iru.

In general there is uncertainty in the literature at large as to the usefulness of 

negative evidence.  Various studies have looked at the benefits of instruction on the 

acquisition of tense and aspect in other languages other than Japanese (Bardovi-Harlig 

and Reynolds, 1995; Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Cadierno, 1995; Doughty and Varela, 1998; 

Harley, 1989; Leeman, Artegoitia, Fridman and Doughty, 1995).  Many studies find 

some support for the role of instruction in L2 learners’ success with tense-aspect forms, 

but as Bardovi-Harlig (2000) points out, it is difficult to tease apart the benefits of 

explicit instruction versus the benefits of sheer increased input. 

White and colleagues (White, 1990/91, 1992; Trahey and White, 1993; Trahey, 

1996) addressed this issue directly in the domain of syntactic parameter setting.  They 

conducted related studies that evaluated both the role of negative evidence (explicit 

instruction) and the role of increased positive evidence (flood of input) with respect to the 

acquisition of the verb raising parameter. The data of interest are in (8) and (9).  The 

French learners of English generally accepted the target-like SAVO word order in 

English in (9) but nevertheless would accept the deviant SVAO word order in (8) as well.  

The French equivalent of the English sentence in (8) is acceptable.   

 

(8) *John watches often televsion.  
 Jean regarde souvent la television 
 
(9) John often watches television.  
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White (1991) argued that French children learning English benefited from explicit 

instruction that the surface word order in (8) is unacceptable in English.  However, when 

the same participants were retested one year later, they once again accepted the 

ungrammatical SVAO word order.  Furthermore, Trahey and White (1993) found that 

flooding learners with positive evidence of the SAVO order did not serve to expunge the 

SVAO order from their grammar.  Interestingly, the learners in the White studies show 

similar patterns of behavior to the L2 English learners with be+ing. They have acquired 

the target, but nevertheless hold on to an option made available by the L1. 

With respect to the role of negative evidence, the data are clearly inconclusive.  

An interesting debate in the literature addresses whether negative evidence can truly 

restructure the syntax of underlying grammars or whether the positive effects seen in 

some studies are the result of learning in the traditional sense (White, 1992; Schwartz 

and Gubala-Ryzak, 1993; Schwartz, 1993). Furthermore Schwartz (1993), who argues 

strongly that negative evidence cannot restructure underlying syntactic representations, 

also argues that negative evidence may in fact be useful in the acquisition of the lexicon 

or morphology, which are often considered to involve learning.  Whether we can provide 

empirical support for this proposal and whether this proposal extends to the semantic 

representations of morphological items such as the progressive remains an interesting 

area for future research.   
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2.4.2  Alternative account 

 

In this section we consider whether there is an alternative explanation as to why 

the learners of Japanese performed better than the learners of English in preempting L1 

options58. Earlier we stated that the goal of the learners of English and Japanese was 

actually very similar: in both cases the interpretation denoted by achievements under 

PROG in the L1 (progressive in English, perfective in Japanese) has to be repressed and 

the interpretation denoted by PROG in the L2 has to be acquired.   

However, there are differences in the base L1 forms that may be significant:  

PROG in Japanese interacts with the semantics of the verb classes to bring about two 

distinct interpretations while PROG in English uniformly denotes an event in progress.  

We can consider the possibility that this difference in the base forms could make the 

learners more or less tolerant of optionality in the acquisition of the related form in the 

L2.   

Learnability principles such as the Subset Principle argue that learners initially 

hypothesize the most restrictive grammar.  As we outlined in Chapter 3, Olsen and 

Weinberg (1999) have applied this principle to the acquisition of tense/aspect 

morphology in L1 acquisition.  We might consider that L2 learners may be more or less 

influenced by this learnability principle depending on how a particular form is 

represented in their L1 grammar.  Because English native speakers begin with a more 

restricted base form for PROG, they may look for each verb class-PROG interaction to 

denote a single interpretation, abiding by a form of the Subset Principle.  They add the 

 
58 Recall that level of proficiency is not an explanation as the learners of English were actually more 
advanced than the learners of Japanese. 
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resultative interpretation for achievements under te-iru based on positive evidence and 

their hypotheses do not extend beyond what is available in the input.  The Japanese native 

speakers on the other hand begin with a base form for PROG that allows multiple, very 

different interpretations. The flexibility of the base L1 form may make the learners more 

tolerant of verb-class-PROG interactions that denote multiple meanings, leading to a 

grammar that exhibits optionality.  In order to test this hypothesis we would need to test a 

group of learners from a different L1 background and see what pattern of results emerges.   

 

2.4.3  Summary  

 

In this section we have discussed a model of how grammar restructuring in the 

domain of L2 semantics can be conceptualized.  The evidence of our two studies brings 

us to a refined notion of L1 influence: when input is available to override L1 options, 

acquisition proceeds with more success; when negative evidence is required to preempt 

L1 options that are not available in the L2, learners have more difficulty.   

 In Section 2.4 we have considered how differences with respect to input and 

learnability could potentially account for differences in the L2 English and L2 Japanese 

studies.  We proposed two possible accounts, both of which require further research to 

evaluate their claims.  

 In the next section, we turn to results for the past progressive and te-ita.
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3.  Is positive evidence enough?  

 

3.1  Past progressive and te-ita: summary of results 

 

In section 2 we outlined results for achievements under the present progressive 

and te-iru. We presented results that showed that the Japanese learners of English 

performed better on the present progressive with the ongoing/incomplete context.  These 

results are shown in Figure 5.1.  The advanced learners are indistinguishable from native 

speakers.  We argued that the learners are able to successfully acquire the event in 

progress interpretation on the basis of positive evidence.  Now we will consider how 

those results compare with results for the past progressive.   

The graph in Figure 5.5 isolates these results. It is clear from the graph that the 

past progressive in this context remains difficult even for more advanced learners.   
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Figure 5.5. L2 English study: Mean responses to achievements in the past progressive 

with incomplete contexts 
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Why is positive evidence not sufficient in the case of the past progressive? Some 

of the difficulty can be explained by transfer: achievements + te-ita are unacceptable in 

this context.  However, there remains an interesting disparity between the present and 

past progressive. Why would advanced learners be able to overcome transfer in the 

present progressive but not the past progressive? It is likely that are other factors may be 

conspiring along with transfer to bring about this pattern of results. 

 Next we review the results for the L2 Japanese learners.  With present tense te-iru 

some of the learners in the Low group incorrectly accepted achievements under te-iru to 

refer to events in progress.  These results are shown in Figure 5.4 in Section 2.  We 

proposed that L1 transfer could account for these results: the learners have not yet 

preempted the L1 English interpretation for achievements under PROG.  However, we 
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see a different pattern of results for achievements under te-ita. These results are shown in 

Figure 5.6. 

 

Figure 5.6 L2 Japanese study: mean responses to achievements under te-ita with 

incomplete contexts 
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In the case of te-ita, the results summarized in Chapter 4 revealed that the learners do not 

differ from the native speakers.  These results then present another interesting disparity 

between the present and the past: learners incorrectly accept achievements under te-iru to 

refer to events in progress but they do not make this same mistake with te-ita. Why is it 

that the learners perform like native speakers only with te-ita?

In summary, the results of both the L2 English and L2 Japanese studies point to 

an interesting pattern of results: learners tend to give lower scores to both the past 

progressive and te-ita with the incomplete/ongoing contexts.  In both cases, the results 

differ from the patterns observed in the present tense.  In the L2 English study, this 



254

 

tendency leads the learners to the wrong interpretation while in the L2 Japanese study, it 

brings them in line with Japanese native speakers.   

It is clear then that there is something about the progressive form being in the past 

tense that influences the learners’ responses. In order to evaluate if this influence extends 

to the past progressive and te-ita globally we need to review the results for the 

accomplishments in these contexts. The results reviewed in Chapter 4 revealed that these 

learners had difficulty with accomplishments under the past progressive and te-ita 

although they were not expected to on the transfer hypothesis.    

We first review results for the L2 English study.  The graph in Figure 5.7 (shown 

as Figure 5 in Chapter 4) summarizes mean responses to accomplishments in the past 

progressive with both contexts.  

 

Figure 5.7. L2 English study: mean responses to accomplishments in the past progressive 

with complete and incomplete contexts 
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The results reviewed in Chapter 4 revealed that there is a tendency for learners in the 

Low group to give higher scores to the past progressive with complete contexts.  Results 

indicated that this tendency was not evident in the other proficiency levels.  In addition, 

the native speaker responses show high variability (see Table 5 in Appendix A for means 

and standard deviations).   

 Before we move to the results for the L2 Japanese study we will consider whether 

transfer can account for the results of the Low group in 5.7.  Recall that in Chapter 3 we 

pointed out that accomplishments under te-iru also allow, in certain contexts, an 

additional reading that has been referred to as the perfect or experiential reading (cf. 

Chapter 3, Section 4.2, ex. 33).  An accomplishment under te-iru such as the Japanese 

equivalent of Ken is making a chair can also allow the interpretation Ken has made a 

chair. The question is then whether the low level native speakers of Japanese could have 

transferred this perfect reading in Japanese onto accomplishments under be+ing in 

English.  If they did, they should give high scores to the complete context and low scores 

to the incomplete context.  However, it is important to point out that if this hypothesis is 

correct, then we should see the same pattern of results with accomplishments under 

present tense te-iru as well and we do not.  Learners perform well with accomplishments 

under te-iru. This particular hypothesis was also disconfirmed in the study reported by 

Gabriele and Martohardjono (in press).  In that study learners performed well on 

accomplishments in the present progressive but nevertheless had difficulty in the past 

progressive.  Based on the comparison with the present progressive, we do not believe 

that transfer can account for these results.   
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Next we review results for the L2 Japanese speakers with accomplishments under 

te-ita. We find the same the pattern of results for these learners that we saw in the Low 

proficiency group in the L2 English study.  The graph in Figure 5.8 (shown as Figure 14 

in Chapter 4) summarizes these results (see Table 5 in Appendix B for means and 

standard deviations).   

