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ABSTRACT 

 One of the most researched challenges in learning Spanish is the acquisition and 

use of the past aspect, namely, the preterit and imperfect. L2 learners encounter this 

challenge due to differences in how native English and Spanish speakers view past 

events. Numerous studies on the Spanish past aspect have analyzed L2 learners’ past 

aspectual selections through two hypotheses: the lexical aspect hypothesis (LAH), which 

claims that lower-level L2 learners are guided by the lexical semantics of the verb in their 

selections of past aspect; and the discourse hypothesis (DH), which claims that as L2 

learners become more proficient, they make past aspectual selections to foreground and 

background information. The present study uses both hypotheses to analyze past 

aspectual selections in beginner, intermediate, and advanced L2 learners as well as native 

speakers. By doing so, it was possible to analyze how past aspectual selections differ 

across proficiency levels on the basis of lexical aspect and narrative grounding.  

 75 L2 learners and 20 native Spanish speakers produced two uncontrolled, written 

narratives. The first was a film-retell based on a five minute clip of “Alone and Hungry” 

from Modern Times and the second was a personal narration of a favorite vacation. All 

verbs within each narrative were coded for lexical aspect: atelic states and activities as 

well as telic accomplishments and achievements. Next, foregrounded clauses (preterit) 

were separated from backgrounded clauses (imperfect) in order to capture how narrative 

structure played a role in past aspectual selections. The researcher and a second coder 

determined the accuracy of use of the preterit and imperfect. Quantitative data consisted 

of contingency tables and chi-square analyses for the film-retell task and the personal 

narrative task separately that captured total use of preterit and imperfect morphology for 
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the LAH. It also captured correct use of preterit and imperfect for the DH. Finally, type-

token ratios (TTRs) were used to assess the lexical variety of verbs on the basis of 

grammatical aspect, lexical aspect, and proficiency level for the fill-retell task.  

 The results revealed that for the film-retell and personal narrative tasks, there was 

support for the LAH. Participants across proficiency groups were guided by the LAH 

when making past aspectual selections. There was also partial support for the DH in that 

participants across proficiency groups consistently selected preterit morphology for atelic 

states and activities, even if the lower-level proficiency groups made more errors in their 

past aspectual selections. However, showed very little evidence of correct use of 

imperfect morphology with telic achievements and accomplishments. Additionally, 

analysis of type-token ratios (TTRs) showed that participants across proficiency groups 

repeatedly used high-frequency verbs to complete their narratives. This was particularly 

noticeable for state and activity verbs within the beginner group.  

 Task type appeared to be a major influence in participants’ selections of past 

aspect for the film-retell task. Participants were influenced by the numerous sequential 

scenes of the film task, which accounted for the high frequencies of preterit to mark 

bounded events, but much lower frequencies of imperfect to mark unbounded events. For 

the personal narrative, frequencies of the preterit were higher than imperfect across each 

lexical class. When assessing both film-retell and personal narratives, participants 

produced very few contexts for imperfect with achievement and accomplishment verbs. 

Participants either did not have the knowledge to do so or felt that their own narrations of 

“Alone and Hungry” and their personal narrative was sufficient to complete the task. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE SPANISH PAST ASPECT 

 

 This introductory chapter presents a comprehensive overview of the various 

manifestations of verbal aspect as it relates to second language (L2) learners and native 

speakers of Spanish. More specifically, this chapter details how Spanish past aspect 

expresses meaning that speakers convey about past events as well as the role various 

linguistic forms have in conveying that meaning. Given that the acquisition of the 

Spanish past is very challenging for most L2 learners, it is necessary to establish how 

Spanish past aspect functions in order to explain its role in shaping native speaker 

discourse and why L2 learners are usually unable to acquire native-like use of it.  

 In most world languages, there is more than one way to express past events. In 

Spanish, speakers frequently denote the past with the preterit and imperfect, as well as 

other forms such as the past progressive, whereas English speakers distinguish between 

progressive and non-progressive forms, the simple past, and periphrastic forms such as 

the would/used to constructions. The speaker’s viewpoint of an event allows him or her to 

choose one aspectual form over the other. Spanish denotes past events in the preterit and 

imperfect through a system of morphological inflections. By doing so, English native 

speakers are able to foreground and background events of their discourse. They mark past 

events with preterit morphology to move events forward on its narrative timeline 

(foregrounding) and with imperfect morphology to add description and detail to those 

events (backgrounding).  

 L2 learners of Spanish quickly realize the challenges that come with attempting to 

acquire the Spanish past because they may view past events differently than a Spanish 



 

 

 

2 

native speaker would (Frantzen, 1995). Furthermore, because English does not denote 

past aspect through morphological inflections as systematically as Spanish does, it relies 

more on verbal compliments and adverbials to determine past aspectual choice. Although 

verbal compliments and adverbials also play a role in past aspectual interpretation in 

Spanish, they do not dictate that selection as frequently as they would in English, nor do 

they obligate the use of one aspectual form over the other. These differences prevent 

most L2 learners from acquiring native-like use of the Spanish past (Whitley, 2002). 

Tense and Aspect 

 In learning the Spanish preterit and imperfect, most L2 learners erroneously 

understand them as “tenses” (Whitley 2002). However, in linguistic terminology, tense 

“is [the] grammaticalized expression of location in time” (Comrie, 1985, p. 8). The three 

most common tenses found in most world languages are the past, present, and future. It is 

possible to distinguish them from one another by identifying the temporal point of 

temporal reference. Consider the following timeline: 

         Él cantó/cantaba                                     él canta                   él cantará 

          

                    Past                Present                      future  

Example 1.1. An Example of the Three Tenses 

 

The difference between cantó/cantaba, canta, and cantará is one of tense because it 

locates the event at different points at the moment of speaking on the timeline. By 

looking at time as a straight line, it is possible to interpret cantó/cantaba as an event 

occurring prior to the moment of speaking, canta as an event simultaneously with the 

moment of speaking, and cantará as an event located at a point after the moment of 

speaking (Comrie, 1976).  
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 This description, however, does not extend to the difference between cantó and 

cantaba. These two examples are located on the timeline prior to the act of speaking and 

signify the past. As a result, the difference between cantó and cantaba is one of aspect. 

According to Comrie, aspect describes the “different ways of viewing the internal 

temporal constituency of a situation” (Comrie, 1976, p. 3). Similarly, Whitley (2002) 

defines aspect as “the nature of the event being described (e.g., instantaneous and point-

like vs. enduring or recurring) and which part of the event is being depicted as ongoing or 

ended” (p. 113). Aspect allows for the understanding of why the preterit and imperfect 

express different viewpoints from one another, even though they both denote past events. 

Grammatical Aspect 

 Salaberry (2008) explained that Spanish past aspect does not have only one form. 

The two most common are the preterit and the imperfect, but there is also the past 

progressive and past perfect, for example, that present different viewpoints of the past 

tense. In Spanish, aspect has two broad forms, which are inherent lexical aspect and 

grammatical aspect, the viewpoint of the speaker’s perspective. Through this perspective, 

the speaker is able to use past aspectual morphology to form a representation, or 

viewpoint, of a past event (Smith, 1983).  

 Viewpoint allows the speaker to convey a perspective of an event through 

grammatical aspect (Bardovi-Harlig, 2005). This is not limited exclusively to 

morphological forms, but also to the past progressive and past perfect as well. In Spanish, 

native speakers mark grammatical aspect through a system of inflectional morphemes 

that denote the preterit, also known as the perfective aspect, which focuses on the 

beginning or ending of an event (boundedness); and the imperfect, also known as 
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imperfective aspect, which focuses on the middle of an event (unboundedness) (Salaberry, 

2008). These morphological systems denote different perceptions of how a given event 

unfolds.  

 Native speakers of Spanish also use the preterit and imperfect to create a narrative 

route in their written and oral discourse. This tells the listener which parts of the narrative 

are foregrounded and which parts of the narrative are descriptive, or backgrounded, as 

shown in the following passage: 

Example 1.2. Preterit and Imperfect Classifications 

 Juan leía (IMP) su libro en la sala cuando entré (PRET) sin tocar la puerta. 

El cuarto estaba (IMP) oscuro con una luz borrosa de una lámpara vieja. Juan 

estaba sentando (IMP-PROG) en la esquina. Al principio no reaccionó (PRET) a 

mi entrada pero cuando susurró (PRET) su nombre, se volvió (PRET) hacia mi 

con una cara de susto. No anticipaba (IMP) a nadie tan tarde en la noche. 

The above passage narrates a series of past events using both the preterit and imperfect, 

but the use of the two gives the narrative its semantic structure. Regardless of which past 

aspect that the speaker uses, each event has a beginning, middle, and end, regardless if 

the context explicitly expresses it or not. Comrie (1976) elaborated on the distinction 

between perfective and imperfective meaning by explaining that: 

 The perfective looks at the situation from the outside, without necessarily 

distinguishing any of the internal structure of the situation, whereas the 

imperfective looks at the internal situation from the inside…since it can both look 

backwards towards the start of the situation, and look forward to the end of the 

situation, and indeed is equally appropriate if the situation is one that lasts through 

all time, without any beginning and without any end (1976, p. 4).  

 

When Comrie stated that aspect grammaticalized in the preterit “looks at the situation 

from the outside”, he meant that it refers to the event’s beginning or endpoint. The 
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preterit emphasizes when the event started or the moment that it ended. The following 

two timelines illustrates this reference.   

     Cantó              Cantó 

 

 

                                                                  

 

 Beginning                      End point 

Example 1.3. An Example of Perfective Aspect. 

Bull (1965) explained that the context of the event determines whether preterit or 

imperfect morphology is more appropriate. When a speaker marks aspect with preterit 

inflection, he or she brings attention to the beginning or end of an event without 

emphasizing the middle. By emphasizing either side of the timeline, the speaker gives the 

impression of completion or an event that just started, as shown in following two 

sentences.  

• Cuando escuchó la música, Juan cantó la canción. 

• Juan cantó la parte final cuando los otros terminaron. 

     

In the second clause of the first example, cantó emphasizes an event that is beginning. 

When Juan heard the music, he began to sing. In the first clause of the second example, 

cantó emphasizes the end of en event. Because the emphasis on the beginning or ending 

denotes completion, both clauses are foregrounded, denoting that the event ended and a 

new one will start afterwards.  

 When Comrie (1976) stated that the imperfect “looks at the internal situation from 

the inside”, the term “inside” refers to the middle of the event. This is reflected in 

Whitley’s (2002) description of the imperfect which signifies that the “narrator brings 

listeners or readers to some recalled point in the middle of an event or a series of events 

that…was fairly open-ended and continuing” (p. 117).  
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          cantaba 

 

       Beginning          Middle     End 

Example 1.4. An Illustration of Imperfective Aspect 

When a speaker marks aspect in the imperfect, he or she brings attention to the middle of 

the event without emphasizing when it began or ended. 

• Juan cantaba la parte final cuando los otros terminaron. 

Because aspect is marked in the imperfect in cantaba, there is no emphasis on when the 

singing began or ended as expressed in the independent clause at the time the others 

stopped singing, as stated in the dependent clause. The viewpoint is that the singing was 

already in progress, with the beginning being unknown, at the time the others stopped 

singing. By emphasizing the middle of the event with the imperfective, the speaker gives 

the impression that the event is habitual or continual. As a result, this event is 

backgrounded as adding evaluative information rather than moving the narrative forward 

on its timeline. This is shown again in the above passage with the foregrounded clauses 

flushed to the left and the backgrounded clauses flushed to the right, as shown below. 

Example 1.5. Foregrounding and Backgrounding with Grammatical Aspect 

                Foreground                   Background 

 1. Juan leía su libro en la sala 

2. cuando entré sin tocar la puerta 

 3. El cuarto estaba oscuro con una    

    luz borrosa de una lámpara vieja. 

 4. Juan estaba sentando en la     

     esquina. 

5. Al principio no reaccionó a mi entrada, 

6. pero cuando susurró su nombre, 

7. se volvió hacia mi con una cara de susto. 

 8. No anticipaba a nadie tan tarde en  

     la noche. 

 



 

 

 

7 

The above passage illustrates the relation between perfective and imperfective aspect 

along with grounding. Native speakers mark aspect with preterit morphology to denote 

not only completed actions, but also to sequence his or her discourse on its narrative 

timeline. This sequencing of information is also known as the ordering of reference 

points. It is these reference points (foregrounded information) that the speaker uses to 

structure his or her narrative. A native speaker will use the preterit to signify a completed 

event, which allows him or her to move on to the next one, as shown in clauses 2, 5, 6, 

and 7. Likewise, native speakers mark aspect with the imperfect morphology to denote 

descriptions and details of completed actions that do not continue the speaker’s narrative. 

As shown in clauses 1, 3, 4, and 8, a native speaker uses the imperfect to signify 

descriptive information that does not move the narrative forward towards its completion.  

 Clauses 3 and 4 for example, are backgrounded because they do not establish a 

new reference point but rather align with clause 2. Additionally, clause 8 is also 

backgrounded because it describes why the person was surprised upon seeing the speaker 

in the room, as described in clause 7. This passage, when read as a whole, shows that 

native speakers mark aspect to foreground and background information in the past based 

on their personal viewpoint of events. The use of the preterit and imperfect therefore is 

the tool that allows grounding to happen. As the next section will discuss, the inherent 

meaning of verbs, lexical aspect, as well as verbal compliments, also play a role in the 

interpretation of aspect. 

Lexical Aspect 

 The foregrounded and backgrounded clauses from illustration 1.4 showed the 

distribution of the preterit and imperfect that distinguished between sequenced and 
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descriptive information. This distinction is important when considering how L2 learners 

make past aspectual selections to foreground and background information. Lexical aspect, 

as opposed to grammatical aspect, plays a role in understanding how individual verbs 

have different temporal properties that distinguish them from others due to the nature of 

the events that they denote. Lexical aspect has its roots in temporal semantics and refers 

to the inherent semantic properties of an event expressed by a verb (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2000). It shows that verbs can be classified according to their differences in semantic 

temporality (Salaberry 2008).  

 Eventuality signifies how a verb portrays a timeframe of a given event. A verb 

can be stative (as in querer) in that there is no physical energy needed to complete the 

event, durative (as in escuchar) in that the event is ongoing without an inherent endpoint, 

or punctual in that the event is instantaneous (as in llegar). Smith (1983) explained that 

the semantic properties belong to the verbs themselves and not the real world event they 

describe. This means that in order to understand temporal differences in how verbs 

portray inherent timeframes of an event, one has to study verbs in their barest form. For 

Spanish, this means studying verbs in their infinitive, or base, forms as shown below: 

• Correr       

• Alcanzar  

 

When analyzing correr and alcanzar in their base forms, they express different forms of 

semantic temporality. The act of running correr denotes a process over an undefined 

period of time, whereas reaching alcanzar is instantaneous. As this section details, 

semantic temporality can be expressed in different ways. In correr, there is no inherent 

endpoint, so it is durative whereas the action in alcanzar is instantaneous, making it 

punctual.  
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 In empirical studies on lexical aspect, the most common classification to 

characterize the differences in the temporal semantics of a verb is the use of Vendler’s 

(1967) classification of lexical aspect (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). Vendler’s classes 

distinguish between states, activities, accomplishments, and achievements. States are 

verbs that do not require physical energy to complete. Rather, they express a thought or 

an emotion. Examples of state verbs include amar (to love), querer (to want), saber (to 

know), parecer (to seem), necesitar (to need), ser (to be), and estar (to be). When 

analyzing their infinitive forms, a state verb’s focus is in the internal component of an 

event; there is no reference to a beginning or an endpoint. While the above verbs focus on 

the middle of an event, there are states that emphasize a beginning or endpoint as in 

encontrar (to begin) and ver (to see). These verbs are still considered states in that they 

do not require physical energy to complete. However, they are instantaneous mental 

actions in that there is no mental process leading up to the encountering or seeing 

something.  

 Activity verbs express physical actions that involve an indefinite period of time, 

or an unbounded conclusion. Examples of activity verbs include ir (to go), escribir (to 

write), and subir (to climb). Although these events will eventually end, there is nothing in 

the semantics of these verbs in their infinitive form to denote an endpoint. 

Accomplishments on the other hand, are extensions of activities in that they are verbs 

with compliments. They are inherently durative with an endpoint, or a bounded 

conclusion. Examples include ir a casa en coche (to go home by car), escribir la carta (to 

write the letter), subir la montaña (to climb the mountain). Unlike activity verbs, these 

verbs are accomplishments because they have arguments attached to them that establish 
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an endpoint (Vendler, 1967). These arguments also establish an eventual process. It is 

also important to point that out that Verkuyl (1989) was the first to explain that verb 

compliments influence the characterization of verb categories. Verbs are 

accomplishments because they have a compliment that establishes an endpoint to an 

otherwise ongoing activity verb. 

