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Abstract

This thesis explores variability in second language (L2) production of English
articles by speakers whose first language (L1) is Thai (-articles), and
compares 1t with proficiency-matched learners whose L1 is French (+articles).
The thesis addresses a current debate on whether variability in production of
second language functional morphology stems from representational deficits
or from processing problems in production.

The 1nvestigation of L2 article production was focused on tightly
defined pairs of contexts for which different theoretical positions would
predict different learner behaviours. Experiments were designed which
measured the level of article omissions (a) in adjectivally premodified noun
phrases (Art + Adj + N) vs. non-modified phrases (Art + N), (b) with first vs.
second mention definite referents, and (¢) with more vs. less attended (less
salient) referents. A further study explored article substitution errors, in
particular the alleged overuse of the indefinite article in [+definite; -specific]
contexts and the definite article in [-definite; +specific] contexts.

Results suggest that L1 Thai learners of L2 English, but not L1
French learners of L2 English, omit articles more (a) in adjectivally
premodified than in non-modified contexts, (b) with second than with first
mention definite referents, and (¢) with more attended than with less attended
referents. It 1s argued that these results point against the view that variability
in production of L2 morphology stems from processing problems in
production only (1.e. the view that assumes that L2 syntax must be target-like),
and that they support the view that the variability stems from representational
problems, with further knock-on effects on processing. In particular, the
results are interpreted as consistent with the combined predictions of the
Syntactic Misanalysis Hypothesis (Trenkic 2007) and the Information Load
Hypothesis (Almor 1999).



The results of the study investigating article substitutions show that
L1 Thai learners of L2 English, but not L1 French learners of L2 English,
oversupplied the definite article in fill-in-the-gap tasks in [-definite; +specific]
contexts, but only when the speaker explicitly claimed personal famihiarity
with the referent — not when the speaker explicitly denied personal familiarity
with the referent. Similarly, they also oversupplied the indefinite article in
[+definite] contexts whenever the speaker denied familiarity with the referent,
irrespective of whether the context was [+specific] or [-specific]. This
suggests that L1 Thai learners of English accept familiarity with identifying
attributes of a referent as a possible criterion for the use of the definite article,
and non-familiarity as a criterion for the use of the indefinite article. The
results are interpreted as arguing against the suggestion that L2 English article
choices are UG-regulated (cf. Ionin, Ko and Wexler 2004). The results are
shown to be consistent with the predictions of the Syntactic Misanalysis
Hypothesis instead.

The results of empirical investigations conducted 1n this thesis
contribute to the debate on causes of variability in production of L2 functional
morphology. The observed patterns of L2 English article omissions and
substitutions seem more consistent with the view that variable production

stems from non-target-like syntax.
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Chapter 1

Variability in Second Language Production
of Functional Morphology

1.1 Introduction

Adolescent and adult second language (L2) learners often find the grammar of
the language they are learning difficult. Most teachers would confirm that
even their most proficient learners sometimes omit certain grammatical
markers, or supply them in inappropriate contexts. In the literature on second
language acquisition, this phenomenon 1s known as vaniability 1n second
language production of functional morphology.

Functional morphemes carry grammatical meanings, and can be bound
or free. Bound morphemes are intlectional morphemes, such as -ed in English
added to a verb to mark the past tense (e.g. played), or -s added to a noun to
mark plurality (e.g. girls). Determiners in English (e.g. the articles the / a) and

complementisers in Thai (e.g. thi: ‘which’ and wa: ‘that’) are examples of

free functional morphemes (e.g. the English article the in the phrase the girl ;

the Thai complementizer wa: in the sentence khao phu:t wa: ... ‘He said

that...”).

Variable L2 production is not only commonly observed in the
classroom but 1s also well-documented in empirical research studies. It is

observed with a variety of elicitation tasks, both spoken and written (cf



Goodluck 1991; Ellis 1994; Herschensohn 2001; Lardiere 2000; Prévost and
White 2000; Sorace 1999; R. Hawkins 2000, 2001; Franceschina 2001b;
White 2003b; Ionin and Wexler 2002; Jiang 2004; among others). It is
observed In cross-sectional studies (cf. Hawkins and Chan 1997; Trenkic
2000; Liszka 2002; Hawkins and Liszka 2003; White et al. 2004; among
others), as well as in longitudinal studies with advanced L2 learners who have
had long immersion in the target-language environments (cf. Lardiere 1998a,
1998b; Franceschina 2001a; White 2003a; among others).