 

Figure 5.8. L2 Japanese study: means responses to accomplishments under te-ita with 

complete and incomplete contexts 
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On the L2 Japanese study, both the Low and High group give significantly higher scores 

to accomplishments under te-ita with the complete context.   Therefore, we see the same 

tendency for learners to prefer the past progressive with complete contexts in both 

studies.  It could be argued in the L2 Japanese study that L2 learners are overgeneralizing 

the resultative interpretation denoted by te-iru onto accomplishments.  However, if the 

learners were to overgeneralize the resultative interpretation onto accomplishments we 
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would expect to see evidence of this in both present tense te-iru and past tense te-ita.

Because we don’t find evidence of overgeneralization in the present tense, it is unlikely 

that this is the right account.   

 The results for both the past progressive and te-ita point to several interesting 

issues that will be discussed in detail in the following sections.  First, we need to account 

for the lack of positive transfer with accomplishments under the past progressive and te-

ita. These results are unexpected if learners interpret the L2 form via the L1.  In 

interpreting both accomplishments and achievements under the past progressive and te-

ita, learners showed a tendency to give lower scores with the incomplete context.  We 

will try to account for this pattern. 

Secondly, there is variability in the judgments of native speakers.  We will 

consider whether there is a potentially a relationship between these two main findings. 

 

3.2  Why do things become progressively more difficult in the past? 
 

The results outlined in the section above suggest that learners prefer for both the 

past progressive and te-ita to refer to complete contexts.  While this preference is evident 

with both accomplishments and achievements, it seems to be stronger with achievements. 

We will address this further below. 

This preference is non-targetlike in both English and Japanese for 

accomplishments. With accomplishments, both the past progressive and te-ita are fully 

compatible with past incomplete events.  Native speakers accept these forms to refer to 

both complete and incomplete events.   
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With achievements on the other hand, the preference for these forms to refer to 

complete events is non-targetlike only in English. In Japanese, achievements under te-ita 

can only refer to complete events.   

Given these facts, in the L2 Japanese study, we cannot determine whether the 

learners have acquired the appropriate semantics for achievements under te-ita or 

whether they are following this general non-targetlike tendency.  For this reason our 

discussion of achievements will focus primarily on the L2 English results. 

 That learners should prefer for past imperfective forms to refer to complete 

contexts is somewhat surprising if we consider that learners use these morphological 

forms to talk about events in progress from early stages of acquisitions (see Bardovi-

Harlig, 2000 for a review).  In addition, native speakers often use past imperfective forms 

to talk about events that were either interrupted or not actually completed as in (10) and 

(11) (cf. Binnick, 1991; Hornstein, 1977; Leech, 1971; Smith, 1991). 

 

(10) Olivia was eating fish (until she read all the stories about the dangers of mercury).   

(11) Marcus was writing his dissertation until his funding ran out.   

 

However, this tendency is not surprising for a different reason.  Wagner (2001) 

reported the same tendency for children acquiring English as their first language.  In the 

study reviewed in Chapter 3, Wagner found that young children were more likely to 

match past progressive sentences (Where was Kitty X-ing?) with past events that referred 

to a completed action.  Wagner suggests that children may conflate tense and aspect; 

therefore they interpret any occurrence of a past marker including the auxiliary was as 



259

 

referring to completed action. In Wagner’s proposal, grammatical aspect (perfectivity) is 

incorrectly mapped onto tense.  Because many natural languages conflate past tense and 

perfective aspect in a single morpheme, Wagner proposes that the children are still 

figuring out how these semantic distinctions are mapped onto inflectional morphology in 

their language.  We will adopt a similar approach to account for the performance of the 

L2 learners.  However, as we pointed out in Chapter 3, we do not believe that tense and 

aspect are truly conflated, i.e. that tense is completely dependent on aspect.  There is 

evidence in L1 studies that children have knowledge of tense (Valian, in progress) and 

we believe the results of our GJ task provide evidence that our learners also demonstrate 

knowledge of tense.   

We will argue that learners have the underlying semantic distinctions of tense and 

aspect in place but that they have difficulty deciphering what semantic distinctions are 

relevant to each piece of morphology.   

The theoretical account we have adopted places aspectual operators in the scope 

of tense operators.  The syntactic representation in (12) is modified from De Swart 

(1998). 

 

(12) [PAST [PROG [VP] 

 

According to De Swart (1998), in the representation in (12), the PAST operator is 

aspectually neutral.  In this case, the PROG operator modifies the lexical aspect of the VP 

and the PAST tense operator simply places that event in time.   
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Given the representation in (12) we can conceptualize the learners’ difficulty with 

forms such as the past progressive in two ways.  It is possible that the difficulty comes in 

at the level where the learner applies the PROG operator to the VP.  Given that PROG 

encodes unbounded aspect and the VPs we tested are all telic, it could be possible that 

learners have difficulty “undoing the telicity of the VP,” or interpreting the telic VP as 

unbounded59. This account predicts difficulty in both the present and past progressive 

with telic VPs and is similar in spirit to one of the claims of the Aspect Hypothesis, 

which was reviewed in Chapter 3.  In the L2 English study this account is feasible for the 

achievements, but not for the accomplishments.  Learners in the Low group did not have 

difficulty with the accomplishments in the present progressive but they did have 

difficulty with the past progressive.  The same is true of learners in both the Low and 

High groups in the L2 Japanese study.  This results show that the presence of the PAST 

operator must influence interpretation.   

 A second possibility is that Wagner’s account is compatible with our results as 

well.  She proposed that learners map perfectivity onto the past.  This account is 

compatible with the theoretical framework we have adopted.  If the learners incorrectly 

map perfective aspect onto the PAST, then the perfective aspect will take scope over the 

progressive aspect.  The perfective aspect will “win.” If that is the case, the past 

progressive form will in fact only be compatible with complete events.  On this account 

the learners are again facing a “mapping” problem: they are having difficulty mapping 

semantic distinctions onto specific pieces of morphology.   

 The second account can explain why we may see difficulty with past imperfective 

forms with both accomplishments and achievements.  As long as the PAST operator is 
 
59 I am grateful to Roumyana Slabakova for discussion of this issue.  
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present, it is possible that learners will incorrectly map perfective aspect onto the past.  

This is not to say that the learners do not understand the temporal semantics of the past 

tense.  On the Grammaticality Judgment task both groups of learners performed well on 

sentences that targeted tense morphology.  The limitation of this account is that it places 

the difficulty entirely in the past, and it then becomes hard to explain why learners had 

more difficulty with achievements than accomplishments.  Given the focus of our study, 

we could first consider that issues of transfer may be playing a role with the 

achievements and thus cause more difficulty.  However, since performance on 

achievements in the present progressive was better, it is unlikely that transfer is the only 

factor at work.  For example, in the L2 English study, the learners in the High group 

perform like native speakers with present progressive achievements but show a great deal 

of difficulty with past progressive achievements.  Therefore, the results cannot only be 

due to transfer.   

It seems that what we really need to account for our data is a combination of the 

two proposals above.  Clearly the semantics of the VP is relevant because we see 

increased difficulty with achievements.  The presence of an achievement VP is more 

likely than an accomplishment VP to cause learners to interpret the past progressive as 

perfective.  These results suggest that achievements are in a sense “more” telic than 

accomplishments.  Results on the Story Compatibility task suggest that this may be true.  

Both learners and native speakers strongly rejected achievements in the past with the 

incomplete contexts.  They strongly rejected sentences such as the plane arrived at the 

airport if the plane had not yet landed.  With accomplishments on the other hand, both 

groups gave comparatively higher scores on the incomplete contexts. They sometimes 
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accepted sentences such as the girl built a sandcastle even when the sandcastle was not 

completely finished.  In Chapter 4 we pointed out that a verb’s taking a direct object 

plays an important role in aspectual interpretation (Borer, 1994; Tenny, 1987, 1994; 

Verkuyl, 1972, 1993). The event that achievements denote cannot be measured out along 

a direct object, a process or a path in the same way that the event that accomplishments 

denote can be.  It is possible that the strong telicity of achievements makes it more 

difficult for the learners to put the verb phrase in a progressive form.  But our results 

indicate that learners do not have global difficulty putting achievements in the 

progressive.  The difficulty becomes more evident when the progressive is in the past.  

That is the point at which Wagner’s account becomes relevant.   

It is clear from our discussion that the interpretation of a form such as the past 

progressive in English and te-ita in Japanese involves multiple levels of computation.  

The learner must determine how telicity is computed in the VP and how telicity interacts 

with the levels of grammatical aspect and tense.  The learners perform well when they are 

only asked to compute the interaction of a telic VP and the past tense.  In both studies, 

performance on the past was target-like.  At this level, the learners do not have to 

distinguish the telicity of the VP from the semantics encoded by the past tense marker.  In 

DeSwart’s theory, the PAST does not encode grammatical aspect; the PAST simply 

places the event in time.  However, even if the learners do assign perfective aspect to the 

past tense marker, they will still interpret the sentence correctly.  This may lead learners 

to believe that telicity and perfectivity go hand in hand.   

The learners have some difficulty when they are asked to compute the interaction 

of a telic VP and grammatical aspect, such as the progressive.  In the L2 English study, 
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accomplishments in the present progressive do not cause difficulty but some of the lower 

level learners do have difficulty with achievements.   

The difficulty becomes most pronounced when the learners need to compute the 

interaction of a telic VP with markers of both grammatical aspect and tense at the same 

time, as they need to in order to interpret the past progressive or te-ita. At this level, 

accomplishments are difficult for the lower level learners in the L2 English study and for 

many of the learners in the L2 Japanese study. Achievements are difficult even for some 

of the advanced learners in the L2 English study.  In order to interpret these forms 

correctly, learners must distinguish the semantics encoded in the telic VP from the 

semantics encoded by the past marker.  However, it is possible that they are still working 

out how all of the pieces that are relevant to successful aspectual interpretation are 

actually encoded by the different morphological markers.  It seems that when the VP is 

strongly telic the learners are more likely to interpret imperfective forms incorrectly.  It is 

possible that the telicity of the VP may make the learners more likely to map perfectivity 

onto the past tense.  This would explain why the effect is stronger with achievements.   