 Achievements signify single moments of time and also denote bounded 

conclusions (Vendler, 1967). The action expressed in achievement verbs is instantaneous; 

there is no progression to an eventual culmination. Examples of achievements include: 

alcanzar (to reach), llegar (to arrive), and parar (to stop). Although accomplishments 

and achievements denote endpoints, they are different in that the former denotes durative 

events, and the latter denotes punctual, instantaneous events, as shown the following two 

sentences. Vendler uses these two examples: 

• subir la montaña y alcanzar la cima  

• manejar a casa en coche y llegar después de tres horas  

In the first example, alcanzar is instantaneous. “Even if one says that it took [the speaker] 

three hours to reach the summit one does not mean that the reaching of the summit went  

on during [that length of time]” (Vendler, 1967, p. 147). The speaker does not talk of the 

process of climbing the mountain as expressed in subir la montaña, an accomplishment, 

but rather the finality of finishing his climb to the top, expressed in alcanzar. In the 

second example, llegar is also instantaneous. The speaker does not speak of driving home, 

but just the finality of arriving home; it is not possible to arrive home for three hours. 

 Additionally, it is also possible to further distinguish the four verb categories 

according to their semantic features: dynamicity, punctuality, and telicity (Andersen, 

1991). 
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Table 1.1. Vender’s Verb Categories and Their Semantic Features 

  States Activities Accomplishments Achievements 

punctual - - - + 

telic - - + + 

dynamic - + + + 

 

As explained earlier, state verbs such as oler and amar are senses and emotions  

respectively and do not require physical energy to complete. States contrast with telic 

verbs to express events that require energy to initiate and end an event and include 

activity, accomplishment, and achievement verbs. Because dynamicity requires energy, 

dynamic verbs can express a process towards a conclusion, cantar una canción, a process 

that continues indefinitely as in cantar, or an instantaneous event as in llegar.  

 Lastly, telicity denotes verbs with inherent endpoints and distinguishes 

accomplishments and achievements from states and activities. For example, cantar la 

canción is an accomplishment that denotes an endpoint, the singing of a song will 

eventually end. It is the object, la canción, that defines an endpoint. The verb llegar is a 

punctual action because it refers to the moment when a destination has been reached. 

Because these two examples signify endpoints, they are telic. It is important to remember 

that telicity denotes both punctual and ongoing events with a compliment that denotes an 

endpoint. 

Compositionality of Lexical Aspect 

 Vendler’s four-way verb classes, along with each of their semantic features, gives 

a clear picture on how different verbs denote events with inherently different aspectual 

properties. However, for native Spanish speakers, the choice of grammatical aspectual 

markers is not merely a copy or reflection of the verb’s lexical aspect. In other words, 

native speakers will not use the imperfect with states and activity verbs simply because 
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their base forms denote unbounded events. Likewise, native speakers will not use the 

preterit with accomplishments and achievement verbs simply because their base forms 

denote bounded events. In establishing the structure of a narrative, native speakers use 

reference points regardless of a verb’s lexical aspect to foreground and background 

information. It is important to note that there are other components that influence how 

aspect relates to grounding through the use of internal and external arguments. As 

explained below, these arguments are further conditioned by the speaker’s grammatical 

aspectual choices that influence the structure of the information within the narrative as a 

whole.   

 Salaberry (2008) explained that internal and external arguments show how 

compositionality influences aspectual interpretation. Internal arguments refer to how 

verbal objects can transfer telicity to an otherwise atelic verb. Verbal objects can also 

denote atelicity as well. For internal arguments, the use of articles in mass/count noun 

distinction, can “…also affect the basic semantic nature of the [verbal] predicate…” 

(Salaberry, 2008, p. 38). The difference between mass nouns, which have bare plurals 

and are uncountable and count nouns, which quantify amounts, influences whether it 

measures the time of an event (Verkuyl, 1993). The examples below shows how “una 

carta” is quantifiable but “cartas” is not: 

• escribir una carta  

• escribir cartas 

 

In the first example, the internal argument una carta transfers an endpoint to an otherwise 

prototypically atelic verb. It denotes a count noun because the indefinite article una 

quantifies carta. As there is a specific amount, it implies an endpoint. In the second 

example however, cartas is a mass noun that implies that the agent wrote more than one 
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letter, but the amount is unknown. As a result, cartas does not change the atelic status of 

escribir. The following two sentences show the different interpretation of past aspect. 

• Yo escribí una carta cuando escuché el ruido. 

• Yo escribía una carta cuando escuché el ruido. 

 

In the first example, the events in both clauses are sequenced one after the other. The 

event in the dependent clause ‘cuando escuché el ruido’ happened first, which results in 

the writing of the message. Both events emphasize the beginning rather than the end 

because the agent waited for the noise to stop before writing the message. As a result, 

both clauses are foregrounded. In the second example however, the event in the 

independent clause ‘yo escribía una carta’ contains imperfect morphology. By 

emphasizing the middle of the event expressed in the independent clause, the viewpoint is 

that escribía is a continuous action that is interrupted by the event in the dependent clause. 

The independent clause is foregrounded and the dependent clause is backgrounded. 

 Similar to internal arguments, Salaberry (2008) explained that external arguments, 

or the subject of a verb, can also affect a verb’s inherent aspectual properties. External 

arguments can consist of either count or mass nouns. These noun types that function as a 

subject also impart semantic value on the verb. As shown below in the examples below 

with the activity verb fluir, the count noun diez litros de agua brings about telic meaning 

and results in fluir being reclassified as an accomplishment. Because the flow of ten liters 

of water will eventually cease, L2 learners may select preterit morphology without 

considering the additional contexts of the clauses within the sentence. The same holds 

true for the mass noun agua as an external argument. The verb fluir in this case maintains 

its classification as an activity verb with agua as the subject and must L2 learners would 

be compelled to select imperfect morphology.  
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 Although external arguments, like internal arguments, provide important 

information on how to interpret the eventuality that a verb conveys, native Spanish 

speakers do not exclusively rely on them to make past aspectual selections. What 

separates native Spanish speakers from most L2 speakers regarding the examples below 

is how they interpret the semantic interaction between the external argument of the verb 

and the context of the sentence’s clauses as a whole. The following sentences illustrate 

that past aspectual selection goes beyond lexical aspect and that grammatical aspect and 

context require consideration:  

• Cuando los plomeros repararon el sistema, el agua fluyó en el desagüe. 

• El agua fluía en el desagüe cuando los plomeros repararon el sistema. 

• Cuando los plomeros repararon el sistema, diez litros de agua fluyó en el 

desagüe. 

• Diez litros de agua fluía en el desagüe cuando los plomeros repararon el sistema. 

 

 The dependent clause of the first sentence has the time subordinator cuando, 

which signifies the time period in which the plumbers repaired the system. The event is 

an accomplishment because the internal argument, el sistema, transfers telicity to reparar. 

In the independent clause, agua is a mass noun that does not transfer telicity to fluir. 

However, it is still marked with the preterit to reflect the beginning of the event. In other 

words, the event in the independent clause is sequenced after the event in the dependent 

clause. Once the plumbers repaired the system, water flowed. The context within the 

dependent clause influences the viewpoint of the subsequent action.  

 Even though the preterit is used here, the speaker could have chosen the imperfect 

as well, which would have been understood as a context for the event in the dependent 

clause with cuando. In the second sentence, fluir is in the imperfect shifting the viewpoint 

of the action. Rather than being sequenced one after the next, the event in the 
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independent clause is continuing for an indefinite time. The time subordinator cuando in 

the dependent clause indicates that this ongoing event is interrupted as expressed by 

reparar in the preterit. As a result, the independent clause is backgrounded and the 

dependent clause is foregrounded.  

 The third sentence contains an event in the independent clause that is sequenced 

after the event in the dependent clause. The difference between this example and the 

second one from the first group is that diez litros quantifies agua. Once ten litros flowed 

down the drain, it stopped. Whereas agua as a mass noun emphasizes the middle of the 

action, agua as a count noun emphasizes the end point. In the fourth sentence, the 

emphasis on the event in the independent clause is in the middle without reference to 

when the ten liters of water started ended flowing. As some point during that process, the 

plumbers repaired the system. 

 In addition to internal and external arguments, adverbial expressions are also 

compositional in that they are able to transfer new semantic aspectual meaning onto a 

verb. “Linguists have long recognized the complex interaction of the linguistic devices 

employed in the expression of temporality. The verbal categories of tense, [grammatical] 

aspect, and lexical aspect interact with each other and with adverbials…” (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2000, p. 36). Native Spanish speakers use adverbs to establish temporal reference to an 

event. Certain adverbials may be biased towards either the imperfect and preterit, but it is 

important to remember that the use of an adverbial does not obligate the use of either one 

as shown in the examples below: 

• De niño, me bañaba en este río 

• De niño, me bañé en este río. 
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In the first sentence, the adverbial de niño denotes a time period in the past as its referent 

when the agent was very young, and by itself it does not transfer telicity onto a verb. By 

selecting imperfect morphology in the first example, the viewpoint is that the event of 

bathing in the river happened many times during the timeframe that the adverbial 

establishes.   

 However in the second sentence, bañar is grammaticalized in the preterit that 

takes the viewpoint that the action happened once during childhood and no longer occurs; 

it emphasizes the end of an otherwise habitual activity. Even though de niño may 

emphasize a large, multi-year length of time, with no clear reference to a beginning or an 

end, its use does not automatically trigger the imperfect. The verb bañar is prototypically 

an activity verb, but with preterit morphology, it creates a telic status that overrides both 

lexical aspect and the semantic value of the adverb.  

• Ayer, yo leí la revista. 

• Ayer, yo leía la revista cuando entró mi compañero de cuarto. 

 

L2 learners of Spanish frequently associate the adverbial ayer with the preterit as shown 

in the first example. To explain the relation between the adverbial and the event 

referenced by the verb, past aspectual choices also refers to whether an event is bounded 

(perfective aspect) or unbounded (imperfective aspect) to achievement foregrounding or 

backgrounding respectively. Compositional elements such as ayer contribute to the 

lexical meaning of the event by either adding or removing boundedness. The verb leer is 

unbounded in that it is an activity verb that is prototypically atelic. The aspectual value of 

ayer seems to transfer telicity to the verb because the event ended “yesterday” but leer is 

grammatically marked with the imperfect. Unlike L2 learners, native Spanish speakers 

would not consider ayer to be a competitor for aspectual meaning. In the dependent 
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clause, entrar is grammatically marked as the preterit to show a completed action when 

the reading was in progress. When looking at the sentence as a whole, ayer does define 

boundaries for leer but the additional context in the dependent clause overrides it. The 

person was reading yesterday but that by itself does not, as Comrie (1976) explained, 

locate the event on “the outside”, when the reading began or ended. Rather, the act of 

reading expressed in the second example happened at some point yesterday. 

 This sentence demonstrates that adverbial meanings do not mandate grammatical 

inflections in either the preterit or imperfect. This also applies to internal and external 

arguments. In the first example, the use of the definite article la quantifies revista. It 

transfers telicity onto leer because reading one newspaper will come to an end. However 

in the second example, leer is marked with the imperfect regardless of the indefinite 

article because the context is in the dependent clause.  

 In order for L2 learners of Spanish to make past aspectual selections in the way 

that a native Spanish speaker would, “…they need to move past the prototypical 

combinations of lexical and grammatical aspect” (Salaberry, 2008, p. 191). The imperfect 

is not obligated in prototypically state and activity verbs just as the preterit is not 

obligated in prototypically accomplishment or achievement verbs as shown in the 

following sentences: 

• Esta noche llegó (PRET) a la clase nuestro profesor. 

• Esta noche llegaba (IMP) a la clase nuestro profesor. 

 

In both sentences, llegar is an achievement verb because it denotes an instantaneous 

action. The use of the preterit for llegar in the first sentence represents a prototypical 

association between lexical and grammatical aspect. In the second sentence however, the 

use of the imperfect with llegar changes the viewpoint. Instead of focusing on the 
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endpoint that llegar prototypically conveys, it now focuses on the middle. The 

implication is that the professor arrived at some point during the night without a specified 

time.  

 As shown above, past aspectual distinction is not a straightforward process 

because it shifts depending on the speaker’s viewpoint of an event. While verb 

compositionality may affect the interpretation of verbal events, they do not obligate the 

preterit over the imperfect or vice versa. Rather, it is the context and the viewpoint of the 

event that influences aspectual selection. When native speakers foreground and 

background information, they do not exclusively use accomplishment and achievement 

verbs in the foreground and state and activity verbs in the background. It is a mix 

depending on the viewpoint of the speaker. What follows describes how aspect and 

narrative foregrounding and backgrounding intertwine with each other. 

Narrative Grounding and Aspect 

 Native Spanish speakers use the preterit and imperfect based on their viewpoint of 

a past event to structure their narratives. In other words, they use the two based on what 

they perceive to trigger time movement. In both speaking and writing, native Spanish 

speakers use past aspect to mark out a route between information that advances their 

narrative forward towards its conclusion, perfective aspect, and information that is 

descriptive and does not advance the narrative, imperfective aspect.  

 In linguistic studies, a narrative is a text in which the speaker “relates a series of 

real of fictive events in the order in which they took place” (Dahl, 1984, p. 116). It is how 

the speaker relates this information that reveals how he or she distinguishes between 

foregrounding and backgrounding. Godfrey (1980) noted that it is not possible to fully 
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acquire past aspectual distinction without understanding the role of narrative discourse 

and what triggers the perception of time movement. Early studies in interlanguage 

discourse have analyzed the distribution of tense-aspect morphology with respect to 

narrative structure.  

 The foreground of a narrative introduces new information through clauses that 

move the narrative forward on a temporal reference of events (Dry, 1981; Hopper, 1979; 

Reinhart, 1984). The information in the foreground must be new rather than given or 

stated earlier in the narrative; it must introduce a new concept needed in order to 

understand the next utterance of the speaker or writer (Dry, 1983), “The foregrounded 

events succeed one another in the narrative in the same order as their succession in the 

real world…” (Hopper, 1979, p. 214). Additionally, information found in the foreground 

“is presented as actually occurring in the narrative world, as opposed to being merely 

talked of, expected, or hypothesized” (Dry, 1983, p. 21). It is important to point out that 

in the construction of temporal reference points in the narrative, it is the speaker who 

makes those references to a new point via the use of the preterit. Those references are 

what creates the perception of time movement within the narrative. 

 This contrasts with background information, which does not trigger the perception 

of time movement in a narrative. Rather, it provides supportive material to elaborate 

further and evaluate the new information already stated in the foreground. The purpose of 

the background, therefore, is to narrate new information that develops the foreground 

through description, interpretation, and identification (Hopper, 1979; Dry 1981, 1983). 

As a result, backgrounded information cannot be sequenced and the expressed event 

“may be located at any point along the time axis or indeed may not be located on the time 
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axis at all” (Hopper, 1979, p. 215). The fact that an event in the background is not located 

on a time line describes Comrie’s (1976) definition of imperfective aspect, where one has 

to look at the internal structure or the middle of the event. 

 Hopper (1979) and Dahl (1984) suggested that the distinction between narrative 

foregrounding and backgrounding is both a language universal and a means by which 

aspect morphology is evenly distributed. When native speakers mark aspect in the preterit, 

the event is foregrounded regardless of the verb’s lexical class. Likewise, when they 

mark aspect in the imperfect, the event is backgrounded regardless of the verb’s lexical 

class.  

 Dry (1983) suggested that the use of aspect establishes narrative structure that 

influences the viewpoint of the event which, in turn, moves the storyline forward. Dry 

(1983) also explained that in order to understand what triggers the speaker’s perception 

of time movement, one needs to move beyond the morphological and syntactical 

structure of the narrative itself. Rather, understanding this perception relies on how the 

speaker or writer perceives the construction of temporal reference points within the 

narrative.  

 Hopper (1979) noted that native speakers of a language will “mark out a main 

route through the narrative and divert in some way those parts of the narrative that are not 

strictly relevant to the route” (p. 239). The route, as detailed below, that Hopper referred 

to is foregrounded information in that, following the line of thought that Dry (1983) set 

forth, occurs to advance a sequence of events that the speaker means to relate. Consider 

the example 1.5 below from a native speaker adapted from Salaberry’s (2011) data 

followed by foregrounded clauses flushed to the left and backgrounded clauses flushed to 



 

 

 

21 

the right. The example shows that foregrounded clauses are grammaticalized in the 

preterit regardless of lexical class and backgrounded clauses are marked in the imperfect 

regardless of lexical class. 

