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1.1 Introduction

This work proposes to examine the acquisition of Spanish verb morphology and to 
determine whether there is a natural order of acquisition for child first language 
(LI), child second language (L2) and adult second language (L2). To present a 
clear picture of the process, some theoretical considerations and variables need to 
be discussed.

First, according to Ellis second language acquisition “is characterized by a 
natural sequence of development (i.e.,there are certain broad stages that [the 
learners] pass through)”, but the order of development may vary" (i.e., some steps 
are left out, or specific morphological features are learnt in a different order)" 
(1985:73). Second, the natural route is a feature of the vernacular style, and free 
speech best represents the vernacular. Therefore, the elicitation instrument used in 
morpheme studies should tap the learner’s vernacular style. Any other type of 
elicitation technique will not characterize the natural sequence.

Another consideration is the type of morpheme study conducted. Evelyn Hatch 
(1978) has identified two problems with observational studies, whether longitudinal 
or pseudolongitudinal. First, one never knows if the language produced actually 
reflects the syntactic sophistication of the learner. For example, the data may be in­
complete if there are no occasions that require the use of a specific structure. 
Second, there are usually only a few learners in such a study, and therefore, it is dif­
ficult to generalize from the data. However, the longitudinal study allows us the es­
tablish an acquisitional order, which shows development over a period of time. On 
the other hand, cross-sectional studies look at the learner’s production at one point 
in time. Thus, if several structures are tested, then an accuracy order for that given 
time can be established. The value of this type of study is that more cases can be 
documented and generalizations about the data can be discerned.
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1.2 The acquisition of Spanish as LI

A proliferation of language acquisition research in English as a second/foreign lan­
guage has prompted research in other languages, such as Spanish. Several studies 
have looked at the overall acquisition order of Spanish as a first language, while 
others have focused only on the acquisition order of the verb system. These studies 
are important as they have established a base order upon which to compare the ac­
quisition of Spanish as a first language and a second language. The following 
studies best represent those used to establish this LI order.

Bel6ndez-Soltero (1980) conducted a longitudinal study of four Puerto Rican 
boys (ages 17-37 months) acquiring Spanish while living in Boston. She based her 
results on data from spontaneous conversations and reported two findings. First, 
the imperative, present indicative and preterite were the first tenses to appear and 
seemed well established by 2.5 years of age. Following these tenses were the 
present progressive, the periphrastic future (ir a + infinitive), the imperfect indica­
tive and the present subjunctive by the age of 5.0. Second, in terms of person 
development, the third person singular form was the first to appear in almost every 
tense and the first to be acquired in all the tenses appearing in the study. Over­
generalization of the third person singular to other forms was the most common 
error.

Cohen (1980) conducted a cross-sectional study of middle-class preschoolers 
(3-7 years) whose home language was Spanish. He elicited data orally and analyzed 
them by sequence of appearance, not correctness of tense to situation (i.e., a test of 
performance, not competence). A tense was considered established when all 
children produced it. Results showed that by age three the children had acquired 
the present indicative, preterite, and present progressive. By age four the 
periphrastic future and the imperfect indicative were established, and by age six the 
present subjunctive. Although the rest of the tenses were not established, they did 
appear among certain individuals. The following is a summary of Cohen’s findings:

(Column 1 represents the number of subjects responding and Column 2 is the frequency of the tense):
AGE 3 AGE 4 AGE 5 AGE 6
N= 14 N = 14 N = 12 N == 10

present ind. 14 97 14 185 12 242 10 153
preterite 14 65 14 63 12 69 10 48
pres. prog. 14 75 14 73 12 94 10 58
per. future 11 44 14 52 12 42 10 37
imperfect ind. 10 22 14 45 12 69 10 38
present subj. 9 20 13 29 9 33 10 23
imperi, subj. 7 9 7 10 5 5 3 5
conditional 1 1 1 1 3 3 1 1
pluper. subj. 2 2 2 2
future 1 1
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González (1970) focused on the acquisition of grammatical structures by 27 
children (ages 2-5) from the lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas. An item was con­
sidered established is a) 2 informants used it a minium of 3 times each or b) if all 3 
informants used it at least once. Gonzalez’s findings suggest that the earliest verb 
tenses acquired are the imperative and the present indicative (established at 2.0) 
and the present progressive, the preterite and the periphrastic future (established 
at 2.6): (E established, NE appeared, but not established, -did not appear):