Note that in Wagner’s (2001) study, she tested the present and past progressive 

but she did not test the simple past.  Therefore, in her study we cannot be sure whether 

the difficulty is due to the past or the progressive or a combination of the two.  Because 

our study targeted all three morphological forms, we can put together a more 

comprehensive picture of the learners’ semantic system.   

In summary, we have argued that past imperfective forms are so difficult because 

they require that the learners compute a very complex interaction between the VP and the 

markers of grammatical aspect and tense.  We have proposed that our learners, similar to 



264

 

the children in Wagner’s study, incorrectly map perfectivity onto the past tense.  While 

this mapping brings about the right result in the simple past, it causes difficulty with the 

past progressive and te-ita. Specifically this mapping brings about the learners’ tendency 

to reject past imperfective forms with incomplete events.  We have proposed that this 

tendency is stronger when the VP is an achievement.  Therefore, it appears that the 

learners’ difficulty is really due to a problem with integrating the semantics that is 

encoded at each level. 

It is very interesting that the same type of difficulty is evident in both first and 

second language learners.  It appears that there may be a general developmental tendency 

for learners to map aspectual semantics incorrectly at least in early stages of 

development.  The issue we will take up in the next section is why this developmental 

tendency would prevail for adult second language learners in contexts that should in 

principle be acquired either on the basis of L1 knowledge (in the case of the 

accomplishments) or on the basis of positive evidence (in the case of achievements).   

 

3.3 Why would adult L2 learners act like children? 

 

The difficulty with accomplishments under the past progressive and te-ita is a 

difficult finding to account for if we assume that second language learners can truly make 

use of their L1 grammar to interpret the L2.  In previous work, we found the same results 

using different methodology.  Learners of English at a range of proficiency levels had 

difficulty interpreting accomplishments in the past progressive (Gabriele, Martohardjono 

and McClure, 2003; Gabriele and Martohardjono, in press).  The result is surprising 
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because in the case of accomplishments, no restructuring should be necessary on the part 

of the learners.  The L1 and L2 are equivalent.  We would expect that positive transfer 

should facilitate acquisition.   

There are at least two possibilities.  The first is that the L1 does not constrain the 

L2 representation.  However, this conclusion is somewhat difficult to rest with since we 

did find evidence of transfer with other aspectual forms.  A second possibility is that 

there are developmental difficulties that can override the potential benefits of positive 

transfer.  In this case, the equivalent L1 representation may be present but it is not 

sufficient to drive acquisition. In other words, models of transfer do not suffice as models 

of language acquisition.  L2 acquisition involves more than restructuring the native 

grammar into the L2 grammar.  Other factors clearly play important roles.  The question 

that we will need to return to is why the past progressive and te-ita present contexts in 

which developmental tendencies are allowed to trump the potential benefits of positive 

transfer.   

 The difficulty with the achievements under the past progressive in the L2 English 

study is easier to account for under our original transfer predictions.  In this context, the 

L1 representation of PROG is only compatible with a complete context and that could be 

put forth as a proposal to explain why L2 learners of English are then less likely to accept 

the past progressive with the incomplete context.  However, as we have mentioned, the 

results of the present progressive suggested that a straight transfer account is insufficient.  

Advanced learners of English accept the present progressive with the incomplete 

contexts, which is an indication that they have already overcome the effects of negative 

transfer.  We proposed that the advanced learners succeeded in the acquisition of present 
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progressive semantics on the basis of positive evidence.  The question is then why 

positive evidence is not sufficient in the case of the past progressive.  Why is the 

developmental tendency to reject the past progressive with incomplete contexts strong 

enough to trump the potential benefits of positive evidence? 

 With respect to the insufficiency of positive evidence with the achievements, the 

first logical possibility is that the right type of positive evidence is simply not available.  

The results of a study conducted by Inagaki (2002) are relevant. Inagaki found that 

Japanese learners of English had difficulty allowing both a locational and directional 

reading for sentences such as John swam under the bridge. In English, this sentence can 

mean that John was swimming back and forth under the bridge (locational) or that John 

swam with the result of ending up under the bridge (directional).  In Japanese, only the 

locational reading is allowed and this was the only reading that the learners allowed in 

English as well.  Inagaki argued the learners are unable broaden their interlanguage 

grammar if the positive evidence available to the learner is not frequent enough or clear 

enough.  This suggests that if the input is not robust, learners will have difficulty adding 

an interpretation that is not available in their L1.   

In relation to the present study, it may be that if the input is not sufficient, the 

learners may not have the appropriate evidence that will allow them to acquire the 

appropriate semantics for achievements under the past progressive.     

A question that to my knowledge has not been raised in the literature is whether 

positive evidence is also necessary to confirm an existing representation.  In the case of 

the accomplishments, we hypothesized that the L1 representation should guide the 

learners towards successful acquisition in the L2.  Yet the results suggested that the 
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learners, particularly at the lower levels, were not relying on the L1.  Perhaps a certain 

level of L2 input is required to confirm equivalence between the L1 and L2.  If this 

threshold is not reached, the learner does not use the L1 to analyze the L2.  It is in these 

instances that we may expect learners to behave more like children acquiring their first 

language.  This could be why developmental tendencies prevailed even in instances 

where we expected positive transfer.   

 

3.4  Insufficient positive evidence 

 

Given that our account of difficulty with the past imperfective forms relies on the 

notion of insufficient positive evidence, we must consider why the input may in fact be 

insufficient.  With respect to frequency of use, Shirai and Nishi (2005) found in a corpus 

study that te-ita was used less frequently than te-iru by native speakers.  Out of a corpus 

that contained 455 occurrences of finite te-iru, only 130 of the forms were inflected were 

past tense.  However, we would argue that even if the forms were more frequent in the 

input, the task of acquisition may still be difficult.    In our earlier discussion of how 

positive evidence aids acquisition we outlined a mechanism that evaluates the output of 

semantic representations against contexts in the world.  We identified the type of 

situation that might provide very robust evidence to the learner, a case where the 

semantic output clearly contradicted a real world event.  We also pointed out that there 

would be other less robust cases where the learner will not have an observable real world 

context for the evaluation, for example the progressive in English is also used to talk 

about futurate contexts.   
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It is likely that in the input for imperfective forms, the learner will often only be

provided with the less robust form of evidence.  There are examples of particular uses of 

the past progressive such as Yesterday you were coming tomorrow, which Binnick (1991) 

cites as appearing in Huddleston (1970), that highlight the difficulty of mapping to the 

appropriate reference point.  But even in more transparent cases, the interpretation may 

be difficult.  Imperfective forms are often used to provide background information which 

means that the action referred to can often not be directly observed.  For example, our L2 

learner and her friend are now talking about their weekend.  The friend might say: I was 

mowing the lawn when lightening struck and I had to run inside. This use is a typical 

example of the interrupted use of the past progressive.  However, we cannot be sure how 

salient the interruption is to the learner who cannot actually take the statement and 

evaluate it against the image of a lawn.  The friend may also use the past progressive to 

talk about events in her past as in: My parents were paying the bills while I was reading 

Whitman. Note that completion information is not crucial to comprehension, whether or 

not all the bills were paid or whether or not her friend made it all the way through Leaves 

of Grass is not important.   

Another reason to believe that the positive evidence is less than robust is the 

native speaker performance on the past progressive, particularly in the L2 English study.  

On the Story Compatibility task, while the group means show the native speakers 

performed basically as predicted, the high standard deviations show that there is 

variability in their responses.  The variability is most pronounced between speakers, there 

are some speakers who give high scores to all past progressive sentences as predicted and 
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others that give low scores to all sentences.  This was also the case on the Grammaticality 

Judgment task, particularly for past progressive achievements.   

We will consider the variability on the Story Compatibility task first.  The past 

progressive form lacks completion entailments, which means if we are abiding by truth 

conditions, these sentences should have been acceptable on both the complete and 

incomplete contexts.  It is possible that speakers allowed pragmatic considerations to 

interfere.  Consider first the complete context for the verb arrive. In the first picture, the 

plane begins its descent towards the Tokyo airport (the airport is in distant view) and in 

the second picture the plane has landed and the passengers are already outside of the 

plane.  In order to accept the sentence The plane was arriving at the airport, the 

participant must consider the first picture where the action of arriving was in progress.  

However, it has been observed that the event of the arrival in the second picture is so 

salient that the participant may feel they are defying Gricean maxims to define the event 

with anything other than The plane arrived at the airport. It has been observed that this 

Gricean violation feels stronger with the achievements60. Note that participants were 

given practice items to show that sometimes the sentence could be evaluated by 

considering an event depicted in the first picture.   

This issue is methodological and clearly highlights the difficulty of eliciting clear 

aspectual judgments even from native speakers. However, we believe that there is 

important theoretical issue that this variability also highlights.  The variability between 

speakers shows that some speakers are more influenced than others by the particular 

context. There were native speakers who performed as predicted, evaluating the past 

progressive in accordance with its truth conditions, allowing it to refer to past incomplete 
 
60 Thanks to the audience at the Stony Brook Linguistics Colloquium for discussion of this point. 
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or complete events.  Others were unwilling to refer to the event in a way that was less 

informative, for example using the past progressive sentence in isolation to describe a 

complete event without any mention of the eventual outcome of the event.   

There is other evidence from this task that some native speakers abide by 

semantics more than others.  As we mentioned, telic verbs in the simple past are 

considered to encode perfective aspect.  Therefore, a sentence such as Tom drank a glass 

of coke or Sam read a pile of books should only be compatible with events where the 

entire glass of coke was finished and the entire pile of books was read.  However, when 

judging the incomplete context with these sentences, native speakers differed in their 

judgments.  Some abided by the strict telic interpretation and gave a score of a 1 to theses 

sentences while others gave the sentences a 5.  It is likely that the native speakers who 

allow these sentences with incomplete contexts are able to coerce a conative reading for 

these sentences, such as Tom drank of the glass of coke. This contrasts with the results 

for the achievement verbs where native speakers strongly rejected simple past sentences 

with incomplete contexts. Interestingly, the learners showed the same pattern of results.  

The variability with the past progressive on the Grammaticality Judgment remains 

puzzling.  There were native speakers who simply rejected sentences such as My mother 

was returning home at 5:00 yesterday and Last week John was dying in the hospital. As 

these sentences are well-formed, the native speaker behavior is puzzling.  It is possible 

that if the learners had been provided with a short story context and then asked to judge 

the sentences, the results would have been different (cf. discussion in Schutze, 1996).   