Example 1.6. Foregrounding and Backgrounding with Grammatical Aspect  

 Ayer fui (activity) a visitar la antigua casa de mi abuelo. Era (state) la 

casa en la que pasaba (activity) muchas horas felices de mi infancia. La casa 

estaba (state) abandonada, pero todavía tenía (state) muchos recuerdos de las 

veces que visitaba (activity) a mi abuelo. Al entrar vi (state) la mecedora y 

de inmediato me acordé (state) de las veces cuando mi abuelo me hamacaba 

(activity) y mi mamá tomaba (activity) té. Era (state) una época 

maravillosa. En ese momento quise (state) ver el resto de la casa. Así es que 

continué (activity) caminando por la casa y vi (activity) un carrito. Era 

(state) el carrito al que ataba (accomplishment) a mi abuelo. Él hacía (state) 

el papel de caballo y me llevaba (activity) por la casa, mientras mi papá leía 

(accomplishment) el periódico. ¡Ah! Eran (state) años de infancia hermosos.  

 

 

Foreground (preterit)     Background (imperfect) 

 

1.) Ayer fui (activity) a visitar  

     la antigua casa de mi abuelo. 

        2.) Era (state) la casa 

        3.) en la que pasaba (activity)  

             muchas horas felices de mi infancia. 

        4.) La casa estaba (state)   

                  abandonada, 

        5.) pero todavía tenía (state)   

                  muchos recuerdos de las veces 

        6.) que visitaba (activity) a mi  

             abuelo. 

7.) Al entrar vi (state) la mecedora 

8.) y de inmediato me acordé (state)  

     de las veces 

        9.) cuando mi abuelo me hamacaba  

             (activity) 

                   10.) y mi mamá tomaba (activity)  

                  té. 

        11.) Era (state) una época   

                      maravillosa. 

 

12.) En ese momento quise (state])  

       ver el resto de la casa. 

13.) Así es que continué (activity)  
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       caminando por la casa 

14.) y vi (state) un carrito. 

        15.) Era (state) el carrito 

        16.) al que ataba (accomplishment) a 

               mi abuelo. 

        17.) Él hacía (state) el papel de  

                       caballo 

        18.) y me llevaba (activity) por la  

                      casa, 

        19.) mientras mi papá leía (activity) el 

               periódico. 

        20.) ¡Ah! Eran (state) años de  

               infancia hermosos. 

 

The excerpt above contains twenty clauses, of which six are foregrounded and fourteen are 

backgrounded. To understand how grammatical aspect and grounding intertwine in the above 

narrative, Comajoan & Pérez-Saldanya (2005) explained that telicity, foreground, and 

perfectivity, and atelicity, background, and imperfectivity represent two blocks of 

prototypical features.  

 In the first clause, ir is marked with preterit morphology even though that it is 

lexically atelic. The adverbial ayer establishes a timeframe in which the narrator went to the 

home. The phrases fui a visitar indicates the beginning of the event because in clauses 2-6, 

the narrator recalls the memories he has of the home and of his grandfather, who used to live 

there. Bardovi-Harlig (2000) explained that “although events reported in foreground clauses 

are understood to be sequential, background events are often out of sequence with respect to 

the foreground and to other background events” (p. 282). Clauses 2-6 cannot be sequenced 

because they do not occur in real time, they add description to prior, foregrounded 

information. Rather, it is the event in the first clause that allows for the expression of the 

backgrounded information. The first clause emphasizes the endpoint of going to visit his 

grandfather’s house. At this point, the temporal reference points stop because upon seeing the 
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house, memories flood the narrator’s mind that results in backgrounded reflective material. 

Following Comrie’s (1976) definition of perfective and imperfective aspect, the viewpoint of 

these backgrounded events is internal; there is no emphasis on when these memories began 

or ended. 

 In clause 7, the phrase al entrar denotes a break from the memories expressed in the 

prior background clauses. The verb ver is prototypically atelic but it is marked with the 

preterit to indicate an instantaneous action that sequenced before clause 8. He immediately 

recalled past memories upon seeing the rocking chair. The memories in clauses 9-11 add 

details what he remembers in association to the rocking chair. They are backgrounded 

because they are not sequenced after those memories came to the narrator. Rather, they move 

the narrative off of its timeline to detail those memories. 

 Clause 12 contains the first state verb, querer, marked with the preterit: en ese 

momento, quise ver el resto de la casa. The context of the memories in clauses 9-11 

provoked an instantaneous desire to explore the rest of the house, which also serves to locate 

querer on the narrative timeline. The memories make reference to the beginning of the state, 

which results in the use of the preterit for querer (Smith, 1980). The use of the adverbial 

phrase en ese momento merely reflects that instantaneous feeling that the memories caused, 

but it is the context of the backgrounded clauses that mandates the selection of querer.  

 Clauses 13 and 14 move the narrative forward when the narrator sees the carrito. 

Upon seeing it, more memories enter the narrator’s mind as expressed in clauses 15-20. 

Clause 16 contains the first prototypically telic verb in the background: al que ataba a mi 

abuelo. The act of tying something will come to an end, but in the context of the narrator’s 
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memory, it is a habitual action that happened many times in the past. This repetition 

influences the viewpoint of the event to be marked with the imperfect. 

 As this narrative showed, native speakers mark aspect to distinguish between 

bounded foregrounded information that propels the narrative forward on its timeline; and 

unbounded background information, which include events that add detail and description to 

the foregrounded events. In marking aspect, any of the four verb categories as described by 

Vender (1967) can appear in the foreground or background. While verb compliments and 

adverbials may influence aspectual interpretation, it does not dictate one past form over the 

other. Because the grammatical aspect positions the speaker’s viewpoint as being either 

bounded or unbounded, the result is narrative of foregrounded vs backgrounded information.  

 For L2 leaners of Spanish however, learning to effectively mark aspect to ground 

information is a major challenge. They must learn how to think of past events differently than 

they would in English, which has a somewhat different criteria for foregrounding and 

backgrounding past events. L2 researchers have investigated how L2 learners of Spanish 

acquire the Spanish past aspect at different stages of proficiency levels. As the next chapter 

will detail, the research here found that past aspect tends to emerge and develop in stages. 

Two prevalent hypotheses exist to account for this emergence and gradual development 

called the Lexical Aspect Hypothesis (LAH) and the Discourse Hypothesis (DH). Both 

hypotheses should form a continuum in the interlanguage development of past aspect and 

provide a theoretical model that explains how L2 learners begin using past aspect in certain 

verb categories as defined by Vender (1967). This also includes how past aspect interacts 

with narrative grounding. These two hypotheses aim to present a fuller picture of how past 

aspect use emerges and develops in L2 learners across increasing proficiency levels 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

L2 ACQUISITION OF SPANISH PAST ASPECT 

 

 The acquisition of Spanish past aspectual distinction is one of the most significant 

challenges for L2 learners at all proficiency levels. In the past three decades, empirical 

research on this topic has resulted in theory-driven analyses on L2 acquisition and use of 

aspectual morphology. From those analyses emerged two prominent hypotheses: the 

lexical aspect hypothesis (LAH), which claims that the distribution of interlanguage 

verbal morphology is at first dependent on the lexical aspectual class of the verb 

(Andersen, 1991); and the discourse hypothesis (DH), which claims that 

perfective/imperfective distinction is influenced by narrative foregrounding and 

backgrounding (Hopper, 1979; Bardovi-Harlig, 1998). Following Salaberry’s (2011) 

study, these two hypotheses appear to form a complementary continuum of L2 learner’s 

past aspectual development. 

 L2 learners’ use of the Spanish past aspect changes as they gain more experience 

using the language. In other words, their use of inflectional morphology becomes more 

accurate across the four different verb classes, as defined by Vendler (1967), as their 

proficiency level rises and as the influence of their L1 decreases. As this chapter will 

detail, the LAH and DH hypotheses describe the distribution of inflectional morphology 

relative to the lexical classification of a verb and narrative grounding. This chapter 

attempts to show that the hypotheses do not compete with each other. Rather, they show a 

progression in that the LAH describes a beginner L2 learner’s use of past aspectual 

distinction when they are influenced by the lexical classification of verbs. The theory 

behind the DH represents a more advanced L2 learner’s use of past aspectual distinction 
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when they are able to mark aspect to foreground and background events. Once L2 

learners are able to associate grammatical aspect with narrative grounding beyond just 

lexical aspect, their writing and speech might become more native-like. 

The L2 Learner Challenge 

 Before analyzing the two hypotheses and previous research, it is important to 

discuss the challenges L2 learners have in acquiring Spanish past distinction, which has 

given rise to these two hypotheses. L2 learners must confront not only the differences in 

how English and Spanish mark past aspect but also cognitive restraints that prevent them 

from moving beyond lexical cues in the selection of one past morphological marker over 

the other. Additionally, many L2 learners are exposed to pedagogical practices that 

instruct preterit and imperfect distinction mostly at the sentence level without reference to 

broader narrative contexts. 

 While English and Spanish share similarities in the expression of past time, they 

nonetheless differ in how they mark past aspect. Even with those similarities, the 

challenge L2 learners of Spanish have concerns the representation of aspectual concepts. 

Native English speakers have the knowledge of those aspectual concepts initiated in 

Spanish. The contrast between the two languages, however, centers on how both 

languages represents those concepts in language form (Salaberry, 2008). Whereas Spanish 

marks past events through perfective and imperfective aspect, English on the other hand 

marks them through progressive and non-progressive aspect. These consist of the simple 

past, the past progressive, and the peripheral –used to/would construction, as shown in the 

sentences below: 
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• I went to the store.  (simple past) 

• I was going to the store. (past progressive) 

• I used to go to the store. (past habitual actions) 

• I would go to the store. (past habitual actions) 

 

These sentences represent the past tense in that the event each verb denotes happened 

before the moment of speaking. However, the difference between the four examples is one 

of aspect. It is the viewpoint of the past event that influences how the verb is 

grammaticalized.  

 Bull (1965) explained that even though the English past progressive and the used 

to/would constructions are usually a consistent indicator of the Spanish imperfect, the 

English simple past is far more ambivalent with no direct equivalency to either the 

Spanish preterit or imperfect. In other words, both foregrounded and backgrounded 

clauses can contain the simple past. Because there is only one system of inflections that 

can denote both foregrounded and backgrounded information in Spanish, L1 English 

speakers have a difficult time determining when to use either preterit or imperfect for past 

events that would have otherwise contained the English simple past. As a result, L2 

learners try to compensate for this by looking for context cues in the clause or the sentence 

without understanding the role of the broader narrative.   

 As shown below, the context of a narrative excerpt is important in understanding 

how information is foregrounded or backgrounded. As Bull (1965) observed, the English 

simple past does not exclusively align with either the Spanish preterit or imperfect 

morphology. If the narrative below were translated, foregrounded verbs would be inflected 

for perfective meaning and backgrounded verbs would be inflected for imperfective 

meaning. Based on the five minute and 20 second clip titled “Alone and Hungry” from the 

silent film Modern Times, this narrative is written by a native English speaker to show that 
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unlike Spanish preterit and imperfect, the English simple past can occur in both 

foregrounded and backgrounded information.  

Example 2.1. Foregrounding and Backgrounding with Grammatical Aspect in English 

 One day, there was (simple past, state) a poor woman who was walking 

(past prog. activity) on the sidewalk. She appeared (simple past, state) to be 

thinking about her predicament when she saw (simple past, state) the baker in 

front of the truck. She was (simple past, state) hungry and she was feeling (past 

prog. state) weak. In that moment, she wanted (simple past, state) to steal a loaf 

of bread because she thought (simple past, state) that she had (simple past, 

state) no other choice. When the baker walked (simple past, accomplishment) 

into the store, she ran over (simple past, accomplishment) to the truck, took 

(simple past, achievement) a loaf of bread, and sprinted (simple past, activity) 

down the street. However when the poor woman started running (simple past, 

state), another woman saw (simple past, state) what she did (simple past, 

achievement) and notified (simple past, achievement) the baker.  

  

 Foreground     Background 

       1. One day, there was (simple past,  

               state) a poor woman 

       2. who was walking (past prog.  

             activity) on the sidewalk. 

       3. She appeared (simple past,  

               state) to be thinking about her  

              predicament 

 4. when she saw (simple past, state)  

     the baker in front of the truck. 

       5. She was (simple past, state)  

               hungry 

       6. and she was feeling (past prog.  

               state) weak. 

 7. In that moment, she wanted  

     (simple past, state) to steal a  

     loaf of bread because  

       8. she thought (simple past, state) 

       9. that she had (simple past, state)  

               no other choice. 

 10. When the baker walked  

       (simple past, accomplishment)  

       into the store, 

 11. she ran over (simple past,  

       accomplishment) to the truck, 

 12. took (simple past, achievement)  

       a loaf of bread, 
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 13. and sprinted (simple past,  

       activity)  down the street  

                  towards the corner. 

       14. However when the poor woman  

                   started running (simple past,  

                   state), 

 15. another woman saw  

       (simple past, state) 

 16. what she did (simple past, activity) 

 17. and notified (simple past, achievement)  

      the baker. 

  

 In this narrative there are seventeen clauses, nine are foregrounded with preterit 

morphology. These clauses are sequential and move the narrative forward on its timeline. 

Eight clauses are backgrounded with imperfect morphology and do not move the 

narrative forward. Rather, they add descriptive material without introducing new events.  

 The ambiguity of the English simple past does not allow L2 learners to 

immediately distinguish between perfective and imperfective meaning. The lack of 

aspectual equivalency between English and Spanish usually results in L2 learners looking 

for other cues such as adverbials or adjuncts in the clause or sentence. It also points to the 

L2 learner’s inability to recognize foregrounded and backgrounded information. As a 

result, Frantzen (1995) explained that L2 learners must be trained to view past actions 

differently. The challenge for these learners, therefore, is to realize that in Spanish, 

aspectual meaning contrasts have specific morphological correlates that require the use of 

either perfective or imperfective markers.  

 In a study on how adverbials influence L2 learners’ selection of the preterit and 

imperfect, Sagarra & Ellis (2013) explained that learners’ difficulties stem from 

insufficient grammatical representation in the second language. This refers to the lack of 

direct equivalency of past aspectual distinction between English and Spanish. Due to the 
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ambiguity of the English simple past with regards to foregrounding and backgrounding, 

L2 learners have difficulty processing Spanish grammatical aspect to distinguish between 

the two. In fact, Bardovi-Harlig (2000) explained that L2 learners are influenced by 

lexical cues first before looking to narrative context. L2 learners tend to prefer lexical 

over morphological cues is a result of cue salience. The more prevalent and 

comprehensible the cue, the easier it is to process (Sagarra & Ellis, 2013). L2 learners 

who are attempting to acquire the Spanish past distinction usually do so without an 

understanding of the importance of narrative structure. 

 In Example 2.1 above, clauses 1 and 7 have time adverbials, one day and in that 

moment. Swart & Verkuyl (1999) noted that native English speakers are very receptive to 

the implications of how adverbials affect the semantic representation of aspect. That is to 

say that they rely more heavily on adverbials than native Spanish speakers in order to 

compensate for the aspectual ambiguity of the English simple past. Consider the first two 

sample sentences from “Alone and Hungry”:  

• One day, there was a poor woman who was walking on the sidewalk. She 

appeared to be thinking about her predicament when she saw the baker in front 

of the truck. 

• Un día había una mujer pobre quien caminaba por la acerca. Parecía que 

pensaba en su situación cuando vio el panadero en frente del camión. 

 

As the two examples above show, the verbs in the English simple past are translated into 

the preterit and imperfect. In the first clause, the adverbial one day establishes an open 

time frame that does not refer to a clear beginning or end in there was. While this 

adverbial may guide native English speakers to the Spanish imperfect, the same cannot be 

said for the events expressed in both clauses of the second sentence where there are no 

adverbials. Both verbs contain the English simple past but in Spanish, parecer contains 
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imperfect morphology parecía, and ver contains preterit morphology vio. In order to 

understand this difference in past aspectual selection, additional information is needed to 

determine what is grammatically encoded in the two clauses that warrant the preterit or 

imperfect (Bonilla, 2013). The adverb un día introduces the narrative with a clearly 

defined time frame that describes the scene and who is in it. Because there are no past 

actions that move the narrative on its time line, they are backgrounded. In the second 

sentence, there are no adverbials, so the L2 learner would have to rely on context.  

 The problem, however, is that the context needed to determine whether to use the 

preterit or the imperfect does not always reside in just the clause or sentence alone. The 

verb parecer in the imperfect makes an observation on what the woman is doing, in 

pensaba en su situación. In order for the L2 learner to arrive at that distinction, he or she 

would need to refer back to the context presented in the first sentence to know that these 

past events do not focus on a clear beginning or end, they do not advance the narrative on 

its time line. However, the time subordinator cuando sets up a past event that interrupts 

the event in the independent clause. Based on this analysis, the L2 learning challenge in 

acquiring proper use of preterit and imperfect distinction appears to be two-fold. First, L2 

learners need to understand that Spanish adverbials do not obligate the use of one 

aspectual form over the other, that grammatical aspect is not just a copy of lexical aspect. 

Second, appropriate past aspectual distinction is dependent on the ability to draw from 

context that may not be readily available in the given clause of sentence but rather in the 

wider narrative. 

