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Introduction

� Traditionally, generative research on the 
second language acquisition (SLA) of 
grammar focused on syntactic and 
morphological phenomena

� More recently, work on interfaces between 
morphosyntax / semantics / phonology / 
discourse (cf. Sorace 2005, White 2007)



Some recent SLA work on semantics 
and the syntax/semantics interface

� Interpretation of quantifiers and other scope-
bearing expressions (e.g., Dekydtspotter and Sprouse
2001, Marsden 2004, Dekydtspotter & Petrush 2007)

� Tense and aspect (e.g., Slabakova 2003, Slabakova and 
Montrul 2003, Gabriele 2005)

� Argument structure and interpretation (e.g., Oshita
2001, Montrul 2005, Oh 2006)

� Interpretation of articles and bare NPs (e.g., Ionin, 
Ko and Wexler 2004, Slabakova 2006, Zdorenko and Paradis 
2007, Ionin, Zubizarreta and Bautista Maldonado 2008)



Goals of the present study

� To examine SLA of a semantic domain that 
has not previously received much attention in 
SLA literature: generic reference

� Issues to be examined in this domain:
� influence of L1-transfer
� recovery from L1-transfer
� developmental patterns in SLA
� similarities and differences between second 

language (L2) learners and heritage language 
speakers



Outline of this talk

1. Linguistic background
2. Research questions
3. The English study: methods and results
4. The Spanish study: methods and results
5. Overall discussion



Linguistic background: 
generic reference

� English: three types of generic NPs 
(see Krifka et al. 1995 for differences between them)

� Singular definites: 
� The lion is a dangerous animal

� Singular indefinites:
� A lion is a dangerous animal

� Bare plurals:
� Lions are dangerous animals

� Unlike English, Spanish (and other Romance 
languages) do not allow bare plurals to have generic 
reference



Generic reference with English 
plurals

� bare plurals have generic reference
(1a) Lions are dangerous.

� a statement about the kind ‘lions’

� definite plurals have only specific reference
(1b) The lions are dangerous.

� a statement about a specific group of lions

� With kind-denoting predicates, only bare (kind-
denoting) plurals are possible
(2a) Mosquitoes are widespread. 
(2b) *The mosquitoes are widespread.



Generic reference with 
Spanish plurals

� Bare plurals in preverbal (subject) position 
are ungrammatical:

(3a)  *Leones son peligrosos.
Lions are dangerous

� Definite plurals have both generic and specific 
readings:

(3b) Los leones son peligrosos.
the lions are dangerous



Parametric difference: plurals 
with generic interpretation

� English: generic interpretation for bare plurals
� Spanish (and Italian, French...): generic 

interpretation for definite plurals
� Theoretical accounts:

� Vergnaud and Zubizarreta (1992): expletive article in 
Romance (cf. articles in inalienable possession 
constructions)

� Longobardi (1994): requirement for articles in Romance 
tied to N-to-D movement

� Chierchia (1998): bare NPs can be arguments in English, 
but must be predicates in Romance – require an article to 
become arguments



Generic reference in first language 
acquisition (Perez-Leroux et al. 2004)

� Young Spanish-acquiring children strongly 
prefer the generic reading of definite plurals

� Young English-acquiring children also 
overaccept the generic reading of definite 
plurals, unlike native English adults:
� Children treated “the tigers” as referring to the 

kind “tigers”



Previous findings on generic 
reference in SLA

� Slabakova (2006) examined generic reference in the 
interpretation of bare plurals in English and Italian

� Findings:
� L1-Italian L2-English learners successfully acquired the 

generic interpretation of bare plurals
� L1-English L2-Italian learners were not as successful at 

unlearning the generic interpretation of bare plurals; but 
native speaker results were also problematic

� No previous findings about how L2-learners interpret 
definite plurals in generic contexts



Research questions

1. Is there L1-transfer in the interpretation of 
definite plurals, in the Spanish � English 
and English � Spanish directions?

