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Reality of Many L2 classrooms

¥ Traditional foreign language classes in
Spanish and the LCTLs geared for foreign
language learners have increasingly been
opening doors to bilingual speakers of
minority languages.

¥ Many faculty and program directors are
not sure how to handle these two
populations.

L2 classrooms

¥ Having learners with different
linguistic/cultural backgrounds in the same
class poses serious challenges for
teachers (Potowski 2004, Carreira 2004).

¥ How do we make sure that the linguistic
and cultural needs and goals of both L2
learners and heritage speakers are met?



Heritage Language Practitioners

¥ Hold the belief that, in general, heritage
language (HL) learners are a very
heterogeneous group (even within a language)

¥ L2 learners and heritage language learners are
different

¥ In many ways, HL learners know ÒmoreÓ than L2
learners who start learning the language from
zero.

¥ L2 learners and HL learners should be placed in
different classrooms (tracks)

Yet

¥ Any pedagogical practice must be
informed by a deep understanding of what
L2 learners and HL learners have and do
not have in common.

¥ Basic systematic empirical research on the
linguistic abilities of heritage language
learners is emerging.



Lynch (2003), Valdés (1997, 2006)

¥ Heritage Language Acquisition needs to
be approached theoretically.

¥ ValdŽs et al. (2006) calls for investigation
of implicit systems of different types of
heritage learners in their non-dominant L1.

Second Language Acquisition

¥ Current theoretical views/theories of (First and)
Second Language Acquisition are VERY
relevant to approach and explain the nature of
linguistic knowledge in both L2 learners and
heritage speakers

¥ Heritage language learners afford the field of
second language acquisition, and linguistics
more generally, a unique opportunity to
evaluate, from a different perspective current
claims about



¥ Nature of L1 and L2 competence
¥ Acquisition of a language before and after a

critical period
¥ Role of the other language
¥ Type of knowledge (implicit, explicit) deployed in

language learning as a result of input,
experience and cognitive development

¥ The basic and essential innate and
environmental ingredients for successful,
complete language acquisition (or what is a
mature idealized native speaker?)

Classic debates in L2
Acquisition

¥ The linguistic and cognitive nature of an
L2 grammar

¥ Age effects in L2 acquisition
¥ Role of input
¥ Learning and cognitive mechanisms
¥ Outcome of L2 acquisition (persistent L1

influence, non-convergence, fossilization,
incidence of native-like attainment)



Example

¥ Child-Adult differences or L1 acquisition
vs. L2 acquisition

¥ Why are the outcomes of L1 and L2
acquisition behaviorally distinct?

Two Broad Theoretical Views

The Representational Deficit View
¥ L2 acquisition and L1 acquisition are different.
¥ There is some sort of impairment of grammatical

representations in adult learners
The Full Access View

¥ L2 acquisition and L1 acquisition are essentially
similar.

¥ There is no impairment at the level of
grammatical representations

¥ Differences between L1 and L2 learners arise
from other extra-grammatical factors.



L1 acquisition

Early exposure to the language

Naturalistic setting (aural input)

Abundant input

Developmental errors

Control of basic aspects of language (phonology, some vocabulary,
some linguistic structures)

Outcome is successful and complete

Fossilization does not occur.

No clear role for motivation and affective factors to develop linguistic
competence

More complex structures, vocabulary, and pragmatic aspects of
language develop at school after age 5 when metalinguistic skills
emerge.

Characteristics of Foreign Language

Learning (Bley-Vroman 1989,1990)

• lack of success

• general failure

• variation in success, course, and strategy

• variation in goals

• correlation of age and proficiency

• fossilization

• indeterminate intuitions

• importance of instruction

• negative evidence

• role of affective factors



The Fundamental Difference

Hypothesis
¥ UG was available to construct an L1 but past a critical period, L2

learners no longer have access to Universal Grammar
¥ L2 learners have access to UG as instantiated in their L1 and use

general-problem solving cognitive mechanisms rather than an
implicit linguistic mechanism to build a grammatical representation
of the L2

¥ Steady state of interlanguage is different in kind from native
speakersÕ knowledge

    (see also Clahsen & Muysken 1989, Meisel 1997, Schachter 1990)

Compatible with other cognitive approaches to SLA (e.g., DeKeyser
2000, 2003; Ullman 2001; Paradis 2004).