 García & van Putte (1988) investigated the problem of how to teach native Dutch 

speakers to appropriately choose the Spanish preterit and imperfect. This study is 
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important because it used written narratives to analyze L2 learner’s difference of past 

aspectual uses in comparison to native Spanish speakers. Using Jorge Borges’ El muerto, 

native-speaker and L2 participants spontaneously recalled the events that happened in the 

past. The data allowed for an analysis of how often participants within each group 

differed from one another on the choice of past aspect. The researchers found that native 

speakers did not agree with each other 100% of time on the correct past aspectual 

markers, showing that there were different interpretations of context when selecting 

preterit and imperfect. Past aspectual choices for the non-native speakers were more 

random. The difficulty that non-native speakers faced was their inability to identify 

various forms of narrative structure that could have guided their past aspectual selections. 

Rather, many relied much on the verb’s lexical meaning. When García & van Putte 

(1988) claimed that L2 learners had a difficult time recognizing basic narrative lines, they 

meant that the L2 learners did not understand how past aspectual selection was informed 

by narrative foregrounding and backgrounding of events. Going back to Comrie’s (1976) 

description of aspect, L2 learners need to rethink past actions in terms of their beginning, 

middle, and end. This is exemplified in the following two excerpts.  

• One day, there was a poor woman who was walking on the sidewalk. She 

appeared to be thinking about her predicament when she saw the baker in front 

of the truck. She was hungry and she was feeling weak. She wanted to steal a 

loaf of bread because she thought she had no choice. 

• Un día había una mujer pobre quien caminaba por la acerca. Parecía que 

pensaba en su situación cuando vio el panadero en frente del camión. Tenía 

hambre y se sentía débil. Quiso robar una rebanada de pan porque pensaba que 

no tenía otra opción. 

 

 Of importance is the second sentence of the second excerpt cuando vio el 

panadero en frente del camion and the first clause of the fourth sentence quiso robar una 

barra de pan. I propose an explanation for how L2 learners compensate for their lack of 
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knowledge on narrative grounding. L2 learners do look for context cues in the broader 

narrative to help make aspectual selections in accordance to Hopper’s (1979) description 

on foregrounding and backgrounding, but might do so inappropriately. In the narrative 

excerpt above, L2 learners may locate the adverbial un día and use it as a justification to 

inflect all verbs in the imperfect without taking into consideration narrative structure. 

Because most L2 learners do not understand how to apply context to past aspectual 

selections, they may take adverbials that they do understand and apply its temporal 

meaning to all verbs within the sentence. Their overreliance on these adverbials, as 

explained by Sagarra & Ellis (2013), would show that they are not always aware of how 

narrative grounding fits into past aspectual selection.  

 Because the adverbial un día establishes an open time frame without referencing a 

clear beginning or ending, L2 learners may feel that the imperfect is the better choice 

without understanding how each clause fits into the narrative structure that either moves 

it forward on its timeline or describes events. What L2 learners most likely miss is that 

context can transfer a beginning to an otherwise prototypically state verb. For example, 

the first sentence mentions that the woman was hungry and feeling weak. Those emotions 

resulted in the inception of wanting to steal a loaf of bread. The writer captures this 

inception with preterit morphology to denote a feeling that just began. 

 Two of the three inflected verbs, tenía and quiso, are inflected in the English 

simple past, but tenía is backgrounded and quiso is foregrounded. The L2 learner has to 

decide which past aspectual form to assign to each verb. Without knowledge on how 

narrative grounding influences that choice, they rely on other cues, such as adverbs that 

do not obligate one past aspectual form over the other. García & van Putte (1988) did not 
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measure the similarities and differences in non-native preterit and imperfect distinction to 

native speakers. The level of challenge that the preterit and imperfect distinction poses 

appears to be dependent on the L2 learner’s proficiency level. In other words, as 

proficiency level increases, the L2 learners ability to mark aspect to foreground and 

background information steadily increases. In the following section, the theory behind the 

LAH and the DH attempts to explain this gradual change through the influence of lexical 

aspect and narrative grounding respectively.  

The Lexical Aspect (LAH) and Discourse Hypotheses (DH) 

 Research on the acquisition of the Spanish past aspect has observed that L2 

learners are unable to use inflectional morphology to denote the past in the same way that 

a native speaker would. As chapter 1 detailed, lexical aspect describes the semantic 

temporality of a verb (Binnick, 1991). Most empirical studies on past tense and aspect 

have used Vendler’s (1967) four-way verb classes to classify those differences. These 

classes allow for the LAH and DH to describe how L2 learners begin to use past 

morphological markers in certain verb categories first over others in both the preterit and 

imperfect. 

 Bardovi-Harlig (1998) explained that both hypotheses have their roots in temporal 

semantics and that there is considerable overlap between the two. Both hypotheses claim 

that a beginner L2 learner will start out making prototypical associations between 

grammatical aspect and the inherent semantics of a verb. Beginner L2 learners will most 

likely associate preterit morphology with achievements and accomplishments to 

foreground information. On the other hand, beginner L2 learners will most likely 

associate imperfect morphology with activities and states to background information. 
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When making prototypical associations, the two hypotheses are indistinguishable in 

terms of the semantics of the verbs and grounding. However, it is possible to distinguish 

the LAH and DH from one another in non-prototypical pairings. As proficiency levels 

increase, L2 learners should be able to select preterit morphology to foreground 

information regardless of lexical aspect. Likewise, L2 learners should be able to select 

imperfect morphology to background information regardless of lexical aspect. What 

follows is a detailed description on the claims of both hypotheses as they relate to L2 

learner development. 

 The LAH, originally proposed by Roger Andersen (1986 & 1991), claims that 

there is a correlation between L2 learner’s use of past morphological markers and the 

lexical semantics of the verb, as explained by Vendler (1967). Initially, L2 learners will 

mark aspect to reflect inherent lexical aspect. The use of morphological markers to 

denote the preterit will first appear in achievements and accomplishments and then 

appear in activities and states. L2 learners will associate the preterit with achievement 

and accomplishments first because they are both prototypically telic that indicate a 

beginning or an endpoint. The use of morphological markers to denote the imperfect will 

first appear in states and activities and then appear in accomplishments and 

achievements. L2 learners associate the imperfect with states and activities first because 

they are both prototypically atelic in that they do not signify endpoints.  

 The LAH also claims that as the L2 learner’s proficiency increases, they will 

begin to mark aspect regardless of inherent lexical aspect. In other words, they will be 

able to use the preterit with state and activity verbs and the imperfect with 

accomplishment and achievement verbs. As L2 learner’s proficiency levels increase, they 
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will be less guided by the verbs lexical aspect. It is inferred that L2 learners would then 

be more guided by narrative grounding, but the LAH does not mention this. At this point, 

L2 learners begin marking aspect to foreground and background information. 

 While the LAH claims how L2 learners begin distinguishing between the preterit 

and imperfect, research has noted that the theory behind the hypothesis does not offer a 

clear time frame of when L2 learners should begin using preterit and imperfect that do 

not align with inherent lexical aspect. As proficiency increases, L2 learners will 

increasingly use preterit morphology with atelic state and activity verbs and the imperfect 

with telic accomplishment and achievement verbs. As Salaberry (2008) explained “the 

LAH does not offer a theoretical account for what happens after lexical aspect alone can 

no longer determine the choice of the perfective or imperfective” (p. 104). 

Table 2.1. Developmental Sequence for Encoding Tense and Aspect with "Past" 

Inflection 

 

 

STAGES 
STATES ACTIVITIES TELIC EVENTS 

PUNCTUAL 

EVENTS 

"had" "played" "taught x to y" "broke (in two)" 

1         tiene juega enseña se parte 

2         tiene juega enseña se partió 

3        [tenía] juega enseña se partió 

4        [tenía] [jugaba] enseñó se partió 

5        [tenía] [jugaba] 
enseñó                          

[enseñaba]             
se partió 

6        [tenía] 
[jugaba]                          

jugó             

enseñó                          

[enseñaba]             
se partió 

7        [tenía] 
[jugaba]                          

jugó 

enseñó                          

[enseñaba]             

se partió                          

[se partía]             

8 
 [tenía]                          

tuvo             

[jugaba]                          

jugó 

enseñó                          

[enseñaba]             

se partió                          

[se partía]             
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Andersen (1986, 1991) looked at the natural acquisition of Spanish by two English-

speaking children living in Puerto Rico through the elicitation of two oral samples at two 

time periods. These samples analyzed how the two children used the preterit and 

imperfect and when they began to make non-prototypical aspectual selections. In 

analyzing the two children’s use of the preterit and imperfect over two time periods, 

Andersen was able to capture a developmental sequence for marking aspect with past 

morphological markers through eight levels.  

 Andersen structured the table to show that a single line represents the  

marking of imperfect aspect, in brackets, whereas the double line represents the marking of 

preterit aspect, in italics. Towards the end stages, verbs began to appear in both the preterit 

and imperfect. This means that for those verb categories, the participants were able to mark 

aspect in either morphological form. Although Andersen did not reference narrative 

grounding in this study, it is inferred that the highest level shows that the participants were 

able to mark aspect to foreground and background information. 

 When looked at as a whole, this table seems to detail how the two participants 

showed a gradual increase in their ability to appropriately use the preterit and imperfect. In 

the first stage, the two participants did not use past inflections. Instead, they relied on the 

present as a default marker. However, in stages two and three, they began to use the preterit 

and imperfect in punctual events (achievements) and stative events respectively. In stage 

four, the preterit and imperfect spread to all prototypical verb categories where it was also the 

first stage where only the past was used. The participants use the preterit for both punctual 

and telic (achievement and accomplishment) events and the imperfect for both state and 

activity events. In stages five, six, and seven, the preterit and imperfect appeared in non-
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prototypical categories. The imperfect appeared in telic (accomplishment) events, the preterit 

appears in activity events, and the imperfect appears in punctual (achievement) events. 

Finally, in stage eight, the preterit appeared in state events, completing the spread of the 

preterit and imperfect to non-prototypical verb categories.  

 Andersen’s data showed that once L2 learners were able to use past morphological 

markers in their speech, it led to other, non-prototypical uses of past aspect. At first, this 

chart painted a clear picture of how L2 learners acquire and use the Spanish past aspect, 

detailing how they became more advanced as their proficiency level, indicated by the number 

of stages, increased.  

 While it is certainly true that the two L2 learner’s use of the preterit and imperfect 

became more refined, if not more native-like, as they advance in their language learning, the 

eight-stage table has two caveats. First, it was not immediately clear how Andersen was able 

to justify all eight levels from only two language samples from two participants. Andersen 

explains that “for data from the two learners at two time periods, only four stages can be 

posited from direct evidence. These are stages 2 and 4 for Anthony and Annette respectively 

at time 1 and stages 6 and 8 for Anthony and Annette respectively at time 2” (1991, p. 315). 

He goes on to claim that “the other stages are posited as intermediate stages through which 

the learners should have passed, even though we have no samples from these other stages” 

(p. 314). It is not clear how Andersen was able to arrive at the additional levels, especially 

given that he did not cite any previous research that might have provided justification for 

those levels.  

 Another challenge to the eight-stage table is that it does not clearly support the theory 

behind the LAH at the later levels. The participants begin with the present for each verb 
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category. Salaberry (2008) explained that at the very beginning levels of L2 development, 

“learners will attempt to mark tense distinction relying on a default morphological marker” 

(p. 13). For the two participants, the default marker takes the forms of the present tense, but 

Salaberry (2008) asserted that for most others, it will be in the perfective (preterit) form. 

Because the LAH claims that L2 learners are influenced by the verb’s inherent lexical aspect, 

it only represents a part of that spread that the table where the preterit and imperfect were 

used. The LAH is seen in stages 2-7 for state verbs, stages 4-5 for activity verbs, stage 4 for 

accomplishment verbs, and stages 2-6 for achievement verbs. It is within these stages that L2 

learners supposedly mark aspect based on the verb’s inherent lexical aspect.   

 As the later stages show, however, the two participants are soon able to make non-

prototypical choices. They start using the preterit, along with the imperfect, for state verbs in 

stage 8; the preterit for activities, along with the imperfect, in stages 6-8; the imperfect for 

accomplishments, along with the preterit, in stages 5-8; and the imperfect for achievements, 

along with the preterit, in stages 7-8. It appears that these stages mark the beginning of when 

the two participants no longer select aspect based only on inherent lexical aspect. As such, 

the LAH cannot represent these stages within the four verb classes because non-prototypical 

aspectual markers go beyond what the hypothesis claims. These non-prototypical markings 

should denote grounding under the DH. 

 Although not given the same amount of empirical attention as the LAH, the DH 

attempts to account for past aspectual distinction at the narrative level. At its core, the DH 

claims that it is not possible to fully understand past aspectual distinctions without 

understanding the role of narrative structure (Godfrey, 1980). The hypothesis asserts that 

understanding aspectual distinctions at the predicate or sentence level alone is not possible. 
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The claims behind the DH move away from lexical aspect in that it looks exclusively at 

narrative grounding and how learners “mark out a main route through the narrative and divert 

in some way those parts of the narrative which are not strictly relevant to this route” (Hopper, 

1979, p. 239). In other words, the DH claims that users of a language will mark aspect to 

create a route in their narrative that distinguishes between foregrounded material, which 

propels the narrative forward on its timeline; and backgrounded material, which diverts the 

narrative from its timeline to add description or detail to foregrounded information.  

 As Examples 1.1 and 1.2 from chapter 1 showed, foregrounded verbs in native-

speaker speech are marked in the preterit whereas backgrounded verbs are marked in the 

imperfect. Understanding the difference between foregrounded verbs from backgrounded 

ones is important because there is overlap in the claims behind the DH and LAH. In her study 

of narrative grounding and lexical aspect Bardovi-Harlig (1998) explained that when telic 

verbs (accomplishments and achievements) occur in the foreground, the two hypotheses 

cannot be distinguished from one another. The two hypotheses cannot be distinguished from 

one another when atelic verbs (states and activities) occur in the background. 

 Any verbal predicate, regardless of inherent lexical aspect, that moves a narrative 

forward on its timeline is foregrounded. Because all Spanish verbs can be inflected in either 

preterit or imperfect morphology, it is possible to distinguish between the two hypotheses. As 

L2 learners become more proficient, they will no longer be as frequently guided by lexical 

aspect in the selection of past morphology. Foregrounded verbs will carry preterit 

morphology regardless of inherent lexical aspect and backgrounded verbs will carry 

imperfect morphology regardless of inherent lexical aspect (Bardovi-Harlig, 1994a; 1998). 

Foregrounded clauses with atelic verbs and backgrounded clauses with telic verbs constitute 
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evidence for the DH because the L2 learner no longer marks aspect based on a verb’s 

inherent lexical aspect. Going back to Table 2.1 of Andersen (1986, 1991), the DH represents 

the stages of each verb category where both preterit and imperfect morphology are present. It 

is at these stages where the two participants of Andersen’s (1991) study were able to 

appropriately use both the preterit and imperfect in those verb categories.  

Prior Research on Aspect and Narrative Grounding 

 Kumpf (1984b) conducted a case study to examine how tense and aspect relate to 

narrative grounding in an L2 English speaker’s interlanguage system. In her study, Kumpf 

claimed that “any grammatical form appears to fulfill a function in the discourse: it is the 

discourse content which creates the conditions under which the forms appear” (p. 132). 

These “forms” are the structures that denote the past. Native speakers are able to control 

which aspectual structures they use to convey a specific context; however, most nonnative 

speakers are not able to use the same structures with the same degree of accuracy. What 

Kumpf set out to do was establish how it is possible to find a consistent use of tense and 

aspect in the subject’s interlanguage by analyzing foregrounded and backgrounded discourse 

context.  

 The subject was a native Japanese speaker who had lived in the United States for 

twenty-eight years at the time of this study. She arrived to the United States with no ability to 

communicate in English and received no formal English language instruction. Rather, she 

learned English by contact and in untutored environments. This study elicited data from the 

subject through a spontaneous narrative to analyze how foregrounded and backgrounded 

discourse structures parallel to the semantic characteristics of verbal aspect.  
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 The data revealed that the subject used mostly base-forms (infinitive) of the verb to 

denote foregrounded events. Kumpf explained that there was no “tensing” of these verbs, that 

the subject did not apply a specific peripheral or morphological structure to the verbs to 

denote the past. The background contains verbs marked for continual and habitual forms. The 

data shows that over the course of the subject’s stay, she developed an interlanguage system 

that allowed her to communicate in English, but it is one that does not correspond to her 

native language of Japan or English directly. While the subject’s use of the past does not 

reflect an English native speaker, the consistent use of base verbs to foreground information 

and habitual and continual forms to background information shows that tense and aspect 

plays a role in narrative grounding.  