2.0 2.6 3.0 3.3 3.6 4.0 4.6 5.0
imperative E E E E E E E E
pres. ind. E E E E E E E E
preterite NE E E E E E E E
pres. prog. - E E E E E E E
per.future - E E E E E E E
imperfect - NE NE E E E E E
past prog. - NE NE NE NE E E E
pres. perf. - - NE - - NE E E
past perf. - NE - - - NE NE NE
pres. subj. - NE E E E E E E
past subj. - - NE NE NE NE NE NE
conditional - - NE - - - - NE
future - - - - - NE NE NE

González cautiously proposed this order as it only denotes the appearance of 
forms1.

Gili Gaya conducted a descriptive cross-sectional study using Spanish-speaking 
Puerto Rican children (ages 4-11). In general, the results of this study can be 
summarized in five findings. First, by age four the children have acquired the im­
perative, present indicative and periphrastic future. These findings are not surpris­
ing as the youngest child was 4.0 years old at the onset of the study. Second, 
concerning past tenses, the first nonpresent form is the past participle which com­
petes with the preterite. The past participle is often used alone,"...sin verbo auxiliar, 
como forma verbal que opone el ahora con el no ahora, con carácter aspectivo más 
que temporal..." (1972:24). By age five the past participle accompanied by the 
auxiliary becomes reinforced as a past tense in opposition to the present. The 
present perfect and preterite forms compete until the child is six or seven years old. 
Between the ages of five and ten there is consolidation of all the past tenses. Third, 
the use of the pluperfect tense is sporadic until the ages of seven and is still rare at 
ten years when it begins to consolidate. Fourth, the synthetic future tense is ac­
quired late: rarely used before seven years, infrequent between seven and ten years,

1 These same results were found in another study by Gonzalez (1982).
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and used with normal frequency between 12-14 years. Fifth, the conditional is less 
frequent and late in acquisition.

Five additional studies have been cited in the literature on Spanish as a first 
language. Keman and Blount (1966), Nuñez-Wormack (1979) and Olarte (1985) 
conducted cross-sectional investigations on the acquisition of grammatical rules. 
Nonetheless, these studies used a formal elicitation task, and as stated earlier, this 
type of elicitation task violates the natural order because it does not tap the ver­
nacular style of the learner. Two additional studies of importance that concentrate 
only on one grammatical point are: 1) Blake (1983) who investigated the acquisition 
of mood; and 2) Galván (1980) who reported on the acquisition of verb aspect rela­
tions.

In conclusion, the results of several studies on the acquisition of Spanish as a 
first language have been presented here. In analyzing the results or attempting to 
establish an order of acquisition, care must be taken with regard to the experimen­
tal design. The studies and results mentioned above vary in many ways. For ex­
ample, some studies are cross-sectional and others are longitudinal, both with 
varying numbers of informants. Several studies are purely observational and others 
offer differing degrees of statistical analysis. The number of grammatical items 
presented and the type of data collection (elicited or spontaneous) also differ. Last­
ly, the possible effects of sex and socioeconomic variables must be considered.

Table #1 represents a consolidation of the studies that focused on a variety of 
verb morphemes. Given the suggested acquisition orders (or accuracy orders) 
presented in the first four columns, the generalizations of column five are suggested 
as a LI acquisition order for Spanish. This order will be used for further com­
parisons with child L2 studies and adult L2 studies.

Table 1
The ages indicated denote acquisition or multiple occurrences as discussed in 

the previous reviews. A “ + ” signifies not yet acquired/established.