The Incompleteness Hypothesis
(Schachter 1990, p. 93)

¥ ÒIs it possible for an adult learner of a
second language to acquire native-like
competence in the core aspects of the
grammar of the second language?Ó

¥ ÒCompleteness is not a possible property
of adult-acquired grammars since adults
no longer have access to UG for the
second language learning process.Ó



Age Effects in SLA
(Birdsong)

¥ The earlier the exposure to and use of the
L2 the more native-like the ultimate
attainment of the L2.

¥ Late L2 learners rarely, if ever, attain the
linguistic attainment of native speakers

Possible Reasons

¥ Critical Period or maturational constraints
(Johnson & Newport 1989, 1991)

¥ Cognitive changes along the lifespan
(Hakuta, Bialystok & Wiley 2003)

¥ Changes in L1-L2 interactions (Flege and
collaborators)

¥ Input factors



Bottomline

Child-Adult differences:
Incomplete acquisition and non-nativelike linguistic

representations in the L2 are due to a late age of
onset of acquisition.

Late age of acquisition has consequences for the
linguistic, neurological and cognitive
mechanisms that subserve fast and efficient
language acquisition that typically occurs in
childhood.

Incomplete Acquisition

many bilingual speakers of etnnic-minority or

heritage languages also fail to acquire
age-appropriate linguistic competence in
the heritage language (their L1).



Early bilingualism

Simultaneous or bilingual first language
acquisition

Acquisition of 2 or more languages since
birth or before age 3 (when the basic
linguistic foundations of the L1 are in
place)

Heritage Speakers

¥ Cases of unbalanced early bilingualism
(even when the two parents speak the
majority language at home).

¥ incomplete L1 acquisition and potential
family language loss



HS look like L1 learners

Early exposure to the language

More complex structures, vocabulary, and pragmatic aspects of language developed at

school after age 5 when metalinguistic skills emerge.

No clear role for motivation and affective factors to develop linguistic competence

Fossilization does not occur.

Outcome is successful and complete

Developmental errors

Control of features of language acquired very early in life (phonology, some

vocabulary, some linguistic structures)

Abundant input

Naturalistic setting (aural input)

HS also look like L2 learners

Motivation and affective factors play a role in language development

Experience with literacy and formal instruction

Fossilization is typical

Outcome is variable proficiency.

Grammar may be incomplete

Developmental and transfer errors

Varying amount of input

Instructed setting (aural and written input)

Late exposure to the language



Continuum

L1 acquisition L2 acquisition

HL acquisition

Heritage speakers

¥ Received input during the Critical Period
¥ Presumably learned their L1 through UG

or implicit learning mechanisms
¥ Yet, input in middle-late childhood may

have been insufficient to develop full
linguistic skills in the heritage language

   (limited literacy)
¥ incomplete L1 acquisition



Montrul (2002)

Study of preterite-imperfect aspectual contrast
3 groups of heritage speakers divided by age of

onset of bilingualism
¥ Simultaneous bilinguals
¥ Early child L2 learners
¥ Late child L2 learners
Simultaneous bilinguals more affected by

incomplete acquisition than early child L2
learners

Late child L2 learners were no different from
baseline group of monolingual speakers

Age effects in L1 loss
(Montrul, in press)
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To sum up

¥ Both L2 learners and adult heritage
speakers who are early bilinguals can
have incomplete knowledge of the target
language (L1 or L2).

¥ Are incomplete L1 and L2 acquisition
different?