 Flashner (1989) also compared tense and aspect to grounding through the elicitation 

of spontaneous narratives by three Russian-speaking adults. Unlike the Japanese subject in 

Kumpf’s (1984b) study, the three Russian subjects had limited English proficiency. The 

results show that although all three speakers were able to distinguish between past and 

present, it did not “correspond semantically to the present-past distinction made by native 

speakers of English” (p. 95). There was consistency in that “perfective notions of completion 

tend to be marked with past endings and imperfective notions with non-past forms” (p. 95). 

Flashner noted that even though the three subject’s use of aspect did not correspond to past 

distinctions made by native English speakers, they still made “binary aspectual distinction in 

delineating foreground from background narratives” (p. 95). This finding is important 

because it shows that even if non-native speakers have not fully acquired native-like use of 

the past, they still may be able to develop an interlanguage that would permit them to 

foreground and background information. 



 

 

 

43 

 Beginning in the early 1990s, researchers began to operationalize studies in tense, 

aspect, and discourse differently. Instead of case studies or a small group of subjects, 

researchers began to use much larger sample sizes to analyze how active L2 learners marked 

aspect in order to foreground and background information across increasing proficiency 

levels. 

Studies on Aspect in Specific Proficiency Levels 

 Many studies on aspect and grounding have analyzed specific proficiency levels to 

understand how L2 learners select past aspectual morphology to foreground and background 

information in narratives. Camps (2005) studied the emergence of imperfect morphology in 

30 beginner L2 learners of Spanish, focusing on state verbs. This study stood out because it 

analyzed how L2 learners used imperfect at the beginner stages of past aspectual distinction 

in narrative writing. It also identified states verbs as particularly challenging to analyze given 

how lower-level learners may repeatedly use specific, high-frequency verbs such as ser, 

estar, or tener, for example. Camps claimed that it is typical for beginner L2 learners of 

Spanish to learn the preterit form first before the imperfect and to use a low variety of verb 

types. Once L2 learners began learning the imperfect, they were able to begin distinguishing 

between contexts that required the preterit and others that required the imperfect.  

 Camps (2005) explored the use of the imperfect in the written narratives of 30 

beginner Spanish learners, paying attention to state verbs, the aspectual class most commonly 

associated with the use of imperfect morphology. Participants produced two narratives: one 

after six 50-minute classes that taught the preterit and the other after and additional five 50-

minute classes that taught the imperfect and then the two aspectual forms together.  
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 The results revealed that the majority of the verb forms for the first narrative were in 

the preterit across all four verb classes. Given that participants produced the first narrative 

after six lessons that focused on the preterit, the frequent selection of it was not surprising. 

They were using the only resources they had (preterit morphology), in their linguistic 

repertoire to narrate in the past. However in the second narrative, there was a marked 

decrease of the use of the preterit and an increase in the use of the imperfect. Additionally, 

the frequency of the imperfect was much higher in activity and state verbs. Participants also 

used the present less than in the first composition, indicating that they were more able to 

make past aspectual selections for tense rather than aspect.  

 Camps (2005) argued that after incorporating the imperfect into their language 

production, participants started to expand the context in their writing that would invite the 

use of the imperfect. Additionally, instruction in the imperfect before writing the second 

narrative allowed participants to use it with state verbs much more frequently than other verb 

categories. The use of the imperfect with states also increased in the second narrative, much 

more so than the other three verb categories, constituting as evidence for the LAH. However, 

the data revealed that despite the increase in the use of the imperfect, participants were found 

to repeatedly use ser, ver, and tener in their writing. While participants did start to use 

imperfect, their efforts to do so were constrained to specific, high-frequency verbs that most 

likely were familiar with. Following Camps (2005), the present study collected narratives 

from beginner-level participants after they have had exposure to both preterit and imperfect 

aspect. The narratives they produced should show how they distinguish between the two 

aspects at the onset of learning the imperfect. Additionally, this study follows Camp’s (2005) 



 

 

 

45 

study’s line of analysis of the types of the verbs participants use in both the film-retell and 

personal narrative.   

 Lafford (1996) studied telicity and grounding in thirteen L2 learners at the 

intermediate proficiency level (intermediate-low, intermediate-mid, and intermediate-high on 

the ACTFL-OPI scale). Data was collected through oral retelling through a 7-minute silent 

film called The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. The results revealed that there were no cases of telic 

verbs in the background of the oral narratives in the low and mid-intermediate proficiency 

groups and very few for the high intermediate proficiency group. As a result, Lafford’s 

(1996) study limited its analysis to the foreground.  

 The data revealed that there were no frequencies of the imperfect in any of the three 

proficiency levels, but the preterit was the first past aspectual marker used by the participants 

in all four verb classes. Lafford claimed that the participants were not guided by lexical 

aspect when selecting preterit morphology for both telic and atelic verbs. She concluded that 

participants showed evidence of being guided by narrative grounding under the DH based on 

their selections of the preterit for atelic verbs. However, there were no tokens of imperfect in 

telic verbs.  

 Lafford’s claim that the participants in her study were guided by narrative grounding 

in the selection of the preterit was noteworthy. When learners selected past aspectual 

morphology on the basis of narrative grounding over lexical aspect, it should mean that they 

are more proficient users of the target language. Because the evidence that Lafford described 

centered on the use of the preterit with atelic verbs, it would have been interesting to know 

what types of verbs participants were using. Where there was evidence of the DH, this study 

will look at what types of verbs did participants use to form their narratives. If there is 
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evidence of the DH at lower and higher proficiency levels, then it would be expected that 

lower-level participants would repeatedly use high-frequency verbs in their narratives. 

 Studies on advanced level L2 learners of Spanish have shown a more consistent use 

of preterit and imperfect morphology across verb classes. Liskin-Gasparro’s (2000) study 

analyzed advanced L2 learners by assessing the impact of lexical aspect and discourse limits 

on tense-aspect use in spoken narratives. This study elicited oral narratives from a film-retell 

and a personal narrative. The study also addressed the influence that different narrative types 

had on past aspectual distinction as well as L2 participant’s reasoning for their aspectual 

selections.  

 The participants were eight advanced L2 learners of Spanish at the undergraduate and 

graduate level of instruction. They were labeled advanced through an oral assessment with 

the researcher, who collected data from each participant individually during one session that 

lasted one hour. The data collection began by using a short segment of Modern Times “Alone 

and Hungry”, in which participants watched the film once before giving an oral retelling of 

it. The second was a personal narrative of a significant event that happened to them. Finally, 

the section of data collection was a retrospective session, conducted in English, in which the 

participants reflected on their past aspectual choices. The main difference is that participants 

watched the film twice to ensure that they were able to process all of the details in each event 

sequence. 

 The results revealed that past aspectual selections were markedly different depending 

on the narrative task. Preterit morphology aligned with contexts for foregrounding and 

comprised of 63 percent of the verbs in all of the film retellings. Imperfect morphology 

aligned with contexts for backgrounding and comprised of 60 percent of the verbs in the 
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personal narratives. In addition, the data from the narratives showed that almost all of the 

personal narrative contained mostly descriptive information whereas the film-retell narratives 

has almost none. This showed that task-type played an important role in past aspectual 

selections. 

 Additionally, the study claimed that the linguistic knowledge needed to produce a 

personal narrative is more complex than that of a film-retell given their descriptive, 

evaluative nature. Surprisingly, even though the participants had to justify why they selected 

the preterit over the imperfect in their utterances and vice versa, there was no discussion 

between them and the researcher on the type of verb classes. It is not known if participants 

were making non-prototypical selections in that state and activity verbs are appearing in the 

foreground in the preterit or if accomplishments and achievements were appearing in the 

background in the imperfect. 

 Given that the sequencing of “Alone and Hungry” is very straight forward, involving 

mostly foregrounded information, it was unsurprising that most L2 learners, even advanced 

learners, would not include backgrounded information. That task type did influence past 

aspectual selections was very noteworthy. Because Liskin-Gasparro’s study was not cross-

sectional, it was not possible to determine how past aspectual selection differed across 

proficiency level. However, given that the use of preterit and imperfect morphology was 

different in the film-retell and personal narrative, it was clear that task-type was an important 

consideration in understanding past aspectual selections. The present study also included a 

film-retell and personal narrative with the expectation that past aspectual selections will 

differ between the two.   
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Cross-Sectional Studies 

 Two cross-sectional studies, detailed here, analyzed aspect and grounding in 

increasing proficiency levels to show how past aspectual selection changes as proficiency 

level increases. Bardovi-Harlig (1994b, 1998) was among the first to research tense, aspect, 

and discourse in this way. Her initial research relating tense and aspect to discourse resulted 

in a unified study (1998) that is still widely cited. Bardovi-Harlig combined lexical aspect 

and narrative discourse structure to analyze their influence on past aspectual distinction by 

adult learners of English as a second language.  

 It analyzed both oral and written narratives through a film-retell task by fifty-one 

participants in an English language program spread across six instructional levels. 

Participants watched the film twice and then met with an interviewer so they could give an 

oral account of what they saw in the film. The same participants then gave a written narrative 

of what they watched. The narratives were analyzed for ‘past’ or ‘nonpast’ distinction and 

then narrative grounding. Bardovi-Harlig followed Dry’s (1981, 1983) and Dowty’s (1986) 

analysis on discourse sequencing along with an experienced coder for inter-rater reliability. 

Next, the four-way verb classes by Vendler (1967)  were used to classify each verb phrases. 

Finally, all verbs were coded for verbal morphology, or the simple past, present progressive, 

etc.  

 The results revealed support for both hypotheses in that lexical aspect and narrative 

structure played a role in the selection of past aspectual selection. Achievement predicates 

were usually inflected in the simple past, regardless of grounding; accomplishment predicates 

also showed a high likelihood of simple past morphology as foregrounded information but 

less so in the background; and activity predicates were the least likely of the four verb 
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categories to have simple past morphology. Although some foregrounded activity verbs did 

carry the simple past, most backgrounded carried the progressive. Very few state verbs 

appeared in the foreground. 

 These results are revealing because Bardovi-Harlig analyzed the claims behind both 

hypotheses within a single corpus, and what she found was that they did not function 

separately in the representation of the L2 learner’s use of past aspectual distinction. In other 

words, Bardovi-Harlig asserted that research on tense and aspect distinctions should not aim 

to separate the LAH and the DH and claim that each make divergent claims on an L2 

learner’s past aspectual system. Rather, they should be made in tandem to develop a clearer 

picture of how L2 learners begin making past aspectual selections and how selections evolve 

as the proficiency level increases.  

 Bardovi-Harlig’s (1998) study was also noteworthy not only for the results it 

produced, but for its data collection methodology. Past studies, such as Flashner (1984b), 

Kumpf (1989), and Andersen (1991) obtained data from spontaneous speech. Bardovi-Harlig 

(1994b) however, recognized that data elicitation required careful consideration given that 

the type of narrative would influence how participants would structure their narratives. She 

chose a clip from Modern Times “Alone and Hungry” because of its easily discernible 

sequences. Additionally, the use of the six proficiency groups allowed the LAH and the DH 

to function as a continuum in the representation of past aspectual system in L2 learners. The 

present study followed Bardovi-Harlig’s analysis of the LAH and DH across increasing 

proficiency levels, but it also included personal narratives as well in anticipation that 

participant’s selections of past aspect will be different in both. 
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 Similar to Bardovi-Harlig’s 1998 study, Salaberry (2011) analyzed how aspect and 

grounding represent the L2 learner’s use of the preterit and imperfect morphology. In 

contrast to Bardovi-Harlig (1998), however, Salaberry (2011) elicited his data from a 40-item 

discourse-based forced-choice task instead of written or oral narratives. In collecting this 

data, the study tested the claims behind both the LAH and the DH, that lexical aspect will 

associate with the choice of past aspectual markers for the former and that grounding will 

associate with the choice of past aspectual markers for the latter. Furthermore, the study also 

tested if both lexical aspect and grounding have the highest degree of association at the 

beginning levels and decrease as proficiency level increases. Finally, the study asked if 

grounding was more difficult for an L2 learner to incorporate in his or her own developing 

interlanguage system.  

 Salaberry (2011) analyzed aspect and grounding across five groups of increasing 

proficiency levels encompassing 286 English-speaking learners of Spanish at the college 

level and one group of 149 native speakers of Spanish. The data confirmed that lexical aspect 

and grounding have a strong association with past aspectual selection across all proficiency 

levels of Spanish, including native speakers. However, the data also showed that both lexical 

aspect and grounding become representative of L2 learner’s interlanguage as proficiency 

level increases. Beginning L2 learners were not able to narrate in the past in order to 

foreground and background information based on the DH, but were able to select past 

morphology based on the verb’s inherent lexical classification based on the LAH.  

 This changed as proficiency level increased because their ability to narrate in the past 

became more accurate as they were able to use more complex structures. When Salaberry  

explained that the association between lexical aspect and grounding increased as proficiency 
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level increased, it represented cases where the LAH and DH were indistinguishable from one 

another: foregrounded telic verbs (accomplishments and achievements) and atelic 

backgrounded verbs (activities and states). This led to Salaberry’s last finding that grounding 

is what clearly distinguished L2 learners from native speakers. The data revealed that the 

native speakers were as categorical in selecting preterit morphology for telic events in the 

foreground as they are in selecting imperfect morphology for mark telic events in the 

background. This was also found to be true for state verbs in that native speakers mark them 

with preterit morphology in the foreground at the same time they select imperfect 

morphology to denote the background.   

 The unique feature of Salaberry’s (2011) study that makes it different from the other 

studies cited in this chapter is that it elicited the data that made these determinations through 

a forced-choice task. In other words, the participants already had the narrative in front of 

them, and they needed to fill in the blanks with what they felt was the correct past aspect. As 

Bardovi-Harlig (1998, 2000) explains, different types of narratives will elicit different uses of 

past aspect. Because the study used a pre-determined narrative, the participants did not write 

their own narratives. As a result, it is difficult to say if the results would have been similar if 

the participants had written their own narratives and how their selections of past aspect 

would have been different. The intent of the present study was to analyze actual narratives 

that participants across proficiency levels produced rather than fill in the blanks to an already 

existing narrative. Just because participants may be able to identify the contexts to justify one 

past aspect over the other does not mean that they would have been able to produce that 

context on their own in writing.  
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Summary and Research Questions 

 The above cited research detailed the work that has been done on how aspect and 

grounding describe L2 learner’s interlanguage system in both longitudinal and cross-

sectional formats. Although each analyzed how past aspect and grounding are vital to 

understanding how L2 learners make aspectual selections at their current proficiency levels, 

they differ in the research design. One of the primary characteristics that can be understood 

from these studies was how narrative type influenced the selection of aspect. The early 

studies of Kumpf (1984b) and Flashner (1989) were among the first to establish a link 

between lexical aspect and grounding but only through case studies rather than larger groups 

of participants. Studies that came thereafter, as detailed in Camps (2005), Lafford (1996), 

and Liskin-Gasparro (2000) have noted and improved upon the early studies by moving 

beyond case-study format to a larger number of participants within specific proficiency 

levels. Even so, however, the use of only one narrative type did not allow for a complete 

picture of the L2 participants ability to narrate in the past given that different narrative types 

will elicit the use of the past aspect in different ways.  

 The two cross-sectional studies of Bardovi-Harlig (1998) and Salaberry (2011) 

presented valuable information on how use of past aspect changes as one’s proficiency in the 

target language increases. Like Camps (2005), Lafford (1996), and Liskin-Gasparro (2000) 

however, Bardovi-Harlig (1998) only used a film-retell as the means of data collection rather 

than the addition of a personal narrative. The participants in Salaberry’s (2011) study 

completed a forced-choice task of a personal narrative that was produced by a native speaker 

without having to produce their own. Although the results showed how the participants were 

able to make past aspectual selections from the given context of the narrative, it was not the 
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same as being able to make those selections based on narratives they are able to create 

themselves. It would have been interesting to see if there were any differences in participant 

accuracy in the selection of past aspect within each proficiency group.  

 As chapter 3 will detail, this study draws on the research described here to form the 

structure of the research questions and methodology design. This study contained four groups 

of increasing proficiency groups, including a native speaker group in which participants 

produced two written narratives: a film-retell based on Modern Times: Alone and Hungry 

and a personal narrative to assess how L2 learners make past aspectual selections. 

Accordingly, the research questions are as follows:  

1.) How does the use of preterit and imperfect morphology differ within each proficiency 

group on the basis of the Lexical Aspect Hypothesis? 

 

2.) How does the use of preterit and imperfect morphology differ within each proficiency 

group on the basis of Discourse Hypothesis? 

 

3.) Does lexical variety of verbs differ according to proficiency level, grammatical 

aspect, and lexical aspectual classes through TTRs? 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION 

Participant Profiles 

 The participants in this cross-sectional study are 75 university-level English 

speaking L2 Spanish learners and 20 native speakers of Spanish from a major research 

university in a metropolitan east coast city. The university students form three groups of 

increasing proficiency levels: beginning, intermediate, and advanced. Additionally, they 

come from intact Spanish language classrooms that are offered by the university’s 

Spanish and Portuguese Department. Participants at the beginning level studied in 

Spanish 1003 (Intermediate Spanish), participants at the intermediate level studied in 

Spanish 2096 (Composition), and participants at the advanced level studied in Spanish 

3096 (Advanced Writing Analysis) or Spanish 4302 (Introduction to Spanish 

Linguistics).  