The question 1s, why does this happen? Why do post-childhood
learners encounter persistent difficulties in producing some aspects of L2
functional morphology? Several explanations have been proposed, and some
of them will be discussed in Section 1.2 below.

The most extensively studied L2 has so far been English. One aspect
of English which 1s known to cause considerable problems to L2 learners
from some language backgrounds 1s the system of articles (cf. Kuribara 1999;
Robertson 2000; Trenkic 2000, 2002, 2007, 2008; Kowaluk 2001; Leung
2001, 2005; Ionin and Wexler 2003; Ionin, Ko and Wexler 2004; White
2003a; Goad and White 2004; Dirdal 2005; Sharma 2005; Snape 2006; among
others). This problem has certainly been documented with first language (L 1)
Thai learners of L2 English (cf. Lekawatana et al. 1968; Oller and Redding
1971; Ubol 1988; Srioutar 2001; Pongpairoj 2002, 2004; among others). As
Lekawatana et al. (1968: 96) note, “Mistakes involving the misuse or
omission of articles in English are probably more prevalent than any other
single grammatical error in the speech of Thai students”. The aim of this
thesis is thus to explore the causes of variable article production among Thai-
speaking learners of L2 English.’

As the thesis i1s concerned with L2 acquisition of functional
morphology (1.e. English articles), it 1s worth observing at this point that there
have been different views put forward on the technical definition ot ‘acquired’.

The literature of morpheme studies in L2 acquisition assumes a

common order in which grammatical morphemes in the L2 are acquired (cf.,,

' By ‘article production’ in this study, | refer to both ‘article suppliance’ and ‘article

omission .



for example, Bailey, Madden and Krashen 1974; Dulay and Burt 1974;
Krashen 1981, 1982). Acquisition of morphemes is based on accurate
suppliances of morphemes in obligatory contexts (80-90%). The other view
on ‘acquisition’ 1S the emergence criterion (cf. for example, Meisel, Clahsen
and Pienemann 1981; Pienemann 1984; 1998; Pienemann, Johnston and

Brendley1988). A morpheme 1s considered “acquired” when it first appears

In an interlanguage 1n a systematic (i.e. not random use) and productive (i.e.
regular use) manner.

S0, as far as L2 acqusition is concerned, the morpheme studies
emphasize the accuracy levels or mastery of a linguistic form whereas the
emergence criteria focuses on the fist use of a linguistic form (the beginning
of an L2 acquisition).

Each view appears to be logical in its own right. However, this study
tends to support the criterion that a morpheme 1s “acquired” when it is
appropriately supplied in obligatory contexts (i.e. the morpheme studies).
Suppliances of morphemes are natural and automated, without the L2
learners’ resorting to metalinguistic knowledge, 1.e. conscious hypotheses
constructed from learning (cf. Krashen 1982). So, accurate use or mastery of
a linguistic form seems to signal that a particular form has been acquired.

The organisation of the thesis 1s as follows. In the rest of this chapter,
two conflicting explanations about variability in advanced L2 learners’
production of functional material are introduced. In relation to each account,
questionable points are explored, leading to a reason why this study needs to
Investigate the 1ssue of L2 variability turther.

Chapter 2 presents the account of definiteness adopted in the study.
Differences between languages with and without articles are pointed out. With
a link from that, some studies of variable production of L2 English articles, 1.¢.
article omissions and substitutions are looked into. It 1s shown why variable
production of L2 English articles by L1 Thar speakers needs to be
investigated in this study and what gaps need to be filled in.