¥ Under a strict interpretation of Bley-
VromanÕs Fundamental Difference
Hypothesis they should be.

L2 learner

Incomplete acquisition may be due to
1) variable and insufficient input
2) Learning mechanisms deployed for

language acquisition in childhood are no
longer available (i.e., accessibility to UG,
implicit learning mechanisms)



Heritage speaker

¥ Incomplete acquisition may be due to
¥ Variable and insufficient input in the L1

(including schooling)
Presumably, whatever language has been

learned in childhood was done through the
learning mechanisms available in
childhood (through UG and implicit
learning mechanisms).

Research questions

(1) Do heritage speakers have some 
advantages over post puberty L2
learners?

(2) If advantages are found, are these global
or selective, i.e., only found in certain
grammatical domains and language
skills?



Suggestive Findings

Au et al (2002), Knightly et al (2003)
Studied very low proficiency Korean and

Spanish heritage speakers and L2
learners.

Advantages for HS were found in phonology
(VOT production) but not in morphosyntax.

Håkansson (1995): advantages for early
bilinguals over Swedish L2 learners with
V2 but not on nominal agreement.

Pattern A: Phonology

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Native
Speaker

Heritage
Speaker

L2 learner

proficiency



Pattern B: Morphosyntax
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Bilingual Past Research Program

To compare linguistic ability of proficiency-matched
English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish (late
bilinguals) and US- born Spanish heritage speakers
(simultaneous bilinguals) in order to:

(1) inform theoretical debates in SLA on the nature of
incomplete acquisition as a function of age;

(2) bring closer together the fields of SLA and Bilingualism
(L2 acquisition and L1 loss);

(3) understand language external variables that determine
bilingual outcomes in early bilinguals;

(4) contribute to the emerging field of Heritage Language
Acquisition and teaching.



Do heritage speakers 
have advantages over 
proficiency-matched 

L2 learners due to their 
linguistic past?

Lexicon Phonology
Morphology 
and Syntax

Participants

Baseline or control group

22 native speakers
Experimental Groups

72 L2 learners of Spanish
69 Spanish heritage speakers

All participants took a written Spanish proficiency
test and completed a language background
questionnaire (6-page long for the heritage
speakers)



Native speakers

¥ Spanish speakers from Spain, Mexico and
Argentina

¥ 12 were tested in Argentina and Spain
¥ 10 were tested in the US (length of

residence 6 months-2 years)
¥ Mean age 28.82 (range 21-57)

L2 learners

¥ Age 21.91 (18-25)
¥ Native speakers of English
¥ Raised in English-speaking families
¥ Age of first exposure/acquisition of Spanish as a

second language between the ages of 12-25
(high school, college)

¥ Enrolled in Spanish language classes at the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

¥ Advanced speakers were graduate students and
Spanish language instructors with very high
(some near-native) command of Spanish.



Heritage speakers

¥ Age 22.64 (18-30)
¥ Born in the US to Mexican parents
¥ Exposed to English before age 5
¥ At least one of the parents had to be a first

generation immigrant
¥ Schooled in the US
¥ Graduate and undergraduate students at the

same university, some of them enrolled in the
same classes as the L2 learners

¥ Some advanced speakers were graduate
students and Spanish teaching assistants

Heritage Speakers: Some Descriptive Stats

First language:  Spanish (57%), English (35%), both (8%)
Parents: both parents from Mexico (88%)
                          one parent from Mexico (12%)
Language used at home

Only Spanish (44%), Spanish and English (56%)
Languages parents spoke to participants

Spanish (80%), English (5%), both (15%)
All participants had between 1-9 siblings and 20% lived with a Spanish-

speaking grandparent
Language spoken with siblings

Spanish (20%), English (48%), both (38%)
Relative strength of the languages

48% felt Spanish was like a native language, 52% like a second language
Self rated proficiency: mean Spanish (3.9, range 1-5)

mean English (4.88, range 4-5).
100% wanted to improve their ability in Spanish for both

professional and personal reasons



Spanish Proficiency Test

¥ Cloze part (fill in the blanks by selecting
one of four possible responses) (DELE
test) = 30 points