 The selection of these specific courses to correspond to the three proficiency 

levels is deliberate. Spanish 1003 is a third semester language course and constitutes the 

beginning proficiency level. For the purpose of this study, the term “beginning” does not 

mean first semester language study, or language 101. Rather, it refers to the lowest 

proficiency level in which L2 learners have begun to learn both preterit and imperfect 

aspects. Spanish 2096 is an intermediate composition course that constitutes the 

intermediate proficiency level. Because the narrative data will be in written rather than 

spoken form, this course is appropriately suited for this study because it teaches the skills 

students need to produce higher-level Spanish compositions that includes appropriate use 

of preterit and imperfect distinction.  
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 Spanish 3096 is an advanced-level composition course and Spanish 4306 is an 

introduction to Spanish linguistics. Participants from these two courses formed the 

advanced-level group. No participant who was enrolled in one course was enrolled in the 

other at the same time, so there was no risk of any participant producing the required 

narratives twice. The researcher made the decision to combine the courses into one 

proficiency level given that courses at the 3000 and 4000-level tended to have smaller 

enrollments and section offerings and that not all instructors were willing to volunteer 

their classes for this study.   

 The timing of the data collection during the semester was also an important 

consideration. Although Salaberry (1999) recommended at least a semester of study in 

between each proficiency level where intact classrooms are used to collect data, he did 

not take into consideration the types of courses. Instead, this study focused on the timing 

of when participants would produce the narratives during the semester. In the beginning 

level for instance, what was of interest was assessing how participants distinguished 

between preterit and imperfect aspects when they had already learned them separately, 

but not together. As a result, data collection for this group happened during the beginning 

of the semester when participants finished learning the imperfect aspect, but before they 

received focused instruction both preterit and imperfect aspects together.  

 Given that both Spanish 2096 and 3096 are intermediate and advanced 

composition courses respectively, this study collected data from the two levels towards 

the end of the semester after students learned the content of their courses. This study 

anticipates that this would allow for enough discrimination between the two levels that 

Salaberry (1999) proposed. Data collection from participants in Spanish 4302 for the 
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advanced proficiency also took place towards the end of the semester. Participants in this 

course have recently received the same instruction on preterit and imperfect distinction 

from Spanish 3096 as a prerequisite to Spanish 4306. 

 In addition to the three proficiency levels, there is a fourth, native-speaker group. 

This group comprises of 20 native speakers of Spanish from the university community. 

Unlike the three proficiency groups, the researcher had to reach out to prospective 

participants individually to request their participation through email. Most responded 

positively, but there were a few who declined. The native-speaker’s use of preterit and 

imperfect distinction serves as a comparison to the three L2 proficiency levels.  

Questionnaire 

 All participants filled out a brief questionnaire assessing their prior experience 

learning and using Spanish. This included questions about their background as well as 

where and for how long they studied Spanish (Appendix A). It also asked students to do a 

multiple-choice self-assessment of their written Spanish ability, whether they felt they 

were beginner, intermediate, or advanced users of Spanish and how they perceived their 

ability to narrate in the past in open-ended tasks. The questionnaire also identified each 

participant’s L1 and if they were a heritage speaker. In an effort to maintain homogeneity 

within each proficiency level, Spanish heritage learners and those whose L1 was not 

English or Spanish were excluded. This study was reviewed and approved by the 

university’s Human Subjects Institutional Review Board (IRB). Participant’s signature 

was not required to participate given that the narratives would have no bearing on their 

course grade.  
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Instruments 

 When the data collection process began, the researcher and the instructor who 

volunteered the class agreed on a date for the data collection to take place. In each class, 

the researcher began with an overview of the purpose of the study of how L2 Spanish 

learners distinguish between preterit and imperfect aspect. Participants wrote two short 

narratives: a film-retell task based on a short video clip and a personal narrative task. The 

researcher explained that participation was voluntary and that the narratives would not be 

given a letter grade or be read by the course instructor. Upon completion of the data 

collection, the researcher explained that all narratives would be kept in a secure location.   

 This study aimed to establish evidence on how the claims behind the LAH or DH 

guided participant’s use of the Spanish past aspect through the production of two written 

narratives. The selection of tasks is constrained by the DH given that it analyzes how 

users of Spanish mark past aspect in order to foreground and background information in 

narratives. It does not focus on the verb predicate alone at the sentence-level as the LAH 

does. As a result, tasks for data elicitation must be in narrative form (Bardovi-Harlig, 

1994).  

 The first task was a film-retell and was based on a 5 minute and 20 second clip 

from the Charlie Chaplin silent film Modern Times entitled “Alone and Hungry” 

(Domínio Público, 2017, 36:50-42:10). This short film has an important place in the 

instruments used to elicit oral and written narratives in past studies of past aspectual 

distinction in Spanish (Hasbún, 1995; Liskin-Gasparro, 2000; Salaberry, 1999), English 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 1995b; 1998), and French (Bergström, 1995). The use of Modern Times, 

“Alone and Hungry” to operationalize these studies was due to the easily discernible 
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action sequences in the clip, which was optimal for analyzing foregrounded material, in 

addition to changes in scene that would constitute background material (Bardovi-Harlig, 

1998).  

 The second task was a personal narrative in which participants describe a 

memorable vacation to a friend they have not seen in a long time. Personal narratives, 

unlike a film-retell, have the potential to give a richer picture of L2 learner’s ability to 

distinguish between perfective and imperfective aspects (Noyao, 1990). Whereas a film-

retell is inherently sequential, a personal narrative has more backgrounded material given 

their descriptive, non-sequential nature. Different narrative types, as in the two used in 

this study, result in higher variations of past aspect (Véronique, 1987). In other words, it 

is expected that the sequential nature of a film-retell task would result in higher use of the 

perfective aspect whereas the descriptive nature of a personal narrative would result in 

higher use of the imperfective aspect.  

 While the narratives elicit different types of information that influence 

grammatical aspect, they are both uncontrolled in that participants produce open-ended 

narrations. The main difference between the two narratives however, is that the 

researcher already knows the sequences of events in “Alone and Hungry” from Modern 

Times (Bardovi-Harlig, 1994). Uncontrolled elicitation tasks are advantageous because 

they may result in higher use of prototypical pairings regarding grammatical and lexical 

aspect over others (Salaberry, 1999). In other words, film-retells may result in a higher 

frequency of telic verbs over atelics and vice versa for personal narratives.  
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Procedures 

 Upon completion of the questionnaire, the researcher handed out the prompts on 

which the participants will produce the two narratives (Appendices B and C). The video 

clip was shown on a computer in the participants’ classroom. For native speakers, the 

researcher secured a classroom with a computer and internet access. The film-retell task 

took place first followed by the personal narrative. The researcher reviewed the 

instructions to both tasks before participants begin writing. Following Salaberry (1999), 

all instructions were in English to ensure that participants understood what they needed to 

write. The structure of the instructions for the film-retell task took a slightly different 

form than other studies that used Modern Times (Hasbún, 1995; Liskin-Gasparro, 2000; 

Salaberry, 1999). Rather than directing participants to narrate only what they saw in the 

segment, the wording of the instructions attempted to create a different context that asked 

participants to think of the camera as their own eyes and thus act as a witness.  

Directions for the Film-Retell Task 

You just arrived home and your significant other takes one look at you. 

“What happened, are you okay?” 

“Yes” you reply sitting down. “I saw a robbery in progress down the street” 

“Oh really?” replies your significant other sitting down next to you, “Tell me what 

happened.” 

• Imagine the scene from Modern Times: Alone and Hungry is what you saw 

with your own eyes. 

• Narrate the events that happened earlier in the day (15-20 sentences). 

• Include as much background description about the people you saw and the 

events as you can. 

 

 The purpose of setting up the instructions in this way was to try to have the 

participants include more background material in their narrative. Given the sequential 

nature of the film-retell task, participants were more likely to include more sequential 

information than descriptive information. Tomlin (1984) explained that the linguistic 
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demands of a particular type of narrative might result in the loss of certain kind of 

information. More specifically, due to the linguistic demands of writing a film-retell 

narrative, background information may be lost to the more easily identifiable sequential 

scenes.  

 The structure of the personal narrative was more elaborate than simply asking 

participants to describe a past vacation. Rather, it asked them to think about a past 

vacation in the context of a conversation they have with a good friend that they have not 

seen in many years. 

Directions for the Personal Narrative Task 

Imagine that you just got together with an old friend you have not seen since you were 

in elementary school. As you were reminiscing, you then described some of the 

vacations you have taken over the years, but there is one particular vacation that stands 

out to you. 

• In 15-20 sentences, narrate to your friend what that vacation was and what it 

was like. 

• Describe the vacation with as much detail as you can. 

• Include an event that was deeply memorable. 

 

Because participants needed to describe their vacation as if they were talking about their 

experience to a friend, it was hoped that this would increase the likelihood that they 

would include specific events that may lead to sequential information in an otherwise 

descriptive-heavy topic.  

 The instructions for both tasks avoided explicitly requiring participants to use 

either the preterit or the imperfect in their writing. In an effort to maintain as much 

authenticity as possible, the instructions only allude to the fact that the narratives are in 

the past. For the film-retell, the instructions require participants to narrate what happened 

earlier in the day, implying already completed events. For the personal narrative, 

participants narrate a vacation that already happened with the inclusion of one memorable 
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event that happened. Participants watch the short film for the film-retell twice and had 15 

minutes to write both narratives. Upon completion, the researcher assigned a number to 

both the questionnaire and the prompts to ensure that the participants’ narratives are not 

mixed up during the data codification procedures.  

Analysis 

 Once the participants completed the narratives, the researcher organized the 

documents: the questionnaire was on top, followed by the film-retell, and then the 

personal narrative. The researcher then began the process of typing each narrative onto a 

Word document exactly as the participants wrote them. Above each narrative is the 

participant number, the task type, and the proficiency level for organizational purposes.  

 The second part was to take the typed narrative and separate foregrounded 

(preterit) from backgrounded (imperfect) clauses. In other words, foregrounded clauses 

appeared on the left side of the Word document and backgrounded clauses appear on the 

right. This began to reveal how participants made past aspectual distinctions. Each 

clause, foregrounded and backgrounded, was numbered sequentially from first to last. In 

each of the clauses, the researcher then categorized each verb for lexical aspect. 

 In assessing the verb tokens, the researcher noted misspellings that did not hinder 

comprehensibility or contained mismatched past morphology markers. Verbs that were 

misspelled but had an understandable base form and past morphological form were 

counted, as in, pero la policía no creó el hombre [but the police did not believe the man] 

(Beginner Participant 1, Clause 8, Film-Retell). The participant misspelled creó, but it 

was still understandable a creyó in the preterit. Another example was la mujer hició [the 

woman did] (Beginner Participant 10, Clause 10, Film-Retell). The participant correctly 
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identified hacer as an irregular verb in the preterit, but used regular preterit morphology 

in hició instead of the correct form hizo. Another participant confused imperfect 

morphology for –er and –ir verbs with –ar verbs as in cuando la chica corriba con el pan 

[when the woman was running] and el hombre comiba mucha comida a un restaurante 

[the man was eating a lot of food in a restaurant] (Beginner Participant 10, Clauses 10 & 

14, Film-Retell). In spite of this confusion, the researcher counted these verb tokens 

because the incorrect spellings were still clearly identifiable as imperfect morphology.  

 Throughout each proficiency group, however, the researcher had to discard a 

number of verb tokens due to incomprehensibility, use of tense or aspect other than the 

perfective or imperfective, incomplete verb forms, or verbs that were used in quotes. All 

instances of quoted speech were removed from the data following Bardovi-Harlig (1998). 

Most of the tokens that the researcher removed came from the beginning group with  

fewer in the intermediate and advanced groups. Any verb tokens removed from the 

native-speaker group was due to instances of inflections in past aspect other than the 

preterit or imperfect or the use of the present or future tenses. Such instances were very 

small in number. 

 Some verbs were incomprehensible not due to misspellings, but because the verbs 

were not actual words as in sino reglía dinero a la hombre… [without...money to the 

man] (Intermediate Participant 9, Clause 5, Film-Retell). The verb itself is 

incomprehensible. One might guess that it could mean regalar, but there was not enough 

context to make that determination. As a result, this verb token was removed from the 

data. Other verb tokens had incomplete verb forms as in Mi zapato roto [my shoe broken] 

(Beginner Participant 5, Clause 7, Personal Narrative). Although the participant might 
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have intended to write fue roto [was broken], roto is the past participle form of “romper” 

and therefore is removed from the data.  

 Participants across all proficiency levels used modal verbs in their narratives as in 

quería correr al restaurante, podia robar, debía sentarse, among others. In line with 

Salaberry (1999), only the grammaticalized modal verbs counted as one token each in the 

data. The infinitive form of the action verb did not count towards the data because 

without being grammaticalized in either the preterit or imperfect, it could not represent 

the realization of the telic or event expressed in robar, sentarse, and correr al 

restaurante, for example.  

Procedures for Coding Lexical Aspect 

 After removing incomprehensible tokens, the researcher then coded each verb 

token for lexical aspect. As chapter 1 detailed, most studies concerning past aspect 

followed Andersen’s use of the four-way verb classification system proposed by Vendler 

(1967), and it continues to be the most common framework in use today for studies on 

past aspect. Vendler (1967) characterized verbs according to their inherent semantic 

temporality. However, what is lacking from his analysis is a clear-cut, step-by-step 

diagnostic test that would permit a researcher or coder to accurately pair a verb in its 

infinitive form to one of the four verb classifications. This is problematic given that the 

semantic differences between verbs are sometimes more subtle than clear. Fortunately, 

Dowty (1979) and Shirai (1991) developed diagnostic tests to determine a verb’s inherent 

lexical aspect.  

 The diagnostic test for lexical aspect for this study is based on the two studies 

above. Accordingly, each verb token from the data went through a maximum of three 
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steps to determine its lexical classification. The first step distinguishes states from non-

states, or action verbs. The next two steps determine what kind of action verb. The 

second step distinguish activities from non-activities. Finally, the third step distinguishes 

accomplishments, which are non-punctual, from achievements, which are punctual.  

• Step 1: State or Non-State 

• Step 2: Activity or Non-Activity 

• Step 3: Accomplishment or Achievement 

 

In order to carry out a more objective classification of inherent lexical aspect, each verb 

token was analyzed in its infinitive form, not its grammaticalized form. Attempting to 

classify lexical aspect based on a verb token’s inflected form would cause a conflict 

between the dependent variable of the study, grammatical aspect, and the independent 

variables, lexical aspect. Accordingly, analysis of a verb token’s infinitive form avoids 

this conflict (Geeslin & Fafulas, 2012).  

 The diagnostic test for each verb token begins with Step 1 which is to determine if 

it is a state or non-state verb (Dowty, 1979 & Shirai 1991). The first question, (a) is from 

Shirai (1991) and asks if the verb were in the infinitive, would it convey a habitual action. 

In “Me gustaba cantar canciones con mis amigos” does not convey habituality because 

the experiencer of the event is not in any process of completing the event. Because the 

answer is no, it is a state verb. For additional verification, (b) confirms that the verb token 

is a state verb. If the verb does not require any physical energy on the part of the agent to 

finish, then it is a state verb. Verbs such as “gustar” do not require physical energy. 

Rather, it is a mental event or a feeling on the part of the experiencer. Any verb that 

requires physical action would be a non-state verb and would have to proceed to Step 2 of 

the diagnostic test.  
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Step 1 

a) Does the event have a habitual interpretation in the infinitive? 

• If no – Go to (b) 

• If yes – Non-State verb, go to Step 2 

b) Does the event require the input of physical energy from the agent in order to 

complete it? 

• If no – State verb 

• If yes – Non-State verb, go to Step 2 

 For non-state verbs, Step 2 distinguishes between atelic activity verbs and telic 

verbs. Apply (a) to the verb token as in, for example, “correr en el parque”. When the 

question asks if the agent has engaged in the event, it is important to distinguish engaged 

in from completed. Rather than asking for completion, would the agent have engaged the 

event without referring to whether it was completed? In other words, just because 

someone started an event does not mean he or she completed it. If Juan were to suddenly 

stop running, he would have done the act of running, but there is no reference if Juan had 

intended that his act of running had completed. Additionally, the lack of intended 

completion is further referenced in the compliment “en el parque”, which does not 

establish an endpoint. As a result, “correr” is an activity. 

 Following Dowty (1979), question (b) extends the analysis to any verb predicate 

that has the preposition for + a length of time. In “Juan corría en el parque por una hora”, 

it is easy to see how “correr” could be an accomplishment verb denoting an endpoint. 