What is clear is that the appropriate use of the past progressive is somewhat 

controversial.  It highlights the need for a better understanding of the form.  What has 
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been said so far does little to acknowledge that something fundamental about the 

progressive changes when it is placed in the past.  The semantics of the form does not 

provide us with an indication that something special should happen in the past (cf. 

Binnick, 1991).  In Hornstein’s (1977) treatment of the form, he proposed a rule of Past 

Progressive Interpretation that was additional to his standard Reichenbachian analysis. 

The rule said that in some instances the past progressive can mean “NP was supposed to 

V Z,” (527).  The additional rule shows the need to go beyond traditional semantic 

analyses to account for judgments of the past progressive.   

It seems then that the appropriate use of the past progressive form is difficult to 

account for both theoretically and empirically. These facts call into question just how 

robust the input to L2 learners can actually be.  At least in comparison to the present 

progressive and the simple past, the factors constraining appropriate use and 

interpretation of the past progressive seem more complex in that we have to take into 

account not only tense and aspect but also discourse considerations.  It may be that these 

are the types of contexts are particularly susceptible to mapping problems for language 

learners. 

 

4. Form before meaning 

 

The last point that we will address is the relationship between knowledge of form 

and knowledge of meaning. In the Background section, we reviewed research that 

provided empirical evidence for Dittmar’s (1981) observation that the acquisition of a 

morpheme and its meaning are not “indissolubly wedded.”  Early studies reported that the 



272

 

forms included in this study appear quite early in learners’ production.  But the question 

is whether the appearance of a form indicates that the learner has also mastered the 

semantics of that form.  Bardovi-Harlig and Bofman (1989) and Bardovi-Harlig (1992) 

found that learners made many more errors in the use of tense-aspect morphology than in 

form.  In their investigation of learners’ compositions and learners’ responses in cloze 

passages they found that well-formed verb + morphology complexes often appeared in 

inappropriate contexts in.  Klein (1993) also pointed to this disparity, concluding that 

“form precedes meaning” in the acquisition of morphology.   

The two studies reported here also support that observation.  On the 

grammaticality judgment task, we defined knowledge of form as the ability to identify 

ungrammatical instances of aspectual morphology.  These ungrammatical contexts 

included both instances of ill-formed verb + morphology complexes (L2 English study 

only) and instances of tense morphology-adverb mismatches (both L2 English and L2 

Japanese studies).  Learners were quite accurate at rejecting these sentences.  They 

demonstrated knowledge of what a possible verb + morphology complex looks like for 

forms that they were unable to interpret appropriately on the Story Compatibility task.  

Their performance shows that metalinguistic knowledge of inflectional morphology can 

be in place before the learners have acquired the knowledge of how to appropriately 

interpret aspectual morphology.   

Montrul and Slabakova (2002) also investigated the relationship between domains 

of knowledge with respect to aspectual morphology, in their case, the relationship 

between knowledge of how to use aspectual forms in context and the knowledge of the 

semantics associated with those same forms. They found that the two develop 
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simultaneously: results pointed to a developmental correlation between knowledge of the 

how to use Preterite or Imperfect morphology in a sentential context and knowledge of 

the semantic interpretations of the forms.  The present study reports the same close 

relationship between use in context and interpretation.  We measured knowledge of 

appropriate use of morphology with the grammatical sentences on the Grammaticality 

Judgment task and measured knowledge of interpretation with the Story Compatibility 

task.  In many cases, the same morphological contexts, such as the past progressive in 

English and te-ita in Japanese were difficult for the learners on both tasks.   

In summary, these results provide further evidence for two developmental 

observations made previously in the literature: there is often a gap between knowledge of 

form and meaning but there is a very tight relationship between use and interpretation. 

We will address the form/meaning relationship first.  It should be emphasized that the 

few researchers who have considered this relationship have often found evidence for this 

observation from the acquisition of semantically complex forms such as the imperfective 

forms in various languages.  These forms are complex in that they denote a range of 

meanings and the meanings often arise out of contextual implicature and do not fall out 

directly from semantic truth conditions. Therefore these forms involve a very complex 

coordination of semantic and pragmatic knowledge, and therefore it is unsurprising that 

learners have not mastered the intricacies associated with the form. Learners may use the 

forms but only for restricted uses.  As we mentioned, imperfectives are often used for 

backgrounding.  Berman and Slobin (1994) argue that children acquiring English as a 

native language do not use the past progressive for this function proficiently until after 

the age of five.  We would not expect the form-meaning disconnect with a form such as 
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the simple past.  A learner who indicates that she buyed a new car has the form wrong 

but certainly has the target-like meaning in place.  Bailey’s (1987) study makes exactly 

this point.  While the form of the past progressive is regular, the semantics is quite 

complex and for that reason we might expect the past to be used appropriately before the 

past progressive. This is indeed what Bailey finds.  At this point it seems that the 

disconnect between form and meaning is a phenomenon that occurs when the form 

requires a complex integration of not only semantics but also pragmatic knowledge.  

Forms such as the past progressive and te-ita lack completion entailments, the 

interpretation must be derived from context.  These are the types of contexts where we 

would expect this relationship to arise.  

The tight relationship between appropriate use in context and interpretation of 

aspectual morphology is expected if the use of aspectual morphology is conceptualized as 

involving some kind of semantic computation and not simply mastery of inflectional 

paradigms.  

 

5.  Towards a comprehensive model of the L2 acquisition of aspect 

 

In this last section we will synthesize our findings and consider what contribution 

the evidence we have presented makes towards our understanding of the acquisition of 

aspect and second language acquisition in general.  At the most basic level we have found 

further support for the idea that learners begin to use morphological forms at stages in 

development that precede their acquisition on the semantics of those forms.  Results of 

the grammaticality judgment task show that knowledge of form develops early.  Learners 
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know what does and does not constitute a well-formed inflected verb.  They also have no 

difficulty coming to acquire the properties of the form related to tense.  The learners only 

begin to show evidence of difficulty when they are required to compute aspectual 

properties of a morphological form.  The results of the Story Compatibility task show that 

this difficulty is not global.  In the course of our discussion we have tried to argue that 

difficulty arises in cases of particularly complex computation and in areas where the 

input to the learner is not robust.  We will very briefly summarize the areas in which the 

learners had difficulty and the areas in which they did not. 

 If we consider only the results for the simple past and the present progressive and 

te-iru, then our predictions were generally confirmed.  We predicted in both studies that 

learners would perform well on the simple past, and in both studies they did.  We 

predicted that the learners in both studies would have little difficulty with 

accomplishments under te-iru and be+ing, and in both studies the learners performed at 

the level of native speakers.  With respect to the achievements, we predicted the learners 

in both studies would be strongly influenced by the semantic properties of the L1. We 

also predicted that learners at higher levels of proficiency would be more successful in 

overcoming transfer when their goal was to add an interpretation to their grammar than 

when their goal was to preempt an interpretation available in their native language.   

The results of the L2 English were generally compatible with our predictions. 

With respect to adding an interpretation, it was clear that the advanced learners were 

successful while the lower level level learners still had difficulty.  With respect to 

preempting an interpretation, as we predicted, there was evidence of difficulty even for 
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some of the most advanced learners.  These results suggest that the learners are still 

influenced by native language properties at advanced levels.   

The results of the L2 Japanese study are somewhat different.  Almost all of the 

learners succeeded in acquiring the resultative interpretation, the context of adding.  They 

also performed better than the L2 English learners on the goal of preempting.  The 

evidence for difficulty in this context was evident mostly with learners in the Low group.  

Therefore, the learners in the Japanese group were in general more successful.  They 

follow the general pattern of our predictions with respect to which contexts are more 

difficult but they also performed much better than we had expected.   

The results of the past progressive and te-ita, on the other hand, challenge our 

predictions.  Although these forms are know to be difficult developmentally we still 

maintained our prediction that if their equivalence between the native language and the 

target language, then acquisition should proceed with relative success.  Therefore we 

predicted success with the accomplishments.  However, the prediction was too strong 

because both in studies there were learners, particularly at lower levels of proficiency, 

who had difficulty interpreting these past imperfective forms with accomplishments.   

The results of the achievements under the past progressive and te-ita challenge 

our predictions with respect to learnability.  On the L2 English study, learners had 

difficulty accepting achievements under the past progressive to refer to incomplete events 

even though this was a context in which their goal was to add an interpretation.  On the 

L2 Japanese study, learners had no difficulty preempting the L1 interpretation with 

achievements under te-ita although this was a context that was predicted to be especially 

difficult.   
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We proposed that the interpretation of the past progressive and te-ita is so 

difficult because it requires the integration of a complex array of semantic features 

including the telicity of the verb phrase, the aspectual properties of the progressive and 

the temporal properties of the past tense.  We argued that some learners might go through 

a stage similar to children in these contexts at a point in development where they are still 

deciphering how particular semantic notions are mapped onto particular pieces of 

morphology.  We have argued that these contexts may remain difficult due to the fact that 

the input is not robust.  We do not claim that these contexts are not acquirable, simply 

that their complexity delays successful acquisition. 

The evidence we have presented in this study brings us closer to an answer of why 

aspectual properties are difficult for learners to acquire.  We have also tried to extend the 

point of focus beyond the issue of whether aspect is in principle acquirable or not.  

Coppieters (1987) claimed that second language learners simply could not acquire aspect 

to native-like levels.  Montrul and Slabakova (2003) then showed us that there were in 

fact learners who are successful.  We agree with Montrul and Slabakova that aspect is 

part of the linguistic system constrained by UG and that it is in fact acquirable by some 

second language learners.  However, in this thesis we have also tried to take seriously 

those learners who are not successful and evaluate why for those learners particular 

aspectual forms remain difficult. 

A natural place to look for the root of difficulty in second language acquisition is 

the native language.  Therefore, as a first hypothesis we investigated the role of transfer.  