Chapter 3 examines definiteness in the languages this thesis focuses
on: English, the L2 language in the study, as well as Thai and French, the L1s
of the non-native learners of English in the study. So, cross-linguistic

similarities and / or differences in the signalling of ‘definiteness’ among the



three languages are provided. It 1s shown later in the study that these
similarities and / or ditferences significantly influence L2 English article

production.

The following four chapters report on a range of empirical studies that
set out to examine variable production of L2 English articles by L1 Thai
speakers. Each of these chapters formulates the rationale for the experiments
by giving the background to the study. The hypotheses of each study are
formulated and testable predictions are made. A description of each test 1s
provided in terms of the objective and nature of the task, materals,
procedures, coding / analysis of the data, participant groups and selection of
the participants (1.e. characteristics of the proficiency test used in the study
and criteria for categorising the participants into different English proficiency
levels). Data are then presented and results are analysed. Finally, there 1s
discussion of the empirical findings and implications are assessed based on
the theoretical assumptions underpinning the issue of variable production of
L2 English articles.

The empirical study in each chapter is as tollows:

Chapter 4 reports on L2 English article omissions in adjectivally
premodified (Art + Adj + N) and non-moditied (Art + N) contexts.

Chapter 5 explores L2 English article omissions in first and second
mention definite NP contexts.

Chapter 6 looks for a common explanation for L2 English article
omissions in non-premodified and adjectivally premodified contexts on the
one hand and first and second mention definite contexts on the other.

Chapter 7 is concerned with L2 English article substitutions.

Finally, chapter 8 concludes the study by discussing implications from
the results of L2 English article production by L1 Thai speakers. The chapter
indicates how the findings and interpretations of the results could contribute

to what we know about the L2 acquisition of English articles and to the debate

on L2 variable production of functional morphemes.



1.2 Two explanations for L2 learners’ variable
production of functional morphology

Within the framework of generative grammar, two broad perspectives on L2
learners’ variable production of functional elements can be i1dentified. The
first view assumes that L2 learners whose functional feature in the L2 1s non-
existent in the learners’ L1s have target-like syntactic representations, but that
they have problems 1n accessing the representations (mapping representations
to surface forms) in production. The general arguments in support of this
view are described in 1.2.1. The view 1s further discussed by introducing 3
1llustrative empirical studies (1.2.1.1).

The second view attributes variability to non-target-like syntactic
representations. The 1deas of this view are presented in 1.2.2 and there 1s
further discussion in the context of 3 empirical studies that bear directly on
this view (1.2.2.1). There 1s of course more research that can be used to
support either position than those presented. However, the studies selected
have been chosen as representative examples which show how proponents of
each account interpret their findings and explain the L2 variable phenomena
found.

1.2.3 examines how each position seems to challenge the opposite
view. Strong arguments as well as potential problems ot each account are
also looked into. This links to my specification of why the L2 variable issue

needs to be investigated further.

1.2.1 Variability explained in terms of processing problems in
production

As presented in 1.1, variability in production of L2 functional morphology 1s
well-documented. Perhaps the most intuitively appealing explanation 1s to
say that non-target-like performance (i.e. variability) i1s a consequence of a
non-target-like underlying knowledge. However, as Lardiere (1998a, b, 2000)
pointed out, inappropriate L2 behaviours do not by necessity mean that L2
learners’ grammar is impaired. It 1s logically possible that they are