1) González 1970 and 1982 (occurrences)
2) Gili Gaya 1972 (established)2

3) Cohen 1980 (established)
4) Beléndez-Soltero 1980 (established)
5) Van Naerssen 19813 (* = tentatively confirmed as acquired/in progress,

? = suggested age, but not confirmed)

2 It should be remembered that the youngest informant of this study was four years old and does 
not necessarily reflect early stages of acquisition.
3 Van Naerssen, using the aforementioned studies in addition to others (for a total of 14 LI 
studies), established a rank ordering of verb morphemes, as well as a tentative age sequence of acquisi­
tion.
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1 2 3 4 5
present ind. 2.0 4.0 3.0 2.5                *2.0-2.6
pres. prog. 2.6 5.0 3.0                                       *2.0-2.6
periph. fut. 2.6 4.0 4.0 5.0 *2.0-2.6
imperative 2.0 4.0 2.5 *2.9-3.0
past prog. 4.0                                                                                       *4.6-5.0
preterite 2.6 4.0 3.0 2.5 ?5.0
pres. perf. 4.6 4.0 *6.0
pres, subj.4 3.0 5.0 6.0 5.0                *4.6-5.0
past subj. 4.6 + 6.04 *4.6-5.0
imperfect 3.3 4.0 4.0 5.0 ?6.0
future 6.0 + 12.0 + 6.0 + *7.0 +
conditional 6.0 + 12.0 + 6.0 + *7.0 +
past perf. 6.0 + 10.0

1.3 The acquisition of Spanish as child L2

It has been posited that naturalistic L2 acquisition does follow ordered develop- 
mental sequences, but these sequences need not be completely identical with LI se- 
quences. Therefore, not only is it important to compare first-and second-language 
acquisition order, but the differences between child and adult second-language 
learning also need to be compared. The most prominent research of Spanish 
second-language acquisition by children utilizes data collected in the Culver City 
immersion program. There appear to be two limitations to this data. First, this pro­
gram provided for classroom immersion, not total immersion. The students who 
participated did not receive any instruction in the Spanish language; rather, they 
were taught typical content material via Spanish. Second, there was a lack of con­
tact with native speakers, except for the teachers. Without a doubt, this limited 
input of the target language had an effect on the acquisitional order.

There are five studies based on the Culver City program. Cathcart (1972) ob­
served 19 students in a kindergarten class. Flores (1973) conducted a study of eight 
informants in their second year (first grade) of the program. Boyd (1975) analyzed 
the spontaneous and elicited speech of twelve students in their third year (second 
grade); and Cohen (1976) reported on ten students at the end of their third and

4 Regarding the present subjunctive: González suggests 3.0 as the age of acquisition for adverbial 
phrases with cuando; Gili Gaya establishes 5.0 as the age for acquiring adverbial phrases with para que; 
and Blake suggests that at 5.0 indirect commands and adverbials are established, at 6.0 children “catch 
on” to mood choice in adjectival clauses, but they are not mastered until after age 9, and lastly, that at 
age 10 mood choice equals that of adults for noun clauses after verbs of doubt and attitude.
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fourth years of the program. Lastly, Plann (1976) conducted a cross-sectional study 
of 24 students in grades 1-4. Based on a composite review of the Culver City 
studies, the basic order of acquisition for Spanish as a child L2 is: 1) imperative, 2) 
present indicative, 3) present progressive, 4)periphrastic future and 5) preterite.

Although there appears to be an order of acquisition, none of the verb forms 
reached the required accuracy level of 90%. Plann concluded that the students 
were at an intermediate stage in the application of morphological agreement rules.

Overall, there were two principal errors. First, the children overextended the 
third person singular form to other forms. Plann attributes the predominance of 
this form to its high frequency of input (both as a present tense form and as the 
familiar imperative form) and less irregular formation (in contrast to the first per­
son singular form). Another explanation is LI (English) interference. Flores and 
Plann suggest that the lack of verb paradigms in English may correspond to the lack 
of subject-verb agreement in Spanish. Moreover, Plann noted that structures with a 
variety of forms (i.e. the Spanish present tense has two verb-ending categories and 
five forms for person and number) are acquired late and may contribute to the con­
siderable variation in verb accuracy order.