While we have presented evidence that argues that properties of the L1 are important, we 

have also showed that transfer can certainly not account for the whole range of our 
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findings.  There were areas of equivalence between the native language and target 

language that remained difficult for some learners and there were areas of difference that 

seemed as if they were easy to acquire.  We have argued that we can account for our 

findings if we take seriously to role of input and how issues of learnability interact with 

the learners’ grammatical representation in the course of development.  We have outlined 

a proposal for how we can begin understand areas of notorious complexity in second 

language acquisition. We hope that it can serve as a model for further investigation into 

the L2 acquisition of semantics in general.   
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APPENDIX A: L2 ENGLISH TABLES 
Table A-1. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for simple past sentences with 
accomplishments in incomplete and complete contexts 
Simple Past 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native speaker 
(n = 23) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 3.19 2.78 3.22 2.90 2.42 
SD 1.02 .92 1.33 1.60 .57 
n 24 19 9 5 12

Accomplishment
Complete
M 4.53 4.45 4.56 5.0 4.91 
SD .52 .60 .47 .00 .17 
n 22 20 7 4 11

Table A-2. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for simple past sentences with 
achievements in incomplete and complete contexts 
Simple Past 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native speaker 
(n = 23) 

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 1.88 1.67 1.34 1.95 1.84 
SD .64 .56 .50 .82 .66 
 22 20 7 4 11 
 
Achievement
Complete
M 4.45 4.45 4.58 4.8 4.9 
SD .68 .63 .67 .33 .23 
 24 19 9 5 12 
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Table A-3. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for accomplishments in the 
present progressive with incomplete and complete contexts 
Present Prog. 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate 
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native speaker 
(n = 23) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 2.25 2.63 1.86 2.44 2.23 
SD 1.21 .88 .81 .66 1.21 
n 22 20 7 4 11 
 
Accomplishment
Complete
M 4.47 3.93 4.34 4.7 4.85 
SD .46 .80 .70 .54 .23 
n 24 19 9 5 12 

Table A-4. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for achievements in the present 
progressive with incomplete and complete contexts 
Present Prog. 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate 
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native speaker 
(n = 23) 

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 3.08 2.89 4 4.25 4.1 
SD .57 .91 .72 .5 .46 
n 24 19 9 5 12 
 
Achievement
Complete
M 3.64 3.45 2.56 3.25 1.5 
SD .78 .69 .76 .79 .55 
n 22 20 7 4 11 
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Table A-5. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for accomplishments in the past 
progressive with incomplete and complete contexts 
Past Prog. 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate 
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native speaker 
(n = 23) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 3.58 4.35 3.86 4.88 4.02 
SD .97 .92 1.02 .25 1.0 
n 22 20 7 4 11 
 
Accomplishment
Complete
M 4.58 3.90 4.0 4.60 4.44 
SD .62 1.28 1.12 .55 .93 
n 24 19 9 5 12 

Table A-6. L2 English: Means and standard deviations for achievements in the past 
progressive with incomplete and complete contexts 
Past Prog. 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 46) 

Intermediate 
(n = 39) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native speaker 
(n = 23) 

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 2.37 2.46 3.0 3.45 4.21 
SD .58 .78 1.01 .69 .69 
n 24 19 9 5 12 
 
Achievement
Complete
M 3.56 3.94 3.0 4.7 3.51 
SD 1.03 .88 1.11 .60 1.03 
n 22 20 7 4 11 
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Table A-7. L2 English GJ: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences targeting 
word order 
 Low 

(n = 45) 
Intermediate

(n = 38) 
High 

(n = 16) 
Near-native 

(n = 9) 
Native speaker 

(n = 23) 

Grammatical 
M 4.46 4.55 4.53 4.58 4.70 
SD .57 .61 .46 .35 .45 
 
Ungrammatical
M 2.53 2.40 2.28 2.83 1.89 
SD .81 .98 .81 .98 .69 

Table A-8. L2 English GJ: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences targeting 
subject verb agreement  
 Low 

(n = 45) 
Intermediate

(n = 38) 
High 

(n = 16) 
Near-native 

(n = 9) 
Native speaker 

(n = 23) 

Grammatical 
M 3.92 4.27 4.64 4.61 4.72 
SD .63 .54 .45 .53 .36 
 
Ungrammatical
M 3.10 2.57 1.80 1.39 1.59 
SD 1.05 1.21 .82 .50 .52 

Table A-9. L2 English GJ: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences targeting 
word order in verbal compounds 
 Low 

(n = 45) 
Intermediate

(n = 38) 
High 

(n = 16) 
Near-native 

(n = 9) 
Native speaker 

(n = 23) 

Ungrammatical: 
Inflection
M 3.90 4.00 4.43 4.75 4.79 
SD .67 .70 .76 .50 .37 
 
Ungrammatical: 
Tense
M 2.06 1.47 1.03 1.14 1.16 
SD .87 .52 .09 .33 .29 
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Table A-10. L2 English GJ: Means and standard deviations for ungrammatical sentences  
Ungrammatical 
sentence type 

Low 
(n = 45) 

Intermediate 
(n = 38) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native 
speaker 
(n = 23) 

Simple Past 
Accomplishment
M 2.31 2.24 1.97 1.50 1.29
SD .61 .60 .44 .54 .34 
 
Simple Past 
Achievement
M 1.96 1.68 1.52 1.19 1.5
SD .82 .60 .46 .39 .55 
 
Pres. Progressive 
Accomplishment
M 1.78 1.49 1.38 1.17 1.35
SD .63 .54 .53 .28 .44 
 
Pres. Progressive 
Achievement
M 1.90 1.61 1.41 1.08 1.35
SD .75 .55 .60 .25 .40 
 
Past Progressive 
Accomplishment
M 1.90 1.53 1.09 1.08 1.39
SD .87 .68 .18 .18 .43 
 
Past Progressive 
Achievement
M 2.32 1.68 1.33 1.06 1.35
SD .86 .62 .41 .11 .36 
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Table A-11. L2 English GJ: Means and standard deviations for ungrammatical sentences 
by type (inflection, tense) 
Ungrammatical 
sentence type 

Low 
(n = 45) 

Intermediate 
(n = 38) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native 
speaker 
(n = 23) 

Simple Past 
Inflection
M 2.49 2.32 2.13 1.61 1.50
SD .78 .65 .69 .64 .56 
 
Simple Past 
Tense
M 1.78 1.60 1.36 1.08 1.30
SD .63 .78 .42 .18 .38 
 
Pres. Progressive 
Inflection
M 2.04 1.78 1.58 1.08 1.37
SD .86 .74 .86 .25 .55 
 
Pres. Progressive 
Tense
M 1.64 1.31 1.20 1.17 1.32
SD .61 .45 .41 .28 .40 
 
Past Progressive 
Inflection
M 2.40 1.84 1.14 1.11 1.25
SD 1.05 .92 .30 .25 .35 
 
Past Progressive 
Tense
M 1.83 1.38 1.28 1.02 1.49
SD .84 .55 .47 .08 .47 
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Table A-12. L2 English GJ: Means and standard deviations for grammatical sentences  
Grammatical 
sentence type 

Low 
(n = 45) 

Intermediate 
(n = 38) 

High 
(n = 16) 

Near-native 
(n = 9) 

Native 
speaker 
(n = 23) 

Simple Past 
Accomplishment
M 4.14 4.30 4.47 4.36 4.66
SD .77 .64 .48 .50 .37 
 
Simple Past 
Achievement
M 4.13 4.55 4.82 4.86 4.81
SD .81 .43 .25 .33 .30 
 
Pres. Progressive 
Accomplishment
M 3.39 3.51 3.86 4.69 4.84
SD .75 .81 .77 .33 .26 
 
Pres. Progressive 
Achievement
M 3.44 3.45 3.81 4.22 4.57
SD .79 .95 .70 .64 .45 
 
Past Progressive 
Accomplishment
M 3.63 3.56 3.71 4.58 4.32
SD .85 1.05 1.07 .65 .66 
 
Past Progressive 
Achievement
M 2.98 2.65 2.28 3.52 3.58
SD .90 .92 .95 1.45 1.16 
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APPENDIX B: L2 JAPANESE TABLES 
Table B-1. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations for simple past sentences with 
accomplishment verbs in incomplete and complete contexts 
Simple Past 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native speaker 
(n = 31) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 3.04 2.48 3.16 
SD .99 .70 1.3 
n 7 10 16

Accomplishment
Complete
M 4.17 4.64 5 
SD .56 .38 .00 
n 9 7 15

Table B-2. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations for simple past sentences with 
achievement verbs in incomplete and complete contexts 
Simple Past 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native speaker 
(n = 31) 

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 2.44 1.75 1.5 
SD 1.05 .65 .44 
n 9 7 15

Achievement
Complete
M 4.11 4.53 4.83 
SD .63 .46 .25 
n 7 10 16
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Table B-3. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations for accomplishment verbs under 
te-iru with incomplete and complete contexts 
Te-iru 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native speaker 
(n = 31) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 3.68 4.23 4.64 
SD .76 .62 .49 
n 7 10 16

Accomplishment
Complete
M 2.42 2.04 2.53 
SD 1.03 1.06 1.08 
n 9 7 15

Table B-4. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations for achievement verbs under 
 te-iru with incomplete and complete contexts 
Te-iru 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native speaker 
(n = 31) 

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 3.28 2.04 1.35 
SD .81 1.06 .52 
n 9 7 15

Achievement
Complete
M 4.39 3.93 4.84 
SD .56 .91 .29 
n 7 10 16
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Table B-5. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations for accomplishment verbs under 
te-ita with incomplete and complete contexts 
Te-ita 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native speaker 
(n = 31) 

Accomplishment
Incomplete 
M 3.17 3.32 4.22 
SD 1.06 .81 1.18 
n 9 7 15

Accomplishment
Complete
M 4.21 4.60 4.83 
SD .49 .36 .35 
n 7 10 16

Table B-6. L2 Japanese: Means and standard deviations for achievement verbs under  
te-ita with incomplete and complete contexts 
Te-ita 
Context type 

Low 
(n = 16) 

High 
(n = 17) 

Native speaker 
(n = 31) 