2. Is recovery from L1-transfer effects easier in 
one direction than another?

3. Do English-dominant Heritage speakers
(HSs) of Spanish exhibit similar patterns to 
L2-Spanish learners in their knowledge of 
generic reference in Spanish?



L1-transfer with generic 
reference

� Transfer from the native language is well-
documented for a variety of linguistic 
phenomena in SLA

� Expectation: transfer in the domain of generic 
reference
� L1-Spanish learners of English will (initially) allow

a generic interpretation for definite plurals
� L1-English learners of Spanish and Spanish HSs

will (initially) disallow a generic interpretation for 
definite plurals



Recovery from L1-transfer: 
which direction is easier?

� For English � Spanish, have to learn a new 
interpretation for definite plurals

� For Spanish � English, have to unlearn an 
interpretation of definite plurals

� Positive evidence helps with learning but not with 
unlearning: 
� recovery should be easier in the English �

Spanish direction
� the Spanish � English direction presents a 

Poverty of the Stimulus problem



Heritage language acquisition

� We are also investigating whether transfer 
from the L2 (the majority language) to the L1 
(the minority language) is related to patterns 
of incomplete acquisition in Spanish heritage 
speakers.

� Since English and Spanish both have 
determiners but encode genericity differently, 
it is important to investigate to what extent, if 
any, these interpretations are affected.



Methodology: two studies

� The English study, with…
� L1-Spanish L2-English learners
� L1-Korean L2-English learners (not discussed here)
� L1-English controls 

� The Spanish study, with…
� L1-English L2-Spanish learners
� heritage Spanish speakers
� L1-Spanish controls

� The same tasks used in both studies, with minor 
variations



Procedure used in both 
studies

� Subjects completed a language background 
questionnaire and all tasks within a single 
session, in the presence of an RA

� The questionnaire and all tasks were placed 
online and administered on a computer 

� Subjects were compensated for their 
participation



The English study: 
participants

� 19 native English speakers
� tested in the U.S.
� cloze score range 35-39 (max. 39)

� 24 L1-Spanish EFL learners 
� tested in Argentina 
� cloze score range 22-36

� 8 L1-Spanish ESL learners (near-native)
� tested in the U.S.
� cloze score range 31-38



Tasks: English study

� Cloze test (to estimate English proficiency)

� Acceptability judgment task
� examines overall knowledge of English articles

� Truth-value judgment task
� examines interpretation of plural NPs in English

� Picture-matching task
� examines inalienable possession constructions
� not discussed here

� All tasks were written in format; all participants were 
literate in English



The acceptability judgment 
task (AJT)

� Format: two-sentence pairs
� Subjects judge the acceptability of the second sentence as a 

continuation to the first
� Two possible responses:

� YES (acceptable)
� NO (unacceptable)

� For the NO response, subjects had to provide a correction 
� the English results reported here were analyzed for both 

response type (YES vs. NO) and appropriateness of correction
� the Spanish results reported here were analyzed for response 

type only; analysis of corrections currently in progress



The acceptability judgment 
task (AJT)

� Total number of items: 72
� 36 acceptable, 36 unacceptable
� 9 test categories and 9 filler categories, 4 tokens per type

� 8 test sentence types test article use in non-generic contexts:
� target responses the same in English and Spanish
� 4 types acceptable, 4 unacceptable

� 1 test category tests bare plurals in generic contexts:
� English: acceptable
� Spanish: unacceptable



AJT test categories (English)

1. Singular, second-mention, with ‘the’
Mary has a cat. The cat is named Steve.

2. *Singular, second-mention, with ‘a’
Robin owns a dog. A dog is named Rollo.

3. Singular, first-mention, with ‘a’
Sue looked out the window. A lion was standing in 
her garden.

4. *Singular, second-mention, bare
Louis has a kitten. Kitten is named Sheila.

5. *Singular, first-mention, bare
Tom heard a noise. Cow was standing outside.