Once the hour ended, Juan accomplished the act of running. Dowty (1979) explains 

however, that “por” suggests that the event of running “correr en el parque por una hora” 

is ongoing. I say “suggests” because “por una hora” does not necessarily denote the 

completion of the event of running. Juan might have stopped without finishing the 

amount of running he had originally wanted to do by that hour. Accordingly, “correr” is 

an activity in this context. 



 

 

 

66 

Step 2 

a) Has the agent engaged in the event if they stop in the middle of it? 

• If yes – Activity (e.g. caminar) Go to (b) 

• If no – Telic (e.g. caminar una milla), go to Step 3 

b) Does the target verbal predicate allow the preposition for + a length of time? 

• If yes – Activity (caminar por una hora) 

If no – Refer back to (a) or telic, go to Step 3 

 Step 1 determines state verbs from non-states. Step 2 takes those non-state verbs 

and distinguishes activity verbs from telic verbs. What remains is Step 3, which 

determines whether a telic verb is either an accomplishment or an achievement. In “pintar 

la foto”, “pintar” by itself is an atelic activity verb, but the compliment “la foto” changes 

that classification to an accomplishment because it denotes a completed event. Once the 

agent painted the picture, it is completed. In “alcanzar la cima”, “alcanzar” is an 

achievement verb because it denotes an instantaneous event.  

 Step 3(b) expands on (a) for verbal predicates that explicitly denote a length of 

time with the preposition “in”. Dowty (1979) explains that the prepositions “for” and “in” 

denote contrasting interpretations. In “pintar la foto en tres horas”, “en” (in) + length of 

time denotes a completed action. In other words, the agent of the event needed that 

specific amount of time, denoted by the preposition “en”, to complete it. Events in this 

time frame are accomplishments. If it is not possible to attach a length of time to a verbal 

predicate, as in “llegar en/por tres horas” (he arrived in three hours), then it is an 

achievement since it expresses an instantaneous action. 
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Step 3  

a) If the agent completes an event in X amount of time, then the agent was in the 

process of completing the event. 

• If yes – Accomplishment (pintar la foto) 

• If no – Achievement (alcanzar la cima) 

b) Is it possible to attach a specific length of time (in + length of time) to denote the 

completion of the event? 

• If yes, Accomplishment (pintar la foto en tres horas – logical) 

       If no, achievement (llegar en tres horas – illogical) 

 The completion of Step 3 completes the diagnostic test of lexical aspect for this 

study. The following section details the procedure to determine narrative grounding. 

Whereas the researcher performed the diagnostic test for lexical aspect himself, the 

procedure to determine narrative grounding required a second coder who is a native 

speaker of Spanish. 

Procedures for Coding Narrative Grounding 

 Regarding the accuracy of narrative grounding from the data, all foregrounded 

clauses to the left are marked with preterit morphology and all backgrounded clauses to 

the right are marked with imperfect morphology. Unlike lexical aspect however, there is 

no clear-cut diagnostic test to determine the accuracy of which past morphological 

marker is a better fit for a given verb based on narrative context. Perfective aspect 

represents bounded events, or those that show completion. For purposes of narrative 

grounding, the term sequentiality also denotes foregrounded material. Sequential 

information denotes completed events that move a narrative along its timeframe towards 

an eventual conclusion. All sequential information is foregrounded regardless of the 

lexical aspectual class of the given verb. Imperfective aspect, in contrast, denotes 

unbounded, descriptive events that stops a narrative on its timeline to add further context 
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for foregrounded events. All contextual, descriptive information is backgrounded 

regardless of the lexical aspectual class of the given verb. 

 In light of how past aspect establishes foreground and background information, 

developing a coding scheme that dictates that all verbs with preterit morphology must be 

foregrounded and all verbs with imperfect morphology must be backgrounded seems 

straightforward. While this scheme might be appropriate for native speakers, it would be 

entirely effective for the L2 beginning, intermediate, or advanced learners of Spanish. 

Due to the contrasts in how English and Spanish use past aspect, L2 learners are going to 

make mistakes in their selections. Throughout the beginning, intermediate, and advanced 

L2 learner data, most participants made some errors in which past morphological marker 

to select. The data identifies which verb tokens use past morphology markers that are 

inconsistent with the narrative context. In other words, a learner may use the preterit 

when, based on the narrative context, the imperfect is the more appropriate selection. 

 The researcher mitigated this issue by enlisting the assistance of a second coder. 

For this study, the second coder was a native speaker and an instructor of Spanish from 

the university’s Spanish and Portuguese Department. The researcher sought the 

assistance of this particular instructor given her experience teaching Spanish writing 

courses for the department. Consequently, she was aware of the terms narrative 

foregrounding and backgrounding. The researcher and the second coder worked together 

to identify incorrect past aspectual selections, verbs foregrounded in the preterit that 

should have been backgrounded in the imperfect, as well as verbs backgrounded in the 

imperfect that should have been foregrounded in the preterit.  
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 Before reviewing the narratives, the researcher and the second coder discussed a 

process to determine correct or incorrect use of past morphological markers. Given the 

importance of narrative context, the notion of sequentialty, as described by Hopper 

(1979) and Dry (1983) was an important consideration. Both the researcher and the 

second coder looked at how each clause fit into the broader narrative based on the past 

morphological markers that the participants used for each verb token. If the verb 

expressed in the clause was bounded and moved the narrative forward, then it should be 

foregrounded in the preterit. Likewise, if the verb expressed in the clause was unbounded 

and did not move the narrative forward, but added description or reflection to sequential 

information, then it should be backgrounded in the imperfect.  

 Both the researcher and the second coder assessed the narratives of each 

participant separately and had separate copies of the narratives on which to write 

comments. For every clause containing a verb that the researcher or second coder 

identified as containing incorrect past morphological markers, they circled the clause 

number and highlighted it in yellow. Upon completion of the assessment, the researcher 

and the second coder then shared their decisions with one another. To ensure that the 

process of determining correct and incorrect use of past morphological markers remains 

accurate throughout the analysis, the researcher set interrater reliability at 80% for each 

individual narrative. So long as the researcher and the second coder agreed that each verb 

contained correct morphology for each narrative at least 80% of the clauses, they would 

not revisit or change the determination process (Saldaña, 2016). In the cases where the 

researcher and second coder disagreed, they would discuss it with one another they until 

arrived at a decision. 
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 At this point, all participant narratives were typed onto a Word document exactly 

as they were written with each clause separated to indicate foregrounding and 

backgrounding. The researcher then applied the diagnostic test for lexical aspect to each 

verb token. Finally, both the researcher and the second coder analyzed learner use of the 

preterit and imperfect to evaluate whether foregrounding or backgrounding was 

successfully achieved. The next step was to organize this information on an Excel 

spreadsheet that will yield the raw data for this study. This will be the first step that will 

eventually produce both the descriptive and inferential data. 

Data Analyses 

 The data for this study analyzed how the use of the Spanish past aspect differed 

on the basis of lexical aspect and narrative grounding within increasing proficiency 

groups. The data also analyzed if the lexical variety of verb types differed according to 

proficiency level, grammatical aspect, and lexical aspectual classes, especially where 

there was evidence that participants were guided by narrative grounding in making past 

aspectual selections.  

 For the first research question regarding how past aspectual selections differed on 

the basis of lexical aspect, the data was organized into two contingency tables. The first 

detailed the film-retell task (Table 4.1 in chapter 4 and repeated in Table 5.1 in chapter 

5). The second detailed the personal narrative (Table 4.2 in chapter 4 and repeated in 

Table 5.2 in chapter 5). Since the LAH does not reference to correct use of past aspectual 

morphology only, both tables contain frequencies of correct and incorrect uses of preterit 

and imperfect morphology for the four verb classes separately within each proficiency 

group. For example, beginner participants produced 172 tokens of achievements with 
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preterit morphology. Of those, 171 correctly contained preterit morphology whereas only 

one token did not; it should have contained imperfect morphology instead. The 

contingency tables were followed by chi-square analysis to determine the 

interdependence of proficiency level, lexical aspectual classes, and the use of preterit and 

imperfect morphology. 

 For the second research question regarding how past aspectual selections differed 

on the basis of narrative grounding, the data was organized into two contingency tables. 

The first detailed the film-retell task (Table 4.3 in chapter 4 and repeated in Table 5.3 in 

chapter 5). The second detailed the personal narrative (Table 4.4 in chapter 4 and 

repeated in Table 5.4 in chapter 5). In order to assess narrative grounding in the two 

narrative tasks, this data analyzed correct use of preterit and imperfect morphology for 

foregrounding and backgrounding respectively compared to the total contexts. For 

example, beginner participants produced 171 tokens of foregrounded achievements. They 

also produced three incorrect tokens of backgrounded achievements, that should have 

been foregrounded with preterit morphology. That results in 174 total contexts for 

foregrounded achievements. The contingency tables were followed by chi-square analysis 

to determine interdependence of proficiency level, lexical aspectual classes, and the 

correct use of foregrounding and backgrounding.      

 For the third research question, this study used Type-Token Ratios (TTRs) to 

analyze how the lexical variety of verbs differ according to proficiency group, 

grammatical aspect, and lexical verb class. TTRs analyze vocabulary “flexibility” to 

determine aspects of language adequacy. They are generally used to measure lexical 

diversity by analyzing the percentage ratio of all words in a given text (tokens) and the 
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count of each unique word (types). This study, however, applies TTRs differently in that 

it looks at the number types and tokens of verbs only in the written narratives and divided 

it by the total number of verb tokens. The data was organized into two contingency 

tables. The first detailed the TTRs for preterit and imperfect morphology for the film-

retell task (Table 4.5 in chapter 4 and repeated in Table 5.5 in chapter 5). The second 

detailed the TTRs for preterit and imperfect morphology for the film-retell task (Table 

4.6 in chapter 4 and repeated in Table 5.6 in chapter 5).   

  These methodology procedures ensured that the verb classifications of lexical 

aspect and narrative grounding were as accurate as possible. This in turn produced the 

data needed to answer the three research questions. Chapter 4 begins by analyzing the 

data under the claims of the LAH first, the DH second, and then TTRs third. This should 

result in a comprehensive overview of how participant’s use of past aspectual 

morphology differs across increasing proficiency levels.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 This chapter presents the results for this study in three sections, each aligning with 

the research questions regarding the LAH, DH, and the TTRs. All three sections contain 

the contingency tables that detailed the data from the film-retell and personal narratives 

separately. For the first and second research questions, chi-square analyses followed the 

analyses of the contingency tables in order to further assess the interdependence of 

grammatical aspect, lexical aspect, and proficiency level.  

 The first section concerned the data on total frequency counts and percentage 

differences of preterit and imperfect morphology in both film-retell and personal 

narrative tasks. The contingency tables and chi-square analyses produced the data for the 

first research question on how past aspectual selections differed within each proficiency 

level on the basis of lexical aspect. The second section concerned the data on frequency 

counts of foregrounded and backgrounded clauses. Specifically, the data analyzed 

correctly foregrounded and backgrounded clauses against total contexts for 

foregrounding and backgrounding. Lastly, the third section concerned the contingency 

tables for the TTRs, which produced the data for the third research question on whether 

lexical variety, the frequency of different types of verbs, differed on the basis of 

proficiency level, grammatical aspect, and lexical aspectual classes.  

Use of Preterit and Imperfect in the Film-Retell Task 

 All proficiency groups produced 1,807 verb tokens with preterit morphology and 

572 verb tokens for imperfect morphology for the film-retell task. Additionally, 

percentages to highlight the difference in use between preterit and imperfect morphology 
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for each verb class within each proficiency group were provided. For example, the 

beginner group produced 172 achievements with the preterit and 9 with the imperfect, 

totaling 181 tokens of achievements. Dividing 172 into 181 resulted in 95% and 9 into 

181 resulted in 5%, showing a clear preference for achievements with preterit over 

imperfect. This was repeated in Table 4.2. As the data in Table 4.1 showed, preterit over 

imperfect morphology was preferred within each proficiency group, which was not 

surprising given the sequential nature of the film-retell task. 

Table 4.1. Use of Preterit and Imperfect Morphology in the Film 

Retell Task    

Lexical 

Class 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb.  

Freq. 

1. ACH 
Preterit 172 (95%) 246 (90%) 261 (90%) 331 (95%) 1010 (92%) 

Imperfect 9 (5%) 28 (10%) 28 (10%) 16 (5%) 81 (8%) 

2. ACC 
Preterit 27 (87%) 36 (85%) 38 (90%) 39 (90%) 140 (88%) 

Imperfect 4 (13%) 6 (15%) 4 (10%) 4 (10%) 18 (12%) 

3. ACT 
Preterit 95 (70%) 66 (55%) 69 (61%) 52 (59%) 282 (62%) 

Imperfect 39 (30%) 53 (45%) 44 (39%) 36 (41%) 172 (38%) 

4. STA 
Preterit 77 (66%) 83 (50%) 102 (54%) 113 (55%) 375 (55%) 

Imperfect 40 (34%) 83 (50%) 86 46%) 92 (45%) 301 (45%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Preterit 371 (80%) 431 (71%) 470 (74%) 535 (78%) 1,807 (75%) 

Imperfect 92 (20%) 170 (29%) 162 (26%) 148 (22%) 572 (25%) 

 

 As expected, the beginner participants produced the highest frequencies of preterit 

morphology with achievements at 172 tokens. However, they only produced 27 tokens of 

accomplishments, which was surprising given that this was a telic verb class in a 

sequence-oriented film-retell. In contrast, there were 95 activities, which was a noticeable 

difference from accomplishments. Finally, beginner participants produced 77 states. In 

total, there were 371 tokens of preterit morphology within the beginner proficiency group 

for the film-retell task.  

 The frequencies for achievements with imperfect morphology, however, were 

markedly different. The beginner level produced only 9 tokens of achievements and 4 
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tokens of accomplishments. This was not surprising given the non-prototypical 

association between imperfect morphology and the sequential nature of “Alone and 

Hungry”. Beginner participants produced 39 activities, a major difference from 

accomplishments, and 40 states. In total, the beginner group produced 92 tokens of 

imperfect morphology in the film-retell task, well below the total token counts for preterit 

morphology.  

 As shown in the example above, the percentage difference for achievements was 

95% for preterit morphology and 5% for imperfect morphology. For accomplishments, it 

was 87% for preterit morphology and 13% for imperfect morphology. It is important to 

note that even though preterit morphology was preferred over imperfect, this was based 

on a considerably lower frequency count than achievements. For activities, preterit 

morphology accounted for 70% of the frequency tokens and imperfect morphology 

accounted for 30%. States had the smallest difference of the verb classes in the beginner 

group. Preterit morphology accounted for 64% of state frequencies and the imperfect 

accounted for 34%. 

 The intermediate proficiency group produced 246 achievement tokens with 

preterit morphology, a noticeable difference from the beginner group. However, 

accomplishments continued to have the lowest frequency count at 36. Intermediate 

participants produced 66 tokens of activities and 83 state verbs. In total, the intermediate 

proficiency group produced 431 tokens of preterit morphology, a noticeable increase 

from the beginner group. The frequencies of achievements and accomplishments with 

imperfect morphology continued to be markedly different from the preterit. Intermediate 

participants produced 28 and 6 tokens of achievements and accomplishments 
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respectively. However, this increased to 53 and 83 for activities and states. In total, the 

intermediate group produced 170 tokens of imperfect morphology, well below the 431 

tokens of preterit morphology. 

 For achievements and accomplishments, the intermediate group showed similar 

percentage difference between preterit and imperfect morphology as the beginner group. 

For achievements, preterit morphology accounted for 90% of the frequencies, and 

imperfect morphology accounted for 10%. For accomplishments, preterit morphology 

accounted for 85% of the frequencies and imperfect morphology accounted for 15%. 

There was a lower percentage difference for activities and states in comparison to the 

beginner group. For activities, preterit morphology accounted for 55% and imperfect 

morphology accounted for 45%. For states, preterit and imperfect morphology were equal 

at 50%. 

 The advanced proficiency group produced 261 achievements with preterit 

morphology, which was only a small change from the intermediate proficiency group. 

Accomplishments and activities also saw a slight change from the intermediate group 

with 38 and 69 tokens. States contained 102 tokens. The advanced proficiency group 

produced 470 tokens with preterit morphology, which was a slight change from the 

intermediate proficiency group. Achievement and accomplishments with imperfect 

morphology continued to have very low frequencies with 28 and 4 tokens respectively. 

Intermediate participants produced 44 activities and 86 states. In total, there were 162 

tokens with imperfect morphology, which was a slightly lower from the intermediate 

proficiency group.  
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 For the advanced group, achievements and accomplishments continued the pattern 

of the intermediate group, showing a strong preference for preterit morphology. For 

achievements and accomplishments separately, preterit morphology accounted for 90% 

of the tokens and imperfect morphology accounted for 10%. For activities, preterit 

morphology accounted for 61% of the tokens and imperfect morphology accounted for 

39%. States were not even as they were in the intermediate group. Preterit morphology 

accounted for 54% of the tokens and imperfect morphology accounted for 46%. 