¥ Multiple choice vocabulary test (MLA) = 20
points

¥ Maximum 50 points
¥ Has been widely used in many L2

acquisition studies

Proficiency Scores

Native Speakers L2 Learners Heritage Speakers

Groups
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range 45-50 Mean 36.88

SD 8.17

range 15-48

Mean 35.34

SD 9.24
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Participants

45.88

34.20

23.18

35.34

Advanced  (n = 25)

Intermediate (n = 25)

Low (n = 22)

Overall

L2 Learners (n = 72)

44.74

34.57

22.81

36.88

Advanced (n = 32)

Intermediate (n = 24)

Low (n =13)

Overall

Heritage speakers (n = 69)

48.5Native speakers (n = 22)

Proficiency scores  (max = 50)Groups

Morphology and Syntax

¥ subject expression
¥ object clitics
¥ differential object marking
¥ gender agreement in nouns
¥ verbal agreement (tense, aspect, mood)
¥ word order (wh-movement, topicalizations)

Oral production, GJT, on-line tasks



Data summarized last year

yeswh-movement
nomood

notense-aspect

yesgender
yesDOM

yesobject clitics

nosubjectsSyntax

yesLexicon
noPhonology

Testing and Procedure

¥ Most participants took 18 tests (oral, written, on-
line) divided into 2 1-1:30 hour sessions

¥ All participants were tested individually by a
research assistant

¥ All participants completed all tasks in the presence
of the research assistant

¥ All participants completed a consent form before
participation and were paid for their participation

All written tests can be seen at
http://www.bilingualpast.com



Focus of today’s presentation

Tense-Aspect and Mood

All these grammatical areas have been
shown to be highly affected in child and
adult Spanish heritage speakers, as well
as in L2 learners.

Study 1:Tense and Aspect

¥ Spanish distinguishes between preterite and
imperfect in the past

¥ Preterite (perfective) expresses that an event
culminated in the past

¥ Imperfect (imperfective) has a number of
meanings: progressive, habitual, generic,
intention.

¥ Both aspectual forms can appear with states,
activities, accomplishment and achievement
predicates.



Lexical Aspect
(Dowty 1979, Vendler 1969)

live

be

read

walk

win

realize

draw a circle

walk a mile

StatesActivitiesAchieve-
ments

Accomplish
-ments

STATIVEEVENTIVE

Atelic classes

(-delimited)
Telic classes

(+delimited)

Accomplishment
1. Juan escribió/escribía una novela
    Juan wrote PRET/IMPF a novel
Achievement

2. Marisa no se dio cuenta/daba cuenta del error
    Marisa did not realize PRET/IMPF of the error
Activity
3. Pablo corría/corrió ayer.
    Pablo ran PRET/IMPF yesterday
State
4. JosŽ estaba/estuvo aburrido.
    JosŽ was PRET/IMPF bored.



Spanish heritage speakers have been shown to display
erosion and loss of the tense-aspect system (Silva-
Corval‡n 1994, Montrul 2002).

While they retain the preterite/imperfect difference in the
past, the meanings and forms are often confused,
especially with stative and achievement verbs.
Imperfect  for  Preterite :

(1) Yo fui el œnico hombre que tenían (Imp)
              ÒI was the only son they hadÓ
    Preterite  for  Imperfect
     (2) En la casa mi mam‡ era la œnica que habló (Pret)

espa–ol y las dem‡s hablaron (Pret) en inglŽs
ÒAt home my mom was the only one who spoke
Spanish and the other ones only spoke English.Ó

L1 acquisition
By age 3;00 monolingual Spanish-speaking

children have productive knowledge of the
preterite/imperfect distinction in the past (Bel
2001).

The preterite emerges before the imperfect, which
is semantically more complex.