AJT test categories (English)

6. Plural, second-mention, with ‘the’
Leslie saw two dogs outside. The dogs were 
barking.

7. *Plural, second-mention, bare
Maria met four squirrels in the park. Squirrels were 
very cute. 

8. Plural, existential reading, bare
Thomas heard a noise outside. Puppies were 
playing in the garden.

9. Plural, generic reading, bare
Roger’s cat doesn’t listen to him. Cats are very 
independent.



Scoring the AJT

� Computed an overall ‘article knowledge’ score based on 
accuracy in the first 8 of the 9 test categories

� In order to achieve a high ‘article knowledge’ score on the 
AJT, learners need to understand two basic properties of 
articles, which are the same in English and Spanish:

1) Bare singulars are impossible in English/Spanish, unlike 
bare plurals

2) Second-mention NPs (singular as well as plural) require 
the definite article in English/Spanish

� Category 9 (bare plurals with generic interpretation) 
excluded from overall count because it targets generics; 
results will be reported separately



Article accuracy score (AJT) in 
English

41%-94%64%24EFL learners

84%-100%92%8ESL learners

88%-97%95% 19Native English 
speakers

rangemeanNGroup



The truth-value judgment task 
(TVJT)

� Subjects read stories accompanied by 
pictures

� Each picture-story combination is followed by 
a target sentence

� Subjects have to respond whether the 
sentence is TRUE or FALSE in the context of 
the story

� Format loosely based on Perez-Leroux et 
al.’s (2004) study with child L1-learners



TVJT categories (English)
� 60 items overall

� Test items: 24 total
� 8 stories, each repeated 3 times, with different target 

sentences
� bare plural (tigers)
� definite plural (the tigers)
� demonstrative plural (these tigers) – control item

� Filler items: 36 total
� 18 stories, each repeated twice, with different target 

sentences
� filler items were about tense and aspect



Sample test item

In our zoo, we have two 
very unusual tigers. Most 
tigers eat meat all the time. 
But our two tigers are 
vegetarian: they love to eat 
carrots, and they hate 
meat.

The tigers like carrots.
TRUE FALSE



Sample test item

In our zoo, we have two 
very unusual tigers. Most 
tigers eat meat all the time. 
But our two tigers are 
vegetarian: they love to eat 
carrots, and they hate 
meat.

Tigers like meat
TRUE FALSE



Sample test item
In our zoo, we have two 
very unusual tigers. Most 
tigers eat meat all the time. 
But our two tigers are 
vegetarian: they love to eat 
carrots, and they hate 
meat.

These tigers like meat.
TRUE FALSE



Sample test item

Last night, I saw a movie about 
two very strange chickens. They 
have three legs, instead of two! 
That’s so weird. Everyone knows 
that a chicken normally has two 
legs! 

The chickens have two legs.
TRUE FALSE



Sample test item

Last night, I saw a movie about 
two very strange chickens. They 
have three legs, instead of two! 
That’s so weird. Everyone knows 
that a chicken normally has two 
legs! 

Chickens have three legs.
TRUE FALSE



Sample test item

Last night, I saw a movie about 
two very strange chickens. They 
have three legs, instead of two! 
That’s so weird. Everyone knows 
that a chicken normally has two 
legs! 

These chickens have three legs.
TRUE FALSE



TVJT test categories
� 8 test stories juxtaposing generic and specific readings:

� tigers who like carrots, chickens which have 3 legs, etc.

� Set-up for 4 of the stories:
� bare plural sentence TRUE: Tigers like meat.
� definite plural sentence TRUE: The tigers like carrots.
� demonstrative sentence FALSE: These tigers like meat.

� Set-up for the other 4 stories: reverse the target truth-values
� bare plural sentence FALSE : Chickens have three legs.
� definite plural sentence FALSE : The chickens have two legs.
� demonstrative sentence TRUE : These chickens have three legs.