consequences of the learners’ processing problems, despite their fully



specified syntax. These observations by Lardiere led many researchers to
propose a processing problem explanation which assumes target-like syntactic
representations (cf. Epstein et al. 1996; Grondin and White 1996; Haznedar
2001:; Haznedar and Schwartz 1997; Herschensohn 2001; Herschensohn and
Stevenson 2003; Ionin and Wexler 2002; Lardiere 1998a, b, 2000; Lardiere
and Schwartz 1997; Prévost and White 1999, 2000; Sorace 2000; White
2003a; White et al. 2004; among others). This position views L2 acquisition
as constrained by Universal Grammar (UG) (ct. Chomsky 1986). According
to the theory of UG, “humans are innately (i.e. genetically) endowed with
universal language-specitic knowledge” (Larsen-Freeman and Long 1991:
228). Language acquisition 1s assumed to be based on such universal innate
knowledge. The position therefore assumes that non-existence of an L2
feature 1n the learners’ L1s will have no negative impact on L2 acquisition. A
problem 1n supplying L2 morphology is considered as “a surface problem
rooted not so much in L2 learners’ representations of abstract features, but
rather in a specific difficulty with the morphological instantiations of these
features” (ct. Sorace 2000: 98). A hypothesis favouring target-like syntactic
representations is the Missing Surface Inflection Hypothesis (MSIH).’
Another proposal assuming target-like L2 syntactic representations
but processing problems in production i1s the Prosodic Transter Hypothesis
(PTH) (ct. Goad, White and Steele 2003; Goad and White 2004, 2005, 2006).
L2 learners’ syntax 1s assumed to be target-like but processing problems are
interpreted as being due to non-target-like representations at the phonological
level. The PTH predicts that if prosodic structures representing L2 functional

morphology are not available in the L1, variable production in the L2 will

OCCUT.

° The account is also referred to as ‘ignorance of morphology’ (Epstein et al. 1996);
‘Missing inflections (Mls)’; the Missing Inflection Hypothesis® (Haznedar and Schwartz
1997); ‘the computational deficit’ (R. Hawkins 2000); the °‘morphological approach’
(Franceschina 2001a, b); the ‘morphological deficit’ (Franceschina 2001b);, ‘the Full

Functional Representations position’ (Slabakova 2003) and ‘Performance Deficit Approach

(PDA)’ (Jiang 2004).



1.2.1.1 [llustrative studies supporting processing problems in
production

Most empirical studies on the causes of variability deal with verbal
morphology. In this section, I will introduce the following three studies as
representative of the view described above: Lardiere (1998a, b, 2000), White
(2003a), and Prévost and White (1999, 2000).

Lardiere (1998a, b, 2000) analysed production of English inflectional
morphology by Patty, an adult speaker of English whose L1s are Mandarin
and Hokkien. Patty’s grammar is said to be at the end-state level (i.e. at the
stage where grammar cannot be developed further). The subject had
considerable exposure to English since she had lived in the USA for
approximately ten years. Lardiere made three recordings of her interviews
with Patty. The first recording was made after Patty’s ten-year life in the
USA, the second one approximately 9 years after the first recording, and the
last one about two months after that. The spontaneous production data
showed the subject’s mappropriate use of tense and agreement morphology.

A summary of the result can be seen in Table 1.1:

Recording Pm
singular
1 - 24/69 (34.78%) | 2/42 (4.76%)
, ' 191/548 (34.85%) 0/4  (0.00%)
3 | 46/136 (33.82%) 1/22 (4.54%)

Table 1.1: Patty’s mar_kings of past tense and third person singular agreement

morphemes (adapted from Lardiere 1998a: 16; 1998b: 366)

Patty’s suppliance of inflection for past tense on lexical main verbs
was consistently low, approximately 34%. Also, her production of third
person agreement inflectional morphology on lexical main verbs ranged from
0% to only 4.76% in the three spontaneous productions. However, Lardiere
reports that Patty showed perfect production of nominative case assignments

(i.e. subject pronouns), 100%, in all contexts. In addition, her thematic verb

placement with respect to negation nof and clause-internal adverbs (e.g.




hardly and always) was mostly correct (i.e. not raising thematic verbs over
not and adverbs). That is, there was no error in the position of thematic verbs
In negative contexts, and only 0.82% of errors in verb placement in adverbial
contexts were made. As nominative case assignment is by inflection, Lardiere
claims that Patty’s appropriate pronominal case markings imply her
knowledge of grammatical inflection. In the case of verb-raising, verb
intlection in English has a weak feature and so it does not raise past not and
clause-internal adverbs (e.g. Yesterday, Susan did not swim but *Yesterday,
Susan swam not;, She always swims but *She swims always). So, according to
Lardiere, Patty’s correct verb placement is taken to suggest her underlying
knowledge that verb raising is associated with inflection in English. Thus,
despite low markings of the past tense form on main verbs and third person
singular agreement morphology, such appropriate nominative case assignment
and correct verb placement in Patty’s production led Lardiere to conclude that
Patty has an underlying syntactic representation appropriate to tense and
agreement 1n English. If Patty did not have the appropriate syntactic
representation of inflection in English, she would not have shown sensitivity
to associated functional categories such as producing correct forms of the
nominative case as well as placing verbs in correct positions with respect to
not and internal-clause adverbs (see also Lardiere 2003).