The second problem area was the preterite. Boyd and Cohen noted that the ac­
quisition of these forms seems to occur in stages. At first there were very few cor­
rect forms produced. Later the children are in the process of acquiring the 
preterite stress rule for regular verbs and apply this stress to infinitives and present 
tense forms. Generally, errors reflected an overuse of the present tense and incor­
rect executions of preterite forms. The students seemed to have more trouble sort­
ing out the regular and irregular forms (with regard to both stress and inflections) 
and the correct persons to go with them.

Lastly, Plann suggests that due to the tenaciousness and systematicity of the 
errors encountered, there may be evidence of a classroom dialect peculiar to 
Spanish immersion students. There was no definite trend of improvement across 
grades, which may indicate that the children are reinforcing each others’ errors and 
these errors are becoming fossilized5.

Only one total immersion study has been done in this area. Dato (1970) con­
ducted a longitudinal (10-20 months) study of five American children acquiring 
Spanish in Madrid. He notes an order of appearance, but posits no fixed stages of 
acquisition. The morpheme ordering for each child was:

5 Selinker (1972) says that fossilization occurs when the learner has obtained sufficient L2 
knowledge to meet his communicative and emotional needs and stops learning.



272    Courtney Harrison

M O N S C
imperative imperative imperative imperative imperative
pres. ind. pres. ind. pres. ind. pres. ind. pres. ind.
per. fut. imperfect per. fut. per. fut. -------
pres. perf. per. fut. preterite pres.prog. -------
preterite pres. prog. pres. prog. future -------
pres. prog. pres. perf. pres. perf. -------                 -------
imperfect future pres. subj. -------                 -------
pres. subj. preterite imperfect -------                 -------
future pres. subj. --------            ------       --------

Dato’s study suggests the following order: 1) imperative, 2) present indicative, 3) 
periphrastic future, 4-6) present perfect / preterite / present progressive, 7) imper­
fect indicative, 8) present subjunctive and 9) future. As indicated, the order of 
appearance for the past tenses (preterite and imperfect) varies widely.

The child second-language data indicate that there are differences in the order 
of acquisition of various structures. The order varies somewhat from learner to 
learner, but the basic acquisition sequence is reliable. In all the studies the third 
person singular was the first form to appear and served as a base form, frequently 
overgeneralized to other forms and tenses. Slobin explains this usage. He has iden­
tified the stages that are typical in the acquisition of the linguistic marking of a 
semantic notion: 1) no marking; 2) appropriate marking in limited cases; 3) over­
generalization of marking, and 4) adult usage (1973:205).

Although the two orders (child LI and child L2) do not follow identical ac­
quisition patterns, there do seem to be some similarities. The general developmen­
tal sequence is like that of the first language. Omission of the verb (especially the 
copula) precedes the development of tense. Next to appear are the use of 
memorized phrases and routines (especially imperatives) and the limited use of 
present tense forms to indicate the verb. Regarding the order of morpheme ac­
quisition, the forms of the imperative, present progressive and periphrastic future 
are acquired early in both the LI and the L2, while the acquisition of the future is 
late in both.

Yet the two acquisition orders differ in the following ways. First, the present 
tense forms are acquired early in the LI, but later in the L2. It seems that in L2 ac­
quisition the application of subject-verb agreement rules is a late stage of develop­
ment. Second, the inflection for preterite is acquired early in the LI (2.6 years), but 
in the child L2 studies only the awareness of stress rules (not inflection) is evident. 
Third, the imperfect indicative acquired early in LI is late in appearance in the L2 
studies.
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1.4 The acquisition of Spanish as adult L2

While there have been several studies on the acquisition of Spanish by adults that 
look at one or two specific morphemes or features, there are only three studies that 
focus on a variety of grammatical features and utilize vernacular language. Two of 
these studies are cross-sectional (Frantzen and Rissel (1978) - using written data, 
and van Naerssen (1981) - using written data). These three studies will be discussed 
in order to compare accuracy orders with the child LI and L2 orders previously 
noted.