� Scoring the test: 1 for supplying the target truth-value
� Maximum for each category: 8



TVJT accuracy: English study
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Native English speakers

� No significant main effect of Article type : 
F(1.53, 27.52) = 3.10, p > .05

� No significant main effect of Truth-value :
F(1,18)=1.42, p > .05

� No significant Article type X Truth-value 
interaction: F(1.51, 27.15) = 0.63, p > .05



L1-Spanish L2-English learners 
(EFL & ESL combined)

� Significant main effect of Article type : F(1.3,38.1) = 
5.87, p<.05
� Learners are significantly less accurate on definite 

plurals than on the control item of demonstrative 
plurals

� No significant main effect of Truth-value : 
F(1, 30) = .01, p > .05

� No significant Article type X Truth-value 
interaction : F (1.5, 44.9) = 1.5, p > .05

� Significant effect of cloze test score (as covariate): 
F(1,30)=17.7, p<.00: as proficiency increases, so does 
accuracy



Individual results: English

� Classify individual participants on the basis of 
their interpretation of definite plurals
� Do participants have a strong preference for generic 

readings? Do they have a strong preference for 
specific readings? Do they allow both?

� ‘Strong preference’ is defined as consistent responses to at 
least 6 out of 8 definite plural items

� NB: learners who were inaccurate (accuracy below 6 out of 8) on 
demonstrative plurals and/or on bare plurals, were excluded from individual 
participant analysis. Only 3 learners were excluded from the English study.



Individual patterns

� Generic pattern:
� strong preference for generic reading of 

definite plurals (target for Spanish)
� Specific pattern:

� strong preference for specific reading of 
definite plurals (target for English)

� Both:
� allow both generic and specific readings for 

definite plurals



Individual patterns: in English



Summary of individual results: 
English study

� Native speakers uniformly choose the 
specific reading of definite plurals

� Most of the EFL reading choose the generic 
reading, and a few allow both � transfer from 
Spanish!

� Most of the near-native ESL learners are 
target-like, choosing the specific reading �
recovery from transfer!



Relationship between generic 
reference and overall article use

� AJT score is an estimate of basic article 
knowledge

� Cut-off score: 75%
� 75% and above: high article accuracy
� below 75%: low article accuracy
� why 75%? � midpoint between at-chance performance (50%) 

and completely target-like (100%)

� Compare AJT score to TVJT pattern



AJT: who met the cut-off

� In English:
� EFL learners: 8/24 (33%)
� near-native ESL learners: 8/8 (100%)
� native speakers: 19/19 (100%)



English study: TVJT pattern vs. AJT 
score (#subjects in each pattern)

1 EFL
6 ESL
19 native

--prefer specific 
(target)

7 EFL
2 ESL

13 EFLprefer generic, or 
allow both

high article 
accuracy (75%+)

low article 
accuracy (<75%)

TVJT pattern: 
interpretation of 
definite plurals

All learners acquire high article accuracy before the target 
interpretation of definite plurals.



Bare plurals in the AJT

� The AJT allows us to tell whether L2-English 
learners accept bare plurals with a generic 
interpretation (grammatical in English):
� Roger’s cat doesn’t listen to him. Cats are very 

independent. 



English: accuracy at accepting 
bare plurals with generic reading

� EFL learners: 
� 85% accuracy at group level
� 75% (20/24) of individual learners had at least 

75% accuracy

� ESL learners:
� 100% accuracy at both group and individual level

� Native English speakers:
� 99% accuracy at group level
� all individuals at 75% accuracy or above



Summary: AJT vs. TVJT, for 
English

� Overall article accuracy:
� learners can acquire high article accuracy while 

still being non-targetlike on the interpretation of 
definite plurals

� the reverse does not happen

� Acceptance of bare vs. definite plurals:
� learners overwhelmingly accept generic readings 

of bare plurals in the AJT
� yet they often allow definite plurals to have 

generic readings in the TVJT



The Spanish study: 
participants
� 18 Spanish native speakers 

� 10 tested in the U.S. and 8 in Argentina
� cloze score range 46-50 (max 50)