Preterite appears first with accomplishments and
achievements

Imperfect appears first with states and activities.
Extension of preterite to atelic classes and

imperfect to telic classes is a later development.



Developmental Stages for L2 Acquisition

(Andersen 1986)

pret/impfpret/impfpret/impfpret/impf8

pret/impfpret/impfpret/impfimperfect7

preteritpret/impfpret/impfimperfect6

preteritpret/impfimperfectimperfect5
preteritpreteritimperfectimperfect4

preteritpresentpresentimperfect3

preteritpresentpresentpresent2

presentpresentpresentpresent1
Achiev.Accomp.ActivitiesStatesStage

Tasks

¥ Elicited Oral Production

   Narration of Little Red Riding Hood in the past

¥ Elicited Written Production

cloze-type tasks for aspect

¥ Written Judgment Tasks

meaning judgment task for aspect



Oral Production Task
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Correlation b/Proficiency and Overall

Score on Morphological Recognition
Task
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Sentence conjunction judgment task

Shorter version of task developed by Montrul &
Slabakova (2002, 2003)

Example with states
La clase era a las 10:00 pero empez— a las 10:30.

-2 2 0 1 2
La clase fue a las 10:00 pero empez— a las 10:30.

-2 2 0 1 2

(30 sentences with accomplishments, achievements and
states, plus fillers)

Overall Results
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Accomplishments
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Achievements
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Summary

¥ In Oral Task, HS made very few errors. Outperformed L2
learners.

¥ In Written Morphology Recognition Task, L2 learners
outperform HS.

¥ Performance in SCJT is similar among the two groups.
¥ Less control of Stage 7 (achievements in the imperfect)

and 8 (states in the preterite) according to AndersenÕs
developmental sequence in the SCJT

¥ Achievements in the Imperfect and States in the preterit
were the least targetlike for the two groups.



Study 2: Mood

Spanish expresses modality in the grammar by
means of inflectional morphology for mood
(indicative vs. subjunctive).

The syntactic, semantic and pragmatic rules that
govern the use of indicative vs. subjunctive
mood selection in Spanish are complex.

Obligatory versus optional (pragmatically,
semantically conditioned) uses of subjunctive.

Examples of obligatory uses

(1) Quiero que vengas/*vienes. subjunctive
want that you come-subj/*come-indic
ÔI want you to come.Õ

(2) Es importante que tengas/*tienes cuidado subjunctive
it is important that you have-subj/*have-indic care
ÔIt is important that you be careful.Õ

(3) Creo que *sea/es verdad. indicative
believe that it *is-subj/is-indic true
ÔI believe it is true.Õ



Examples of variable uses

indicative-presupposition
(4) Busco             a  un estudiante que habla            japonŽs.

I am looking for a student       that speak-indic Japanese
ÔI am looking for a student that speaks Japanese.Õ

subjunctive-no presupposition
(5) Busco               un estudiante que hable           japonŽs.

I am looking for a student       that speak-subj Japanese
     ÔI am looking for a student that may speak Japanese.Õ

Subjunctive morphology is highly affected in heritage
speakers, to the extent of extinction in some speakers
(Silva-Corval‡n 1994, Montrul 2007).

Some speakers also use indicative exclusively in non-
obligatory and in variable contexts.

Silva-Corvalán (1994, p.  42)

(6) *I hope que no me toca (PI) la misma problema
(= toque PS)
ÔI hope I donÕt run into the same problem.Õ

(7) Quiz‡s vengo ma–ana (= venga (PS))
 ÔMaybe I come tomorrow.Õ



Acquisition of Mood

Subjunctive morphology also emerges
before age 3;00 with commands and other
expressions (cuando  ÒwhenÓ, para que
Òso thatÓ) (L—pez Ornat et al. 1994)

BUT, the full spectrum of uses and
subtleties of subjunctive knowledge with
relative clauses and other expressions are
not acquired until much later, after age 8
(PŽrez-Leroux 1998, Blake 1983).