Achievement
Incomplete 
M 2.50 2.02 1.28 
SD .92 .68 .36 
n 7 20 16

Achievement
Complete
M 3.75 4.07 4.17 
SD .99 .97 .69 
n 9 7 15
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Table B-7. L2 Japanese GJ: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences targeting 
word order 
 Low 

(n = 14) 
High 

(n = 14) 
Japanese Native 

(n = 31) 

Grammatical 
M 4.09 4.34 4.85
SD .41 .59 .34 
 
Ungrammatical
M 1.61 2.00 2.07
SD .56 .84 .93 

Table B-8. L2 Japanese GJ: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences targeting 
possessive particle 
 Low 

(n = 14) 
High 

(n = 14) 
Japanese Native 

(n = 31) 

Grammatical 
M 3.71 3.81 4.89
SD .53 .68 .26 
 
Ungrammatical
M 3.41 2.57 1.58
SD .76 .90 .56 

Table B-9. L2 Japanese GJ: Means and standard deviations for filler sentences targeting 
word order in verbal compounds 
 Low 

(n = 14) 
High 

(n = 14) 
Japanese Native 

(n = 31) 

Grammatical 
M 3.63 3.68 4.70
SD .66 .82 .36 
 
Ungrammatical
M 3.54 2.32 1.39
SD .55 .75 .49 
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Table B-10. L2 Japanese GJ: Means and standard deviations for ungrammatical sentences  
Ungrammatical 
sentence type 

Low 
(n = 14) 

High 
(n = 14) 

Japanese Native 
(n = 31) 

Simple Past 
Accomplishment
M 2.95 2.70 1.52
SD .92 .93 .49 
 
Simple Past 
Achievement
M 2.62 2.70 1.61
SD .74 .99 .49 
 
Te-iru 
Accomplishment
M 2.27 2.05 1.60
SD .61 .74 .64 
 
Te-iru 
Achievement
M 1.77 1.88 1.40
SD .58 .76 .43 
 
Te-ita 
Accomplishment
M 2.91 2.41 1.73
SD .96 .84 .51 
 
Te-ita 
Achievement
M 2.64 2.41 1.54
SD 1.13 1.00 .47 
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Table B-11. L2 Japanese GJ: Means and standard deviations for grammatical sentences  
Grammatical 
sentence type 

Low 
(n = 14) 

High 
(n = 14) 

Japanese Native 
(n = 31) 

Simple Past 
Accomplishment
M 3.64 4.09 4.89
SD .68 .52 .24 
 
Simple Past 
Achievement
M 3.77 4.32 4.85
SD .51 .58 .40 
 
Te-iru 
Accomplishment
M 3.86 3.77 4.36
SD .70 .70 .61 
 
Te-iru 
Achievement
M 3.68 4.09 4.40
SD .42 .60 .60 
 
Te-ita 
Accomplishment
M 3.41 3.79 4.48
SD .50 .31 .53 
 
Te-ita 
Achievement
M 3.79 3.88 4.35
SD .54 .72 .49 
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APPENDIX C: L2 ENGLISH MATERIALS 

Appendix C: Near-native Interview  
 
Hi, My name is _____________________.  And you are _________________________? 
 
Nice to meet you. Thank you for coming today.  In this short interview I am going to ask 
you some questions and I will also ask you to talk about some pictures. 
 
I am going to record this interview.  But you should know that anything you say will be 
used only for research purposes.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Part I 
 
First I am going to ask you some questions about yourself. 
 

• Where are you from? 
• And now you are living in _________________? 
• What do you like about ____________________(place they are living)? 
• Do you live in a house or an apartment? What is it like? 
• Tell me something about your neighborhood. 
• Do you have a regular pattern to your day? What usually happens? 
• What do you usually do on the weekend? 
• What did you do last weekend? 
• Are you student?  
• If yes, what are you studying and what do you like about your school? 
• If no, what was the last school you attended? What did you like about school? 
• How do you think you will use English/Japanese in the future? 
• Do you speak other languages? 
• What types of books do you like to read? 

 

Part II 
 
Next I am going to give you a list of topics. You should choose one topic.  I am going to 
ask you to speak for one full minute on that topic.  Here is the list. Look it over and then 
let me know what topic you have selected. 
 
Okay, thank you. You can begin now. I will let you know when to stop.  
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Topics: US 
 

• Who do you think will win the election in November? Why? 
• Do you think the U.S. will ever have a woman president? Why or why not? 
• Do you think professional athletes should have to take drug tests? 
• What do you think of how math and science is taught in American schools? Are 

there ways it could be improved? 
• What do you think of foreign language education in the U.S.? Are there ways it 

could be improved? 
• Do you think music should be available for free over the internet? 
• Do you think a government should provide all of its citizens with health 

insurance? 
• What do you think of American television? What type of programs would you 

like to see more of? 
 

Part III Picture 
 
Imagine that a busy international hotel is looking to hire more employees for the holiday 
season. Look at this picture and then tell me which job would be the hardest to do without 
training. Why would it be so difficult? Why would the other jobs be easier to do without 
training? 
 
You should talk for 1-2 minutes.   
 



294

 

Appendix C: Instructions for the Story Compatibility task 
 
You will hear a short story and see two pictures on the screen.  Listen carefully to the 
story and pay attention to the pictures.  After each story, you will hear a sentence; the 
same sentence will also appear on the screen.  
 
Your job is to decide whether you can say the sentence on the screen given what you saw 
in the pictures and heard in the story. The sentence that will appear on the screen is 
always a completely grammatical sentence.  You are not being asked to judge whether 
the sentence is “grammatical” or “ungrammatical.”  We want to know whether you can 
use this sentence to talk about the story that you heard.  We will give practice examples 
below.   
 
You should give your answer based ONLY on what you see in the pictures and hear in 
the story.  You should NOT try to imagine what might happen or how the story might 
continue.  You should pay attention to how the story ends. Then decide if you can say the 
sentence. 
 
Do not think about whether the sentence on the screen is the best sentence for the story.  
Just decide whether you can say the sentence given the story.   
 
Some of the stories on the test are very similar. Try not to think about other stories on the 
test. Focus only on the story you are listening to.   
 
You will be asked to judge whether you can say the sentence on a scale of 1-5. 
 

1 2 3 4 5
I cannot say this sentence Maybe             I can say this sentence  
given the story.                                                   given the story. 
The chart below outlines the 1-5 scale in detail: 
 
1 I definitely cannot say this sentence in the context of this story. 
2 I cannot say this sentence in the context of this story. 
3 I might be able to say this sentence in the context of this story. 
4 I can say this sentence in the context of this story.   
5 I definitely can say this sentence in the context of this story.   

You should circle the number on your answer sheet.  You should circle only ONE 
number.  Feel free to use the whole scale.    
 
Before each new test item, the number of the test item will appear on the screen and you 
will hear a camera click. 
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Appendix C: L2 English Story Compatibility task stories 
 
Accomplishments  
 
(1a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Ken is an artist. At 12:00 he begins to paint a portrait of his family.   
Picture 2: At 8:00 he gives the portrait to his mother for her birthday. 
 

English Native  
Ken painted a portrait of his family. 5 
Ken is painting a portrait of his family. 1 
Ken was painting a portrait of his family. 5 
Ken did not finish painting the portrait of his family yet. 1

(1b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Ken is an artist. At 12:00 he begins to paint a portrait of his family. 
Picture 2:  At 12:30 he paints his mother and father.   
 

English Native  
Ken painted a portrait of his family. 1 
Ken is painting a portrait of his family. 5 
Ken was painting a portrait of his family. 5 
Ken finished painting the portrait of his family already.  1 

(2a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Mary is a writer. In January she begins to write a book on Japan.  
Picture 2: In June she shows her friend a copy of the book.  
 

English Native  
Mary wrote a book on Japan.  5 
Mary is writing a book on Japan.  1 
Mary was writing a book on Japan.  5 
Mary did not finish writing the book on Japan yet.  1 

(2b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Mary is a writer. In January she begins to write a book on Japan.  
Picture 2: In March she writes the second chapter of the book.   
 

English Native  
Mary wrote a book on Japan.  1 
Mary is writing a book on Japan.  5 
Mary was writing a book on Japan.  5 
Mary finished writing the book on Japan already.  1 
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(3a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Sara loves the beach.  At 1:00 she starts to build a sandcastle.  
Picture 2: At 3:00 she shows the sandcastle to her friends.   
 

English Native  
Sara built a sandcastle on the beach.  5 
Sara is building a sandcastle on the beach. 1 
Sara was building a sandcastle on the beach. 5 
Sara did not finish building the sandcastle yet.  1 

(3b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Sara loves the beach.  At 1:00 she starts to build a sandcastle. 
Picture 2: At 1:30 she builds the tower of the castle.    
 

English Native  
Sara built a sandcastle on the beach.  1 
Sara is building a sandcastle on the beach. 5 
Sara was building a sandcastle on the beach. 5 
Sara finished building the sandcastle already.   1 

(4a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Sam needs to read a pile of books for his French class.  On Monday he begins 
to read the first book. 
Picture 2: On Friday he finishes the last book.  
 

English Native  
Sam read a pile of books for his French class. 5 
Sam is reading a pile of books for his French class. 1 
Sam was reading a pile of books for his French class. 5 
Sam did not finish reading the pile of books yet.   1 

(4b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Sam needs to read a pile of books for his French class.  On Monday he begins 
to read the first book. 
Picture 2: On Tuesday he reads the fourth book.   
 

English Native  
Sam read a pile of books for his French class. 1 
Sam is reading a pile of books for his French class. 5 
Sam was reading a pile of books for his French class. 5 
Sam finished reading the pile of books already.   1 
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(5a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Dina eats lunch at 12:00. Today she starts to eat a bowl of ramen.  
Picture 2: At 1:00 she throws out the empty bowl.   
 

English Native  
Dina ate a bowl of ramen for lunch. 5 
Dina is eating a bowl of ramen for lunch. 1 
Dina was eating a bowl of ramen for lunch. 5 
Dina did not finish eating the bowl of ramen yet.  1 

(5b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Dina eats lunch at 12:00. She starts to eat a bowl of ramen.  
Picture 2: At 12:15 she eats more ramen.  
 