� 58 L1-English L2-Spanish learners
� tested in the U.S.
� 21 beginners (cloze score range 16-29)
� 18 intermediate (cloze score range 30-38)
� 19 advanced (cloze score range 40-50)

� 31 English-dominant heritage Spanish speakers
� tested in the U.S.
� cloze score range 21-48 (mean=38.7)
� includes 5 beginner, 7 intermediate and 19 advanced speakers
� not enough subjects tested at each proficiency level to allow 

comparisons by proficiency



Tasks: Spanish version

� Cloze test (to estimate Spanish proficiency)

� Acceptability judgment task
� examines overall knowledge of Spanish articles

� Truth-value judgment task
� examines interpretation of plural NPs in Spanish

� Picture-matching task & sentence-picture 
acceptability task
� examine inalienable possession constructions
� not discussed here

� All tasks were written in format; all participants were 
literate in Spanish



The acceptability judgment 
task (AJT)

� Total number of items: 72
� 36 acceptable, 36 unacceptable
� 9 test categories and 9 filler categories, 4 tokens per type

� 8 test sentence types test article use in non-generic contexts:
� target responses the same in English and Spanish
� 4 types acceptable, 4 unacceptable

� 1 test category tests bare plurals in generic contexts:
� Spanish: unacceptable
� English: acceptable



AJT examples (Spanish)

1. Singular, second-mention, with ‘el’
Maria tiene un gato. El gato se llama Max.

2. *Singular, second-mention, with ‘un’
Roberto tiene un perro. Un perro se llama Rolo.

3. Singular, first-mention, with ‘un’
Eva miro por la ventana. Pasó un león por el jardín.

4. *Singular, second-mention, bare
Luisa tiene un gatito. Gatito se llama Sheila.

5. *Singular, first-mention, bare
Juan escuchó un ruido. Vaca estaba parada afuera.



AJT examples (Spanish)

6. Plural, second-mention, with ‘los’
Luisa vio dos perros. Los perros ladraban.

7. *Plural, second-mention, bare
Maria vio 4 ardillas. Ardillas eran chiquititas. 

8. Plural, bare, postverbal subject (existential)
Tomas escuchó un ruido afuera. Pasaron niños
gritando.

9. *Plural, bare, generic reading
El gato de Roger no es cariñoso. Gatos son 
independientes.



Scoring the AJT

� Computed an overall ‘article knowledge’ score based on 
accuracy in the first 8 of the 9 test categories

� In order to achieve a high ‘article knowledge’ score on the 
AJT, learners need to understand two basic properties of 
articles, which are the same in English and Spanish:

1) Bare singulars are impossible in English/Spanish, unlike 
bare plurals

2) Second-mention NPs (singular as well as plural) require 
the definite article in English/Spanish

� Category 9 (bare plurals with generic interpretation) 
excluded from overall count because it targets generics; 
results will be reported separately



Article accuracy score (AJT) in 
Spanish

44%-97%84%31Heritage Spanish 
speakers

47%-97%88%18Native Spanish speakers

50%-81%63%19Beginner L2-Spanish 
learners

41%-88%75%18Intermediate L2-Spanish 
learners

75%-100%89%21Advanced L2-Spanish 
learners

rangemean scoreNGroup



The truth-value judgment task 
(TVJT)

� Subjects read stories accompanied by 
pictures

� Each picture-story combination is followed by 
a target sentence

� Subjects have to respond whether the 
sentence is TRUE or FALSE in the context of 
the story

� Format loosely based on Perez-Leroux et 
al.’s (2004) study with child L1-learners



TVJT categories (Spanish)

� 60 items total
� Test items: 24 total

� 8 stories, each repeated 3 times, with different target 
sentences 

� definite plural (los tigres) with generic reading
� definite plural (los tigres) with specific reading
� demonstrative plural (estos tigres) – control item

� Filler items: 36 total
� 18 stories, each repeated twice, with different target 

sentences
� filler items were about tense and aspect



Sample test item

En nuestro zoológico tenemos dos 
tigres muy extraños. La mayoría 
de los tigres come carne todo el 
tiempo. Pero nuestros tigres son 
vegetarianos: les encantan las 
zanahorias y detestan la carne.