Tasks

¥ Elicited Oral Production

   Opinion and advise (targeting uses of
subjunctive)

¥ Elicited Written Production

cloze-type tasks for mood

¥ Written Judgment Tasks

meaning judgment task for mood



Oral Task: Rate of Subjunctive

and Indicative verbs by group
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Correlation b/Proficiency and Overall Score

on Morphological Recognition Task
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Sentence conjunction judgment task
(same as Montrul 2007)

Example with Cuando
Cada a–o, Ana se alegra cuando le aumentan  el

sueldo.
-2   2 0 1 2

Cada a–o, Ana se alegra cuando le aumenten  el
sueldo. 

-2   2 0 1 2

(30 sentences with cuando, relative clauses and de manera
que, plus fillers)

De manera que

¥ El profesor explic— el teorema de manera
que todos los estudiantes lo entendieron,
pero tres estudiantes no lo entendieron.

   indicative-Contradictory
¥ El profesor explic— el teorema de manera

que todos los estudiantes lo entendieran,
pero tres estudiantes no lo entendieron.
subjunctive-Logical



Cuando (when)
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de manera que (so that)
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Summary

¥ In Oral Task, HS made less errors than L2
learners.

¥ In Written Morphology Recognition Task, L2
learners outperform HS.

¥ Performance in SCJT is similar among the two
groups.

¥ Both groups have difficulty with
subjunctive/indicative discrimination as a
function of presupposition.

¥ L2 learners seem to have outperformed HS with
Òde manera queÓ. This could be a literacy effect.



Discussion

¥ Both L2 learners and heritage speakers
differ from native speakers in their
knowledge and use of T-A-M morphology
and their semantic interpretations.

¥ But, there is a task effect: Heritage
speakers make less errors than L2
learners in oral tasks; L2 learners make
more errors than heritage speakers in
written tasks.

Pattern A: Oral Task
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Pattern B: SCJT (meaning)
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Discussion

¥ Similar results reported by Montrul, Foote &
Perpi–‡nÕs (2008) study of gender agreement in
the same speakers tested here.

¥ Are L2 learners and heritage speakers similar in
all aspects of morphosyntax?

   Not really.

¥ Montrul (under review) found that heritage
speakers outperform L2 learners with clitic
placement and dislocations in both a written AJT
and an oral task.

¥ L2 learners and heritage speakers make similar
types of morphological errors, but these are
more evident in some tasks than in others.

¥ Hard to see an age effect in these results, but
most certainly an effect of context of acquisition.

¥ The two groups tend to do better in tasks that
reflect their language experience: oral tasks for
HS and written tasks for L2 learners.

¥ Frequency?



Further Research

¥ Look at results by proficiency groups and perform an
individual level analysis, especially in the SCJTs.

¥ We may find that the HS outperform the L2 speakers at
the low proficiency level.

¥ Continue to explore different experimental
methodologies to be applied to the two populations,
maybe some that minimize the potential use of
metalinguistic skills.

¥ Look at the role of on-line processing in the two groups.
Minimize tasks that rely on metalinguistic knowledge.

¥ But if we want to make contributions to classroom
instruction, it is also important to use tasks that can be
easily adapted for the classroom.

Implications for the Classroom

¥ Both L2 learners and heritage speakers have
gaps in key areas of morphosyntactic
knowledge.

¥ L2 learners need more experience with oral
production.

¥ HL learners need more experience with reading
and writing tasks.

¥ Tests like the SCJT could be implemented in the
classroom to train learners to develop intuitions
about meaning.



How does literacy contribute to
language fixation in the brain, if at all?

We need to have a better understanding the role of
literacy in later language development in both
monolingual and bilingual children.

We need to develop a better understanding of the
relationship between language use (production)
and comprehension as mediated by grammatical
knowledge in adults with icomplete knowledge of
a language.

THANK YOU!