LoCoco described the errors of university students learning Spanish and Ger­
man. She elicited data from four compositions throughout a five-month period. 
Results of the Spanish verb error analysis indicated that for all four samples the 
only group variant error (25% or more students) was the confusion of person-num- 
ber morphemes. For example, while first-and third-person singular form confusioA 
decreased, third-person singular and third-person plural form confusion increased:

sample 1 
sample 2 
sample 3 
sample 4

She note 
place in
(less than 25% of group) noted include:

(based on number of students committing errors)

Comp. 1 Comp. 2 Comp. 3 Comp. 4
ser/estar confusion 9/48 5/44 12/42 11/42
conjugated V/infinitive 7/48 8/44 3/42 6/42
omission of verb 4/48 4/44 4/42 ------
Gustar agrees with Ind.O. 5/48 3/44 3/42 ------
verb class confusion ------ 5/44                   8/42                      4/42
wrong verb ------- -------                17/42    16/42
wrong tense ------- 13/42 10/42
irregular V regularized ------- -------                14/42                     7/42
wrong mood -------  ------- -------                  6/42

LoCoco states that as the students were introduced to more forms, tenses and
verbs, as well as mood choice, verb errorsincreased. However, aquestion that
needs to be considered is - are the students committing more errorsdue to a con-

# of students           1st/ 3rd sg.          3rd sg./ 3rd pi.
12 out of 48 86.7% 13.3%
11 out of 44 72.7% 27.3%
20 out of 42 43.5% 39.1%
21 out of 42 28.7% 52.4%

:d that intralingual (morphological) errors were constant, occupying first 
a hierarchical ordering of source errors. Other individual variant errors,
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fusion of forms, or because they are attempting to say more (perhaps beyond their 
linguistic capabilities)?

Frantzen and Rissel determined the accuracy order of seven verb morphemes 
based on the written data from three compositions. The subjects were 14 university 
students of fourth-semester Spanish. They established their order based on a per­
centage of correct usages in obligatory contexts. Their findings were:

use of indicative; regular verb stems 98%
irregular verb stems 97%
use of ser 95%
use of preterite; verb suffixes 94%
use of imperfect 91%
use of subjunctive6 78%
use of estar 73%

They attribute the high degree of accuracy in verb morphology to the fact that the 
compositions were self-generated and therefore exhibited acquired forms. Also, the 
students had total control over their output and so raised their accuracy scores. 
Frantzen and Rissel conclude:

The accuracy order posited here may be a manifestation of the proces­
ses of simplification and overgeneralization inherent in language ac­
quisition. In each of the categories examined, there seemed to be one 
form that was basic - one form that was somehow salient and over- 
generalized to contexts in which other forms were obligatory. (1987:104)

The basic forms noted in this study were: ser for copula; preterite for the past tense; 
and indicative for mood. Van Naerssen conducted a study to determine the ac­
curacy order for Spanish as a foreign language using data from the final oral exam 
of 27 Spanish I college students. The accuracy order was determined by applying 
Spearman’s Rank Ordering test to group scored percentages. She omitted struc­
tures with less than 15 occurrences and the resultant rank order of verb morphemes 
was7:

6 Research on the acquisition of the subjunctive shows this form acquired late in both the LI and 
L2. Frantzen and Rissel attribute the ranking of the subjunctive above estar in part to the low number 
of obligatory contexts generated for the subjunctive (less than 2% of all verb forms).
7 The rank orders presented from here on are based on a total of 13 morphemes (including non­
verbal morphemes).
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morpheme %  correct group rank
subject pronouns 95% 1.5
present indicative 75% 5.5
copula8 73% 8.5
preterite 70% 8.5
periphrastic future 60% 11.5

The author admits that there were limitations to this study. First, there was no con­
trol on the frequency and use of certain morphemes. Second, due to the type of 
statistical analyses implemented, no individual variation was recognized. The data 
do support the hypothesis that there is a natural order or accuracy order that oc­
curs despite'the order of instruction or the learner’s LI background.