A los tigres les gustan las
zanahorias.
TRUE FALSE

Target response:
Generic reading: FALSE
Specific reading: TRUE



Sample test item

Ayer vi una película sobre dos 
gallinas muy extrañas. En vez de 
dos patas, las gallinas tenían 
tres patas. Eran muy raras. Todo 
el mundo sabe que normalmente 
una gallina tiene dos patas.

Las gallinas tienen dos patas.
TRUE FALSE

Target response:
Generic reading: TRUE
Specific reading: FALSE



TVJT test categories
� Each story juxtaposes the specific and generic readings
� In 8 items, the target sentence contains a definite NP and is:

� TRUE on the generic reading, FALSE on the specific reading 
� A los tigres les gusta la carne.  / Las gallinas tienen dos patas.

� In 8 items, the target sentence contains a definite NP and is:
� FALSE on the generic reading, TRUE on the specific reading
� A los tigres les gustan las zanahorias. / Las gallinas tienen tres patas. 

� In 8 items, the target sentence contains a demonstrative NP:
� specific reading only
� 4 items with TRUE demonstrative sentence 

(A estos tigres les gusta la carne).
� 4 items with FALSE demonstrative sentence 

(Estas gallinas tienen tres patas).



Scoring the TVJT

� Sentences with definite plurals in principle have both 
specific and generic readings

� So what will native Spanish speakers do?
� always respond TRUE, because every sentence is true on 

either the specific or the generic reading?
� or, always prefer the generic reading (more natural)?

� Scoring of sentences with definite NPs: 
� 1 for generic reading, 0 for specific reading (16 maximum)

� Scoring of sentences with demonstrative NPs: 
� 1 for specific reading, 0 for generic reading (8 maximum)



TVJT accuracy: Spanish study
Mean # of generic responses with definite plurals ( by group)

Error Bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD

Bars show Means
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TVJT accuracy: Spanish study
Mean # of specific responses with demonstrative plu rals (by group)

Error Bars show Mean +/- 1.0 SD

Bars show Means
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Statistical tests

� Compare three test categories:
� sentences with definite plurals that are TRUE on 

the generic reading, FALSE on the specific 
reading

� sentences with definite plurals that are FALSE on 
the generic reading, TRUE on the specific reading

� sentences with demonstrative plurals (control)



Native Spanish speakers

� Non-significant effect of test category: F (1.2, 
20.8) = 3.3, p = .08

� The preference for the generic reading of 
definite plurals is not as strong as the 
preference for the specific reading of 
demonstrative plurals
� but the difference does not reach significance



L2-Spanish learners

� Significant effect of test category : F(1.2, 63.7) = 57.3, p < .001
� learners are significantly less accurate on both categories of 

definite plurals than on the control category of demonstrative 
plurals

� Significant effect of L2-proficiency : F(2, 55) = 7.8, p < .001
� beginner L2-learners are significantly less target-like than 

intermediate and advanced learners, who do not differ from 
each other

� Significant interaction between test category and L2-proficiency: 
F(2.3, 63.7) = 4.1, p < .05
� the difference in accuracy between definite and demonstrative 

plurals is greatest for beginner L2-learners



Heritage Spanish speakers

� Significant effect of test category : F(1.4, 
43.1) = 25.0, p < .001
� HSs are significantly less accurate on both 

categories of definite plurals than on the control 
category of demonstrative plurals

� Performance patterns similar to those of L2-
Spanish learners



Individual results: Spanish

� Classify individual participants on the basis of 
their interpretation of definite plurals
� Do participants have a strong preference for generic 

readings? Do they have a strong preference for 
specific readings? Do they allow both?

� ‘Strong preference’ is defined as consistent responses to at 
least 12 out of 16 definite plural items

� NB: learners who were inaccurate (accuracy below 6 out of 8) on 
demonstrative plurals were excluded from individual participant analysis. 
Only 3 learners were excluded from the Spanish study.