“So why did Patty do so badly on the production task?” Lardiere
postulates that Patty’s non-native performance i1s due to a mismatch between
abstract syntactic features and realisation of the related surface morphemes.

Another longitudinal study of a steady-state non-native speaker
supporting the fully specified syntax view is reported by White (2003a).
White reports L2 verbal and nominal morphological production from SD, an
L1 Turkish / L2 English speaker. To examine if the subject’s English
grammar was in the so-called end state, four interviews were made mn two
months (considered as Time 1) and the fifth interview (considered as Time 2)
was conducted eighteen months after that. The subject had emigrated to

Canada ten years earlier. This was the start of her exposure to an English-

speaking environment.



3

On verbal morphological production”, as well as related function

words, White found that SD’s third person singular agreement inflections (-s)
and past tense morphemes on lexical verbs (-ed) were supplied approximately
80% of the times in each case.

Despite some inappropriate use of verbal morphology, White reports
evidence suggesting SD’s knowledge of the category Inflection. Firstly,
omissions of nominative case were extremely rare: approximately 99%
presence ot the nominative case. White reports that even when verbs were not
inflected for tense and agreement, pronominal subjects were correctly marked
In accurate contexts as nominative. Such appropriate production and
placement of the nominative case implies that SD had representational
knowledge of verbal inflection. The next evidence is that incidence of verbal
placement was mostly correct: (1) Inversions of subjects and auxiliaries in
yes-no questions and wh-questions; (2) Placement of main verbs 1n negative
sentences (1.e. not preceding negation). Furthermore, SD’s results from a
grammaticality judgment test on verb raising in questions and negatives were
perfect. White assumes that the results indicate SD’s knowledge that finite
verbs 1n English have the weak value and so verb raising does not occur in
these two constructions.

Despite some variable instances in SD’s production of tense and
agreement, appropriate production of associated properties (e€.g. nominative
case and correct verb placement) 1s assumed to suggest that tense and
agreement in English were not underspecified in her syntactic representations.
It is argued that, if it were not the case, SD would not have shown correct
morphological realizations of these related syntactic categories. White
assumes that SD’s variable production of tense and agreement occurred due to
problems of mapping underlying representations to associated surface forms.

Prévost and White (1999, 2000) investigated and analysed data on
verbal inflection related to finite and non-finite morphology from naturalistic
oral production by four adult learners, two native speakers of Moroccan

Arabic whose L2 is French and two Spanish and Portuguese speakers of L2

3 Details of SD’s nominal production will be discussed in 2.4.1.



German. Each pair was first exposed to the L2 after they arrived in France and
Germany, respectively. The first recordings for French learners were made
after their first year in France and the recording intervals were three years
after that. For L1 German speakers, the first recording was in the third month

after their arrival and the second one was almost two years after that.

Prévost and White reason that, if [+finite] features are fully specified
In the L2 learners’ interlanguage, finite verbs will be highly restricted to
[+finite] contexts but non-finite verb forms might be overused in finite
contexts. This 1s because it is assumed that, in L2 learners’ production, finite
forms are truly [+finite]. However, non-finite forms are at times genuinely
non-finite and in certain cases, they act as substitutes for finite forms.
Variable position of non-finite forms is therefore anticipated (cf. Prévost and
White 2000: 111). Also, as finite verbs in French and German have strong
features, they are expected to occur in the raised position: before negation (i.e.
betore pas in French and nicht in German), auxiliaries, prepositions or a
modal verb. Another prediction is that faulty agreement on finite verbs will
not occur.