English Native  
Dina ate a bowl of ramen for lunch. 1 
Dina is eating a bowl of ramen for lunch. 5 
Dina was eating a bowl of ramen for lunch. 5 
Dina finished eating the bowl of ramen already.  1 

(6a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Mari likes to cook.  At 3:00 she begins to make a cake for her friend. 
Picture 2: At 5:00 she serves the cake to her friend.   
 

English Native  
Mari made a cake for her friend.  5 
Mari is making a cake for her friend. 1 
Mari was making a cake for her friend.    5 
Mari did not finish making the cake yet.   1 

(6b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Mari likes to cook. At 3:00 she begins to make a cake for her friend. 
Picture 2: At 3:30 she mixes the batter for the cake.   
 

English Native  
Mari made a cake for her friend.  1 
Mari is making a cake for her friend. 5 
Mari was making a cake for her friend.    5 
Mari finished making the cake already.   1 
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(7a) Complete Story  
Picture 1: Tom loves soda. After school at 3:00 he starts to drink a glass of Coke. 
Picture 2: At 3:30 he puts the empty glass in the sink.   
 

English Native  
Tom drank a glass of Coke after school.  5 
Tom is drinking a glass of Coke after school. 1 
Tom was drinking a glass of Coke after school. 5 
Tom did not finish drinking the glass of Coke yet.   1 

(7b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Tom loves soda. At 3:00 he starts to drink a glass of Coke. 
Picture 2: At 3:10 he drinks more Coke.  
 

English Native  
Tom drank a glass of Coke after school.  1 
Tom is drinking a glass of Coke after school. 5 
Tom was drinking a glass of Coke after school. 5 
Tom finished drinking the glass of Coke already.   1 

(8a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Kate is busy tonight. At 8:00 she starts to wash the pile of dishes in the sink.   
Picture 2:  At 9:00 all the dishes are clean. 
 

English Native  
Kate washed the pile of dishes in the sink. 5 
Kate is washing the pile of dishes in the sink. 1 
Kate was washing the pile of dishes in the sink. 5 
Kate did not finish washing the pile of dishes yet. 1 

(8b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Kate is busy tonight. At 8:00 she starts to wash the pile of dishes in the sink.   
Picture 2:  At 8:30 she washes more dishes.   
 

English 
Native  

Kate washed the pile of dishes in the sink. 1 
Kate is washing the pile of dishes in the sink. 5 
Kate was washing the pile of dishes in the sink. 5 
Kate finished washing the pile of dishes already.. 1 
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Achievements  
 
(9a) Complete Story   
Picture 1: This is the plane to Tokyo.  At 4:00 the plane is near the airport.   
Picture 2: At 5:00 the passengers are at the airport. 
 

English Native  
The plane arrived at the airport.    5 
The plane is arriving at the airport.    1 
The plane was arriving at the airport. 5 
The plane is not at the airport yet.  1 

(9b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: This is the plane to Tokyo.  At 4:00 the plane is near the airport. 
Picture 2: There is a lot of wind.  At 4:30 the plane is still in the air. 
 

English Native  
The plane arrived at the airport.    1 
The plane is arriving at the airport.    5 
The plane was arriving at the airport. 5 
The plane is at the airport already.  1 

(10a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Vicky needs to buy food.  At 3:00 Vicky leaves her house to go to the 
supermarket.   
Picture 2: At 4:00 Vicky is in the supermarket. 
 

English Native  
Vicky went to the supermarket.   5 
Vicky is going to the supermarket.   1 
Vicky was going to the supermarket.   5 
Vicky is not in the supermarket yet.  1 

(10b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Vicky needs to buy food.  At 3:00 she leaves her house to go to the 
supermarket.   
Picture 2: At 3:30 Vicky is one block from the supermarket.   
 

English Native  
Vicky went to the supermarket.   1 
Vicky is going to the supermarket.   5 
Vicky was going to the supermarket.   5 
Vicky is in the supermarket already.  1 
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(11a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Taro’s small dog is very sick.  On Monday the doctor says that the dog should 
stay in the hospital.     
Picture 2: On Saturday the doctor says that the dog is dead.   
 

English Native  
The small dog died in the hospital. 5 
The small dog is dying in the hospital. 1 
The small dog was dying in the hospital. 5 
The small dog is not dead yet.  1 

(11b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Taro’s small dog is very sick.  On Monday the doctor says that the dog should 
stay in the hospital.     
Picture 2: On Thursday the doctor says that the dog might die.  Taro is very worried. 

English Native  
The small dog died in the hospital. 1 
The small dog is dying in the hospital. 5 
The small dog was dying in the hospital. 5 
The small dog is dead already. 1 

(12a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Karen owns the restaurant by the beach.  At 8:00 in the morning she prepares 
to open the restaurant.   
Picture 2: At 10:00 she serves the customers breakfast.       
 

English Native  
The restaurant by the beach opened.   5 
The restaurant by the beach is opening.  1 
The restaurant by the beach was opening. 5 
The restaurant by the beach is not open yet.  1

(12b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Karen owns the restaurant by the beach.  At 8:00 in the morning she prepares 
to open the restaurant.   
Picture 2:  At 8:59 she is almost ready.  The restaurant opens in one minute.  
 

English Native  
The restaurant by the beach opened.   1 
The restaurant by the beach is opening.  5 
The restaurant by the beach was opening. 5 
The restaurant by the beach is open already.  1
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(13a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: On Monday morning Taro is at the airport. Today Taro will go home to Japan.   
Picture 2: On Tuesday Taro is in Japan with his parents. 
 

English Native  
Taro returned to Japan.   5 
Taro is returning to Japan. 1 
Taro was returning to Japan. 5 
Taro is not in Japan yet.  1 

(13b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: On Monday morning Taro is at the airport. Today Taro will go home to Japan.   
Picture 2: It is one hour later. Taro sits in the airport and waits for his flight.  
 

English Native  
Taro returned to Japan.   1 
Taro is returning to Japan. 5 
Taro was returning to Japan. 5 
Taro is in Japan already.  1 

(14a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: Kate lives in Boston. At 12:00 gets on a train to visit my family in New York. 
Picture 2: At 6:00 Kate is at my house in New York.   
 

English Native  
Kate came to my house. 5 
Kate is coming to my house. 1 
Kate was coming to my house. 5 
Kate is not at my house yet.  1 

(14b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: Kate lives in Boston. At 12:00 she gets on a train to visit my family in New 
York. 
Picture 2: At 3:00 Kate is still on the train to New York.    
 

English Native  
Kate came to my house. 1 
Kate is coming to my house. 5 
Kate was coming to my house. 5 
Kate is at my house already.  1 
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(15a) Complete Story 
Picture 1:  John is at the library.  At 2:00 he tells his friend that he will go home soon. 
Picture 2: At 3:00 John waits for the bus outside of the library.  
 

English Native  
John left the library. 5 
John is leaving the library. 1 
John was leaving the library. 5 
John is still in the library.   1 

(15b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: John is at the library.  At 2:00 he tells his friend that he will go home soon. 
Picture 2: At 2:15 John says goodbye to his friend. 

English Native  
John left the library. 1 
John is leaving the library. 5 
John was leaving the library. 5 
John is at home already. 1 

(16a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: It is 8:58 at night.  Mary wants to go shopping but the doors to the supermarket 
begin to close.     
Picture 2: At 9:00 Mary goes home.  She cannot go shopping tonight.   
 

English Native  
The supermarket doors closed. 5 
The supermarket doors are closing. 1 
The supermarket doors were closing. 5 
The supermarket doors are not closed yet.  1 

(16b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: It is 8:58 at night.  Mary wants to go shopping but the doors to the supermarket 
begin to close.     
Picture 2: At 8:59 Mary runs to the doors.  The supermarket is still open.   
 

English Native  
The supermarket doors closed. 1 
The supermarket doors are closing. 5 
The supermarket doors were closing. 5 
The supermarket doors are closed already.  1 
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Distractor Stories 
 
(17a) 
Picture 1: Michael has three dogs.   
Picture 2: Today he plays with the dogs in the park.   
 
Michael was playing with cats in the park.   
 

1

(17b) 
Picture 1: Michael has three dogs.   
Picture 2: Today he swims with the dogs in the pool.   
 
Michael is in the pool with the dogs. 5 

 

(18a) 
Picture 1: On Sundays Karen and her family go to the beach. 
Picture 2: Today Karen and her daughters play volleyball.  
 
Karen was playing baseball on the beach.   
 

1

(18b) 
Picture1: On Sundays Karen and her family go to the beach. 
Picture2: Today Karen and her daughters swim in the ocean.   
 
Karen is at the beach with her family.     5 

 

(19a) 
Picture1: Steven works at bank. 
Picture2: Today he works very hard on a report.     
 
Steven was writing a report at the hospital.     
 

1

(19b) 
Picture1: Steven works at a bank.   
Picture2: Today he talks to his friends on his phone all day.   
 
Steven is at the bank today.     5 
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(20a) 
Picture1: On Fridays Justin goes shopping with his girlfriend.   
Picture2: Today Justin buys an expensive new jacket.  
 
Justin was shopping with his brother.       
 

1

(20b) 
Picture1: On Fridays Justin goes shopping with his girlfriend.   
Picture2: Today Justin buys a magazine at the bookstore.    
 
Justin is at the bookstore with his girlfriend.      5 

 

(21a) 
Picture1: Jody is an art teacher in a junior high school.   
Picture2: Today she teaches the class how to draw a portrait.    
 

Jody was teaching math at the junior high school.      
 

1

(21b) 
Picture1: Jody is an art teacher in a junior high school.   
Picture2: Today she teaches the class how to make pottery.  
 
Jody is an art teacher at the junior high school.  5 

 

(22a) 
Picture1: David drinks wine every night with dinner.   
Picture2: Tonight he drinks a red wine from Spain. 
 
David was drinking beer with dinner.  1 

 

(22b) 
Picture1: David drinks wine every night with dinner.   
Picture2: On Friday he drinks a white wine from South Africa.   
 

David drinks wine with dinner.  5 
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(23a) 
Picture1: Amy has a little brother.   
Picture2: On Saturday she watches a movie with her brother.     
 

Amy was watching a movie with her sister.   
 