Individual patterns

� Generic pattern:
� strong preference for generic reading of 

definite plurals (target for Spanish)
� Specific pattern:

� strong preference for specific reading of 
definite plurals (target for English)

� Both:
� allow both generic and specific readings for 

definite plurals



Individual results (Spanish)



HSs and L2-learners by proficiency and pattern, comp ared

levels:
1=beginner
2=intermediate
3=advanced



Summary of individual results: 
Spanish study

� Most (but not all) native speakers prefer the generic 
reading

� Most of the beginner L2-learners prefer the specific 
reading � evidence for L1-transfer!

� About half of the intermediate and advanced L2-
learners prefer the generic reading � evidence for 
recovery from transfer!

� Some HSs pattern with beginner L2-learners, others 
with intermediate & advanced L2-learners �
similarity between L2-learners and HSs

� But at the advanced level, L2-learners are more 
likely to adopt the target “generic” pattern than HSs



Relationship between generic 
reference and overall article use

� AJT score is an estimate of basic article 
knowledge

� Cut-off score: 75%
� 75% and above: high article accuracy
� below 75%: low article accuracy
� why 75%? � midpoint between at-chance performance (50%) 

and completely target-like (100%)

� Compare AJT score to TVJT pattern



AJT: who met the cut-off

� In Spanish:
� beginner L2-learners: 2/21 (10%)
� intermediate L2-learners: 11/18 (61%)
� advanced L2-learners: 19/19 (100%)
� heritage speakers: 26/31 (84%)
� native speakers: 17/18 (94%)



Spanish study: TVJT pattern vs. AJT 
score (#subjects in each pattern)

19 L2
8 HS
14 native

5 L2
3 HS
1 native

prefer generic 
(target)

13 L2
18 HS
3 native

19 L2
1 HS

prefer specific, or 
allow both

high article 
accuracy (75%+)

low article 
accuracy (<75%)

TVJT pattern: 
interpretation of 
definite plurals

Most learners acquire high article accuracy before the 
target interpretation of definite plurals, but for some, the 
reverse is the case



Bare plurals in the AJT

� The AJT allows us to tell whether learners of 
Spanish accept bare plurals with a generic 
interpretation (ungrammatical in Spanish):
� Spanish: El gato de Roger no es cariñoso. Gatos

son independientes.



Spanish: accuracy at rejecting 
bare plurals with generic readings

� L2-Spanish learners:
� 48% accuracy at group level
� 43% (25/58) of individual learners had at least 75% 

accuracy

� Heritage speakers of Spanish:
� 48% accuracy at group level
� 32% (10/31) of individual learners had at least 75% 

accuracy

� Native Spanish speakers:
� 93% accuracy at group level
� 94% (17/18) of individuals at 75% accuracy or above



Summary: AJT vs. TVJT

� Overall article accuracy:
� learners (and HSs) of Spanish are more likely to 

achieve high article accuracy before targetlike
interpretation of definite plurals

� but the reverse pattern is also attested

� Interpretation of bare and definite plurals:
� learners (and HSs) often fail to reject generic 

readings of bare plurals in the AJT
� yet many have successfully acquired the generic 

readings of definite plurals in the TVJT



Back to our research 
questions

1. Is there L1-transfer in the interpretation of 
definite plurals, in the Spanish � English 
and English � Spanish directions?

2. Is recovery from L1-transfer effects easier in 
one direction than another?

3. Do English-dominant Heritage speakers
(HSs) of Spanish exhibit similar patterns to 
L2-Spanish learners in the acquisition of 
generic reference?



RQ#1: Is there L1-transfer in the interpretation of 
definite plurals, in the Spanish ��� � English and 
English ��� � Spanish directions?