In conclusion, the adult studies indicate that the use of subject pronouns is es­
tablished fairly early in the order of development, along with the present indicative 
forms. Nevertheless, there is some confusion among the third person singular and 
plural forms. The preterite forms seem to follow next in the order. There is mixed 
data regarding the copula. There are no statistics on the acquisition of the copula 
forms, only on their semantic distinction and use. The use of ser seems to be ac­
quired before the use of estar. As no two studies mention the imperfect indicative, 
the periphrastic future or the present progressive an order cannot be deduced for 
these forms.

1.5  A comparison of Spanish as LI, child L2 and adult L2

Van Naerssen posited three hypotheses for Spanish morpheme ordering: 1) LI 
order is similar, but not equal to L2 order; 2) LI order equals L2 order on bound 
morphemes; and 3) LI order does not equal L2 order on free morphemes. Using 
the LI order cited in Table 1, she compared structures that were mutual to that 
order and the L2 order mentioned above. She found a positive, but not significant, 
correlation between the orders. Thus, LI does not equal L2:

Ll morphemes group rank L2 morphemes group rank
pres. ind. 1.5 pres. ind. 5.5
per. future 3.0 copula 8.5
preterite 9.0 preterite 8.5
copula                            9.0               per. future   11.5

8    Ser had a 95% correct average and estar 50%. These two percentages were averaged and “copula” 
was given a new percentage of 73% and a revised ranking.
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The item which most affected the ordering was the periphrastic future. As shown in 
the research, it ranks high in accuracy in both child LI and child L2 acquisition, but 
it is a lower ranked item in the adult L2 order.

Upon comparing child L29 and adult L2 orders van Naerssen found a positive, 
but not significant correlation. The verb group rank orders were:

child L2 group rank          adult L2                              group rank
pres. ind. 1.0 pres. ind. 6.0
per. future 2.5 preterite 8.0
preterite 9.0 per. future 11.0

To clarify the findings presented here, van Naerssen indicated that the data from 
these various studies are not completely comparable: methods for collecting data 
varied; many constructions were not confirmed across the L2 studies; and some 
subjective decisions were made, combining statistical data with narrative descrip­
tions and orders of recordings (72).

The question then raised was whether cognitive development may have in­
fluenced the differing child L2 and adult L2 orders. To answer this question van 
Naerssen compared the child LI and child L2 orders:

child LI group rank child L2 group rank
pres. ind. 1.5 pres. ind. 1.0
per. future 3.0 per. future 2.5
preterite 9.0 copula 4.0
copula 9.0 preterite 9.0

Results of this comparison show that with regard to bound morphemes the LI 
order equals the L2 order for children learning Spanish. Yet, while the child LI 
and L2 orders significantly correlate, there is obvious variation in the acquisition of 
the copula, a free morpheme.

An analysis of child LI and adult L2 free morpheme data showed a negative 
correlation that supported the hypothesis that LI does not equal L2. The verb 
forms included in the free morpheme category were the copula and the periphras­
tic future. The results were inconclusive whether the LI order equals L2 order on 
bound morphemes.

Lastly, van Naerssen’s findings suggest that the hypothesis that LI order does 
not equal L2 order (although they may be similar) is a language specific 
hypothesis10. The equivalent orders found for child LI and child L2 substantiate 
this position. Another findings is that the distinction between bound and free mor­

9     The child L2 studies include the Culver City and Dato studies.
10 Stephen Krashen in his discussion of the Natural Order Hypothesis has suggested that the LI and 
L2 acquisition orders are similar, but not necessarily the same. This position has been maintained in a 
majority of the English acquisition studies.
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phemes may be a significant variable affecting the order of acquisition. Finally, the 
bound/free distinction as a variable appears to interact with the cognitive develop­
ment variable. This cognitive development variable emerges as the stronger vari­
able as evidenced by the difficulty orders presented here: child LI equals child L2, 
but child L2 does not equal adult L2; and child LI does not equal adult L2, al­
though they are similar.
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