1

(23b) 
Picture 1: Amy has a little brother.   
Picture 2: On Sunday she feeds the monkeys at the zoo with her brother.   
 
Amy is at the zoo with her brother.   5 

 

(24a) 
Picture 1: Jen likes to cook Italian food.     
Picture 2: Tonight she cooks pasta with mushrooms for her friends.     
 
Jen was cooking French food for her friends.  
 

1

(24b) 
Picture 1: Jen likes to cook Italian food.     
Picture 2: Tonight she cooks pork cutlets for her family.   
 
Jen cooks Italian food for her family.  5 
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Appendix C: L2 English Grammaticality Judgment task instructions 
 

On this test you will hear sentences in English.  The same sentences will also appear on 
the screen. Please pay careful attention to these sentences.  Your job is to decide whether 
the sentence on the screen is a good sentence in English or a bad sentence in English.   
 
You will be asked to judge these sentences on a scale of 1-5.   The chart below outlines 
the scale in detail: 
 
1 This is definitely a bad sentence.
2 This is a bad sentence.
3 This might be a good sentence.
4 This is a good sentence.
5 This is definitely a good sentence.

You should circle your answers on the answer sheet.  Feel free to use the whole scale.    
 

Appendix C: L2 English Grammaticality Judgment task sentences 
 

Sentence Type 
Verb type/ 
Filler type G/U

Last week Robert cooked a steak on the barbecue.   Past ACC G 
Last year the student painted the house on the corner.  Past ACC G 
The chef wrote a book about sushi last month.   Past ACC G 
Hannah read a book in the park yesterday.   Past ACC G 
Next week my mother baked a pie for the school.   Past ACC U 
Diana washed her car in the street tomorrow.   Past ACC U 
Last week Steven eat a pizza at the restaurant.  Past ACC U 
My friend draw a picture of Mt. Everest last year.  Past ACC U 
Yesterday Bill arrived at the library at 4:00.  Past ACH G 
Two years ago my friend returned to New York.  Past ACH G 
Mike found his keys on the messy desk last week.   Past ACH G 
My grandfather died in the hospital last year.   Past ACH G 
Maria arrived at the school at 3:00 tomorrow.   Past ACH U 
Tomorrow the library doors closed at 6:00.  Past ACH U 
The doctor leave the hospital at 6:00 yesterday.   Past ACH U 
Yesterday Sara notice a new student in her class.   Past ACH U 
Last week my brother was building a house on the 
beach.  Past Prog. ACC G 
Tom was drawing a picture of the mountains 
yesterday.   

Past Prog. 
ACC G 
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Last month the artist was painting a picture of my 
house.   

Past Prog. 
ACC G 

Jane was writing a book about New York last month.  Past Prog. ACC G 
Next week Tina was drinking a soda with her lunch.  Past Prog. ACC U 
Next week the lawyer was running a marathon.  Past Prog. ACC U 
 Thomas was bake a cake for his friend yesterday.   Past Prog. ACC U 
My sister was wash my car in the street yesterday.   Past Prog. ACC U 
Yesterday at 6:00 Kim was arriving at the train station. Past Prog. ACH G 
The professor was leaving his office at 6:00 yesterday. Past Prog. ACH G 
My mother was returning home at 5:00 yesterday.   Past Prog. ACH G 
Last week John was dying in the hospital.   Past Prog. ACH G 
Tomorrow the lawyer was leaving the office at 8:00.   Past Prog. ACH U 
Tomorrow Mari was coming to my house at 9:00.   Past Prog. ACH U 
My girlfriend was return to Japan last week.   Past Prog. ACH U 
Yesterday Dan was reach the peak of the mountain at 
4:00.  

Past Prog. 
ACH U 

The professor is writing a book on Taiwan this month.  Present Prog. ACC G 
Today Janet is singing a song in the school play.   Present Prog. ACC G 
My mother is drinking a glass of wine right now.   Present Prog. ACC G 
This week Mark is building a new desk for his son.   Present Prog. ACC G 
The chef is making a new dessert yesterday.  Present Prog. ACC U 
Last week Sam is running a marathon in Boston.   Present Prog. ACC U 
Today John is draw a portrait of my family.   Present Prog. ACC U 
My father is wash the dinner dishes right now.   Present Prog. ACC U 
Sally is arriving in California next week.   Present Prog. ACH G 
The doctor is returning to the hospital at 5:00.   Present Prog. ACH G 
Today Sara is coming to my house for dinner.   Present Prog. ACH G 
The car is stopping at the traffic light right now.   Present Prog. ACH G 
Yesterday John is finding the keys to his car.   Present Prog. ACH U 
The boss is leaving the office at 8:00 yesterday.   Present Prog. ACH U 
Mari is return to Boston by plane today.   Present Prog. ACH U 
Tomorrow the actress is come to New York.   Present Prog. ACH U 
My grandmother always eats eggs for breakfast.   Filler Word Order G 
Vicky usually goes shopping on Saturday.  Filler Word Order G 
The teacher always drinks coffee before his class.  Filler Word Order G 
Ken usually plays baseball after school every day.  Filler Word Order G 
My brother washes always his car on Sunday.   Filler Word Order U 
Jane walks usually to school in the morning.  Filler Word Order U 
Brad watches always T.V. on Friday night.  Filler Word Order U 
The athlete runs usually in the park by my house.  Filler Word Order U 
The students play soccer during lunch at school.  Filler S-V Agr G 
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Kate goes to the train station at 8:00 every day.   Filler S-V Agr G
The teachers bring their lunch to school on Fridays.   Filler S-V Agr G
Tom wants to buy a new red sports car for his wife.   Filler S-V Agr G
The students plays baseball in the park near my house.  Filler S-V Agr U
Karen go to the supermarket every Saturday.  Filler S-V Agr U
The professors reads a new book every month.  Filler S-V Agr U
Sam want to study science at the university.   Filler S-V Agr U
Sally finished running in the park at 3:00.  Filler compound G 
The teacher started reading the new book at 12:00.   Filler compound G 
Tom finished doing his homework in the morning.  Filler compound G 
The doctor started writing a report at 8:00.   Filler compound G 
The nurse working started at 9:00 this morning.  Filler compound U 
Michael reading finished the new magazine at 10:00.  Filler compound U 
The athlete playing started baseball after school.  Filler compound U 
Kim making finished the birthday cake last night.   Filler compound U 
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APPENDIX D: L2 JAPANESE MATERIALS 
Appendix D: L2 Japanese Story Compatibility task stories 
 
Accomplishments 
 
(1a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
1
5
1
5

(1b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
5
5
5
1
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(2a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
1
5
1

5

(2b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
5
5
5

1
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(3a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
1
5
1

5

(3b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
5
5
5

1
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(4a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5

1

5

1
5

(4b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2

Japanese native 
1

5

5

5
1
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(5a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
1

5

1

5

(5b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
5

5

5

1



314

 

(6a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
1
5

1
5

(6b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
5
5

5
1
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(7a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5

1

5

1

5
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(7b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1

5

5

5

1
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(8a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2:  

Japanese native 
5
1
5

1

5

(8b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2:  

Japanese native 
1
5
5

5

1
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Achievements 
 
(9a) Complete Story   
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
1

(9b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
1
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(10a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
1
5

(10b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
5
1
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(11a) Complete Story 
Picture 1

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
1

(11b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
1
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(12a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
5

(12b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2:  

Japanese native 
1
1
1
1
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(13a) Complete Story 
Picture 1:

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
1
5

(13b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
5
1
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(14a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
1
5

(14b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
5
1
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(15a) Complete Story 
Picture 1:  

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
5
1

(15b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
1
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(16a) Complete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
5
5
5
1

5

(16b) Incomplete Story 
Picture 1: 

Picture 2: 

Japanese native 
1
1
1
5

1
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Distractors 
 
(17a)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1
5

(17b) 
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1

(18a) 
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1
5

(18b) 
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1
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(19a)  
Picture 1:  
Picture 2: 

1
5

(19b)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1

(20a)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1
5

(20b)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1

(21a)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1
5
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(21b)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1

(22a)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1
5

(22b)  
 
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1

(23a)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1
5
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(23b)  
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

5

1

(24a) 
Picture 1: 
Picture 2: 

1

5

(24b) 
Picture 1:
Picture 2:

5

1
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Appendix D: L2 Japanese Grammaticality Judgment task sentences 
 

Sentence Type 
Verb type/
Filler type G/U

Past ACC G 

Past ACC G 

Past ACC G 

Past ACC G 

Past ACC U 

Past ACC U 

Past ACC U 

Past ACC U 
4 Past ACH G 

Past ACH G 

Past ACH G 
2 Past ACH G 

3 Past ACH U 
6 Past ACH U 

6 Past ACH U 

Past ACH U 

te-ita ACC G 

te-ita ACC G 

te-ita ACC G 

te-ita ACC G 

te-ita ACC U 
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te-ita ACC U 

te-ita ACC U 

te-ita ACC U 
6 te-ita ACH G 

te-ita ACH G 

te-ita ACH G 

te-ita ACH G 
8 te-ita ACH U 

te-ita ACH U 

te-ita ACH U 
4 te-ita ACH U 

te-iru ACC G 

te-iru ACC G 

te-iru ACC G 

te-iru ACC G 

te-iru ACC U 

te-iru ACC U 
te-iru ACC U 

te-iru ACC U 
3 te-iru ACH G 
10 30 te-iru ACH G 

te-iru ACH G 

te-iru ACH G 
10 30 te-iru ACH U 
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8 30 te-iru ACH U 

te-iru ACH U 
4 30 te-iru ACH U 

Filler Word Order G 

Filler Word Order G 

Filler Word Order G 

Filler Word Order G 

Filler Word Order U 

Filler Word Order U 

Filler Word Order U 

Filler Word Order U 

Filler Particle G 

Filler Particle G 

Filler Particle G 

Filler Particle G 

Filler Particle U 

Filler Particle U 

Filler Particle U 

Filler Particle U 
12 Filler compound G 

3 Filler compound G 
9 Filler compound G 

8 Filler compound G 
9 30 Filler compound U 
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10 Filler compound U 

Filler compound U 

Filler compound U 
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