� YES!
� Overwhelming evidence that:

� L1-Spanish L2-English learners in an EFL context 
allow a generic reading for definite plurals

� L1-English L2-Spanish learners in an EFL 
context, especially at beginner levels, disallow a 
generic reading for definite plurals



RQ#2: Is recovery from L1-transfer effects 
easier in one direction than another?

� Target-like patterns for:
� 7/32 (22%) of L1-Spanish L2-English learners

� all 7 advanced
� 6 of them in the U.S., not Argentina: immersion in English

� 24/58 (41%) of L1-English L2-Spanish learners
� includes intermediate and advanced learners, and even a few 

beginners
� all of them in the U.S., not in a Spanish-speaking country: not 

immersed in Spanish
� Suggestive evidence that recovery is easier in the 

English � Spanish direction, as predicted
� easier to learn a new interpretation than to unlearn an existing

one



Recovery from L1-transfer

� How can L1-Spanish L2-English learners unlearn
the generic interpretation of definite plurals?

� Possible trigger : the availability of generic readings 
for bare plurals (cf. Chierchia 1998)

� L2-English learners in our study allows bare plurals 
with generic readings in both the AJT and the TVJT, 
nearly 100% of the time

� Yet this did not prevent them from also allowing 
definite plurals to have a generic reading



What’s going on?

� Why isn’t the generic interpretation of bare plurals a trigger for 
unlearning the generic interpretation of definite plurals?

� Because it may not in fact be a reliable trigger : for example, 
Brazilian Portuguese allows both bare plurals and definite plurals 
to have generic readings (Müller 2002)

� So how is the generic interpretation of definite plurals ever 
unlearned? A different trigger? 

� Some possibilities: 
� the syntax of N-to-D movement (Longobardi 2001; see 

Slabakova 2006 on L2-data)
� determiner use in inalienable possession constructions 

(Vergnaud and Zubizarreta 1992; see Ionin and Montrul, in 
preparation, on L2-data)



RQ#3: Do English-dominant Heritage speakers (HSs) of 
Spanish exhibit similar patterns to L2-Spanish lear ners in 
the acquisition of generic reference?

� Both L2-learners and HSs show evidence of transfer 
from English:
� 42% of the HSs (13/31), compared to 40% of L2-learners (23/58) 

consistently treat definite plurals in Spanish as specific, rather 
than generic

� Both L2-learners and HSs can be targetlike:
� 35% of HSs (11/31), compared to 41% of L2-learners (24/58) 

consistently treat Spanish definite plurals as generic
� Yet at the advanced level, 52% (10/19) of L2-learners, but 

only 26% (5/19) of HSs, were targetlike
� proficiency may be a better indicator of performance for L2-

learners than for HSs
� need further comparisons, balancing the HS and L2-groups for 

proficiency



Larger implications: transfer & 
recovery

� The Spanish ��� � English and English ��� � Spanish 
findings support the Full Transfer / Full Access 
model of SLA (Schwartz & Sprouse 1994, 1996)

� L1-transfer takes place initially (Full transfer)
� Recovery from L1-transfer is possible for more 

advanced subjects (Full UG access)
� The degree of recovery depends on the L1/L2 

combination: learning is easier than unlearning



Larger implication: heritage 
languages

� While not all patterns of incomplete acquisition in 
heritage speakers may be directly related to transfer 
from the majority language, this study suggests that 
transfer from English is a very likely factor in the 
interpretation of definite articles, probably as a result 
of the closeness between English and Spanish: both 
languages have definite articles, but with subtly 
different semantics.

� We have also tested the HSs in English but have 
not analyzed their results yet. Will their English be 
native-like, or will it be affected by Spanish?



Open questions for further 
investigation

� What triggers allow learners of English and of 
Spanish to acquire the target interpretation of 
definite plurals?

� Do HSs and L2-learners pattern similarly on generic 
reference when balanced for proficiency? And if not, 
why not?

� How do L2-learners from different backgrounds 
acquire singular generics? 

� How L2 (and L3) learners of Brazilian Portuguese 
acquire the properties of BP bare and definite NPs?
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