The results Prévost and White report are in line with the predictions.
The L2 learners overused non-finite verb forms in [+finite] contexts, but not
typically vice versa. Percentages of non-finiteness and finiteness overuse

contrasted to a large extent, as shown 1n Table 1.2:

contexts

| Obligatory finite Obligatory non-finite
contexts

r————

| + finite | -finite - finite | + finite

l L2 French l Abdelmalek | 767 243 (24.1%) l 278 23 (7.6%)-

Ainansnel NS |
Zahra 755 | 224 (22.9%) ' 156 2 (1.3%)

' L2 German | Ana T 17380 | 45(10.4%) | 76 7 (8.4%)

| it | 434 l 85 (16.4%) l 08 | 6(5.8%) |

Table 1.2: Overuse of non-finiteness and overuse of finiteness (based on

-_l—r

Table 3 in Prévost and White 1999: 581)
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Mostly, the subjects supplied inflected verb forms in finite contexts.
However, non-finite verbs were used to substitute finite forms to a high
degree, but not usually the other way round. The substitutions in this study
were therefore “unidirectional” (cf. White 2003: 196). It was speculated that
the subjects used the underspecified feature of a lexical item with respect to
finiteness, 1.e. the non-finite verb form, as a default form substituting the more
fully specified form, i.e. the finite verb form. Prévost and White (2000: 129)
assume that this behaviour was caused by access to the finite verb form being
blocked “due to processing reasons or to communication pressures”.
Predictions on finite verbal placement, according to Prévost and White, were
also confirmed. Another finding was that the use of verb agreement was

overall accurate, approximately 95% for French and 88% for German L2

learners.

According to Prévost and White, if the learners did not possess
underlying knowledge of finiteness represented in their grammars, there
should have been unsystematic use of finite and nonfinite verb forms. That 1s,
variable placement of both finite and nonfinite verbs forms independently
from the finiteness feature would have occurred. Also, finite verbs would
have been not only incorrectly placed but also inappropriately inflected. The
results are then claimed to be consistent with the explanation assuming
appropriate syntax. The learners’ interlanguage grammars are said to contain
representations of finiteness but the learners had problems relating the
underlying finiteness feature to the correct surtace morphemes.

In sum, all of the three studies argue that L2 learners’ variable
production of functional morphemes is attributed to the processing problem.
Although the learners show 1nappropriate use ot tfunctional morphology, their

syntactic representations are intact rather than impaired.

1.2.2 Variability explained in terms of non-target-like
syntactic representations

The alternative view postulates that non-target-like syntactic representations

cause L2 learners not to be able to produce correct morphological torms in the
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L2. Within this proposal, there exist two strands. One strand attributes this to
‘global” impairments and the other argues for ‘local’ impairments.

T'he position arguing for global impairments assumes crucial
differences between first language acquisition (L1A) and L2 acquisition.
Accessibility to UG is posited to exist only in L1A (i.e. UG is fully available
In tirst language acquisition) whereas UG is assumed not to be operative in L2
acquisition (cf. Clahsen and Muysken 1986; Clahsen 1988; Bley-Vroman
1989). Proponents of the local impairment view also argue for differences
between L1 and L2 grammars. However, access to UG is postulated to be
partially available in L2 acquisition by means of L1. This claim is then
relevant to L2 learners’ native language in that any features or functional
categories not instantiated or selected in the L1 will not be available or
acquired by L2 learners (cf. Smith and Tsimpli 1995). In a similar vein, R.
Hawkins (ct. 2001: 267) argues that, during the course of L2 development,
“|P]arameters associated with functional categories which are set differently
In the L2 from the L1 may be unresettable for older L2 learners....” This
impairment or underspecification of feature values prevents correct
production of surface forms in the L2 (cf. Tsimpli and Roussou 1991; Smith
and Tsimpli 1995; Eubank 1993 / 1994; Eubank et al. 1997; Hawkins and
Chan 1997; Beck 1997; 1998; Eubank and Grace 1998; Tsimpli and
Stavrakaki 1999; R. Hawkins 2000, 2003; Franceschina 2001la, b, 2002;
Liszka 2002; Hawkin<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>