 The native-speaker group produced 331 achievements with preterit morphology, 

which was higher than the advanced proficiency group. In contrast, there were 39 tokens 

of accomplishments and 52 tokens of activities in comparison to the advanced 

proficiency group. At 113, the native-speaker group contained more state tokens. In total, 

the native-speaker proficiency group produced 535 tokens of preterit morphology, which 

was a noticeable change from the advanced proficiency level. Surprisingly, achievements 

with imperfect morphology lowered to 16 tokens from the advanced proficiency group 

and accomplishments remained unchanged at 4 tokens. There were 36 activities and 96 

states. In total, there were 148 tokens of imperfect morphology. This frequency count was 

much lower than preterit morphology, which was presumed given the sequential nature of 

“Alone and Hungry”. 

 Percentage differences for each verb class within the native-speaker group 

followed the same patterns as the advanced group. For achievements, preterit 

morphology accounted for 95% of the tokens in comparison to 5% for imperfect 

morphology. For accomplishments, preterit morphology accounted for 90% of the tokens 

and imperfect morphology accounted for 10%. For activities, preterit morphology 
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accounted for 59% of the tokens and imperfect morphology accounted for 41%. For 

states, preterit morphology accounted for 55% of the tokens and imperfect morphology 

accounted for 45%. 

 For preterit morphology, a global chi-square analysis to assess the relationship 

between all proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences between 

observed and expected frequencies (X2=46.73, df=9, p=.000). A separate one-way chi-

square for each proficiency group, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner group 

(X2=29.92, df=3, p=.000) and the native-speaker group (X2=15.47, df=3, p=.001). 

Additionally, a separate one-way chi-square within each verb class found significant 

difference for achievements (X2=9.57, df=1, p=.022) and activities (X2=35.95, df=1, 

p=.000).  

 The beginner group used less achievements than expected, but more activities. 

The native-speaker group showed the reverse pattern. It was presumed that the beginner 

group would be influenced by lexical aspect and frequently use preterit morphology with 

achievements. It was also presumed that the native-speaker level would not frequently 

use preterit morphology with achievements, but instead make non-prototypical 

associations with preterit morphology for activities and states. The significant differences 

found with activities were also surprising given that the beginner proficiency group 

frequently used them, but the native-speaker proficiency group did not. 

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the three L2 proficiency 

groups and all verb classes also showed that there were significant differences (X2=22.35, 

df=6, p=.001). A separate one-way chi-square for each L2 proficiency group, regardless 
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of verb class, found significant differences between observed and expected frequencies  

within the beginner group (X2=15.25, df=1, p=.001). Additionally, a separate one-way 

chi-square analysis within each verb class found significant differences for activities 

(X2=16.45, df=2, p=.000). These patterns of significance among the learner groups were 

similar to the comparison that included the native-speaker group.  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

intermediate proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences 

between observed and expected frequencies (X2=15.43, df=3, p=.001). A separate one-

way chi-square for each of the two groups, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner group 

(X2=8.3, df=3, p=.04). Additionally, a separate one-way chi-square for each verb found 

significant differences within achievements (X2=4.29, df=1, p=.001) and activities 

(X2=10.02, df=1, p=.04).  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

advanced proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences between 

observed and expected frequencies (X2=16.34, df=3, p=.001). A separate one-way chi-

square for each of the two groups, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies for the beginner group (X2=9.14, 

df=3, p=.027). A separate one-way chi-square for each verb class again found significant 

differences for activities (X2=12.14, df=1, p.=000).  

 Lastly, a chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

native-speaker proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences 

between observed and expected frequencies (X2=43.58, df=3, p=.001). A separate one-
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way chi-square for each of the two groups, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within both the beginner 

(X2=25.74, df=3, p=.000) and native-speaker (X2=17.85, df=3, p=.000) groups. 

Additionally, a separate one-way chi-square for each verb class found significant 

differences within achievements (X2=9.21, df=1, p=.002) and activities (X2=33.11, df=1, 

p=.002).  

 Regardless of the group pairing, significant differences between observed and 

expected frequencies were always found in the beginner and native-speaker groups. 

Significant verb classes were always achievements and activities. The beginner group 

used less achievements than expected, but more activities. The native-speaker group 

showed the reverse pattern in that it used more achievements than expected, but less 

activities. This pattern played out in the global chi-square analysis as well as the one-on-

one group pairings.  

 In contrast to preterit morphology, a global chi-square analysis on imperfect 

morphology did not find significant differences between observed and expected tokens. 

There were no differences found in the verb classes or proficiency groups either. 

Use of Preterit and Imperfect in Personal Narratives 

 Participants across proficiency groups produced 1,103 verb tokens with preterit 

morphology and 723 verb tokens with imperfect morphology. As the data in Table 4.2 

show, participants preferred preterit to imperfect morphology in most of the verb classes, 

which was surprising given the descriptive, non-reporting nature of the personal narrative 

task. 
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4.2. Use of Preterit and Imperfect Morphology in Personal Narratives 

Lexical 

Class 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb. 

Freq. 

1. ACH 
Preterit 19 (86%) 49 (87%) 40 (85%) 50 (86%) 158 (86%) 

Imperfect 3 (14%) 7 (13%) 7 (15%) 8 (14%) 25 (14%) 

2. ACC 
Preterit 58 (79%) 68 (94%) 58 (90%) 50 (94%) 234 (89%) 

Imperfect 15 (21%) 4 (6%) 6 (10%) 3 (6%) 28 (11%) 

3. ACT 
Preterit 63 (56%) 65 (60%) 82 (59%) 73 (68%) 283 (61%) 

Imperfect 49 (44%) 42 (40%) 55 (41%) 34 (32%) 180 (39%) 

4. STA 
Preterit 93 (60%) 96 (37%) 104 (42%) 135 (51%) 428 (47%) 

Imperfect 61 (40%) 162 (63%) 139 (58%) 128 (49%) 490 (53%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Preterit 233 65%) 278 (56%) 284 (57%) 308 (64%) 1103 (60%) 

Imperfect 126 (35%) 215 (46%) 207 (43%) 173 (36%) 723 (40%) 

 

 The beginner proficiency group produced 19 tokens of achievements with preterit 

morphology, the lowest of the verb classes. This was surprising because this low 

frequency was presumed for imperfect, not preterit morphology. There was a noticeable 

change to 58 tokens for accomplishments. Beginner participants produced 63 tokens of 

activities. As chapter 5 will explain, it was not surprising that the frequencies of 

accomplishments and activities as durative verbs were similar for the personal narrative. 

States had the highest frequency count with 93 tokens. In total, there were 233 tokens 

with preterit morphology. Achievements and accomplishments with imperfective 

morphology also had the lowest frequency counts of the verb classes with 3 and 15 

tokens respectively. This changed to 49 activity tokens and 61 state tokens. The beginner 

proficiency group produced 126 tokens with imperfect morphology, about half of what 

the participants produced for preterit morphology. 

 The percentage difference for achievements were markedly different with 86% for 

preterit morphology and 14% for imperfect morphology. There was also a noticeable 

difference for accomplishments with 79% for preterit morphology and 21% for imperfect 

morphology. This difference evened out for activities with 56% for preterit morphology 
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and 44% for imperfect morphology. This also applied to states, with 60% for preterit 

morphology and 40% imperfect morphology. 

 The intermediate proficiency group produced more achievements with preterit 

morphology than the beginner proficiency group at 49 tokens. For accomplishments and 

activities, there were 68 and 65 tokens respectively. For state verbs, there were 96 tokens. 

In total, there were 278 tokens of preterit morphology. Achievements and 

accomplishments with imperfect morphology continued to have low frequencies with 7 

and 4 tokens respectively. The frequency of activities with imperfect morphology was 42, 

slightly higher than the beginner group. Frequencies of states with imperfect morphology 

were higher at 162 tokens. This was interesting because this was one of the few instances 

of a verb class with higher frequencies of imperfect morphology over preterit 

morphology. In total, there were 215 total tokens with imperfect morphology.  

 The percentage difference for achievements was 87% for preterit morphology and 

13% for imperfect morphology, following a similar pattern as the beginner group. For 

accomplishments, it was 94% for preterit morphology, a higher percentage than the 

beginner group, and 6% for imperfect morphology. For activities, 60% represented 

preterit morphology and 40% represented imperfect morphology. For states, 37% 

represented preterit morphology and 63% represented imperfect morphology, which was 

interesting given that it was one of the very few instances of a proficiency group selecting 

imperfect morphology more frequently than preterit morphology within a verb class. 

 For the advanced proficiency group, the frequency count of achievements with 

preterit morphology lowered slightly from the intermediate proficiency group to 40 

tokens, as did accomplishments to 58 tokens. Activities and states with preterit 
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morphology on the other hand, saw a change from the intermediate group to 82 and 104 

tokens respectively. In total, there were 284 tokens of preterit morphology. Frequencies 

of achievements and accomplishments with imperfect morphology showed almost no 

change from the intermediate proficiency group at 7 and 6 tokens respectively. Activities 

with imperfect morphology, however, were higher at 55 tokens. States with imperfect 

morphology were lower at 139. Imperfect morphology comprised of 207 total tokens. 

 The percentage difference for achievements was almost identical to the 

intermediate group with 85% for preterit morphology and 15% for imperfect 

morphology. For accomplishments, 90% was for preterit morphology and 10% was for 

imperfect morphology. Like achievements, the percentage difference activities were also 

identical with 59% for preterit morphology and 41% for imperfect morphology. For 

states, imperfect morphology continued to have a higher percentage over preterit 

morphology at 58% and 42% respectively. This difference narrowed when compared to 

the intermediate group. 

 For the native-speaker group, frequencies of achievements and accomplishments 

with preterit morphology were the same with 50 tokens each. Frequencies of activities 

with preterit morphology were higher at 73. However, this was smaller than the number 

of activities in the advanced group. There were 135 tokens of states with preterit 

morphology. In total, there were 308 tokens of preterit morphology. Frequencies of 

achievements and accomplishments with imperfect morphology were very low with 8 

and 3 tokens respectively. There were 34 tokens of activities with imperfect morphology 

and 128 tokens of states. In total, there were 173 tokens of imperfect morphology. 
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 The percentage difference for achievements continued the same pattern as the L2 

proficiency groups with 86% for preterit morphology and 14% with imperfect 

morphology. For accomplishments, 94% was for preterit morphology and 6% was for 

imperfect morphology. For activities, 68% was for preterit morphology and 32% was for 

imperfect morphology, which was a noticeable change from the advanced group. 

Imperfect morphology no longer has the higher percentage at 49% to 51% for preterit 

morphology. 

 A global chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between all proficiency 

groups and all verb class for preterit morphology found significant differences between 

observed and expected frequencies (X2=73, df=9, p=.009). A separate one-way chi-

square for each proficiency group, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner group 

(X2=7.93, df=3, p=.047). Additionally, a separate one-way chi-square for each verb class 

revealed significant differences within achievements (X2=9.1, df=3, p=.047). The 

beginner group used less achievements than expected, which was presumed given the 

descriptive, non-sequential nature of personal narratives.  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

intermediate proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences 

(X2=10.22, df=3, p=.016). A separate one-way chi-square for each verb class found 

significant differences within achievements (X2=7.72, df=1, p=.005).  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and native-

speaker groups and all verb classes found significant differences (X2=12.84, df=3, 
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p=.004). A separate one-way chi-square for each verb class found significant differences 

within achievements (X2=6.17, df=1, p=.013). 

 For imperfect morphology, a global chi-square analysis to assess the relationship 

between all proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences between 

observed and expected frequencies (X2=49.11, df=9, p=.000). A separate one-way chi-

square for each proficiency group, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner group 

(X2=55.91, df=3, p=.000). Additionally, a separate one-way chi-square for each verb 

class revealed significant differences within accomplishments (X2=41.46, df=3, p=.000), 

activities (X2=12.37, df=3, p=.006), and states (X2=9.71, df=3, p=.021). The beginner 

group use more accomplishments and activities than expected, but fewer states. 

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the three L2 proficiency 

groups and all verb classes for imperfect morphology also showed that there were 

significant differences (X2=38.21, df=6, p=.000). A separate one-way chi-square for each 

of the three L2 proficiency groups, regardless of verb class, revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner group 

(X2=26.92, df=3, p=.000). Additionally, a separate one-way chi-square for each verb 

class revealed significant differences within accomplishments (X2=19.62, df=2, p=.000), 

activities (X2=9.56, df=2, p=.018), and states (X2=8.79, df=2, p=.012).  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

intermediate groups and all verb classes found significant differences (X2=33.01, df=3, 

p=.000). A separate one-way chi-square for each of the two proficiency groups, 

regardless of verb class, found significant differences between observed and expected 
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frequencies within the beginner group (X2=20.82, df=3, p=.000). Also, a separate, one-

way chi-square for each verb class found significant differences within accomplishments 

(X2=12.63, df=1, p=.000), activities (X2=.8.94, df=1, p=.002), and states (X2=8.91, df=1, 

p=.002).  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

advanced proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences (X2=17.86, 

df=3, p=.000). A separate one-way chi-square for each verb class found significant 

difference within accomplishments (X2=8.71, df=1, p=003) and states (X2=4.27, df=1, 

p=.038).  

 Finally, a chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

native-speaker proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences 

(X2=29.45, df=3, p=.000). A separate one-way chi-square for each verb class found 

significant differences within accomplishments (X2=10.91, df=2, p=.001), activities 

(X2=7.94, df=1, p=.005), and states (X2=7.14, df=1, p=.007).  

 For the chi-square analyses on the frequency counts with imperfect morphology, 

the beginner group always used more accomplishments and activities than expected, but 

used less states regardless of the proficiency group pairing. It is important to note that the 

chi-square analysis on accomplishments was based on very low observed frequency 

counts in comparison to activities and states. Therefore, the chi-square results for 

accomplishments with imperfect will not be dealt with in the discussion in chapter 5. 

Use of Foregrounding and Backgrounding in the Film-Retell Tasks 

 This section analyzed the data on correct use of preterit and imperfect 

morphology to mark foregrounded and backgrounded clauses in the film-retell task. 
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Correct use of preterit morphology denotes foregrounded clauses just as correct use of 

imperfect morphology denotes backgrounded clauses. However, across the three L2 

proficiency groups, there were small frequency counts of foregrounded clauses with 

incorrectly used imperfect morphology and backgrounded clauses with incorrectly used 

preterit morphology.  

 In Table 4.3, all proficiency groups produced a combined frequency of 1,767 

correct tokens of foregrounded clauses out of 1,795 total contexts for foregrounding. 

Excluding the native-speaker group, the frequency was 1,232 tokens of foregrounded 

clauses out of 1,260 total contexts for foregrounding. This was repeated for Table 4.4. 

The correct tokens of foregrounded clauses contained preterit morphology. The 

difference between the two, 28 tokens, denoted foregrounded clauses in which imperfect 

morphology was incorrectly used. Likewise, all proficiency levels produced 542 correct 

tokens of backgrounded clauses out of 591 total clauses for backgrounding. Excluding 

the native-speaker group, the frequency was 394 tokens of backgrounded clauses out of 

443 total contexts for backgrounding. The correct tokens of backgrounded clauses 

contained imperfect morphology. The difference between the two, 49 tokens, denoted 

backgrounded contexts in which preterit morphology was incorrectly used.  

 Additionally, percentages to highlight the differences in correct use of 

foregrounding and backgrounding for each verb class within each proficiency group were 

provided. For example, the beginner group produced 171 correct tokens of foregrounding 

with achievements and 6 for backgrounding, totaling to 177 correct tokens with 

achievements. Dividing 171 into 177 resulted in 97% and 6 into 177 resulted in 3% 

showing a clear association between achievements and foregrounding. 
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Table 4.3. Correct/Total Foreground and Background Contexts in Film-Retells 

Lexical 

Class 
Grounding BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb. 

Freq. 

1. ACH 

Foreground  
171/174 

(97%) 

244/252 

(92%) 

252/260 

(93%) 

331/331 

(95%) 

998/1,017 

(94%) 

Background  
6/7 

(3%) 

20/22 

(8%) 

20/29 

(7%) 

16/16 

(5%) 

62/74 

(6%) 

2. ACC 

Foreground 
27/28 

(90%) 

36/36 

(86%) 

37/37 

(90%) 

39/39 

(91%) 

139/ 140 

(89%) 

Background 
3/3 

(10%) 

6/7 

(14%) 

4/5 

(10%) 

4/4 

(9%) 

17/18 

(11%) 

3. ACT 

Foreground 
79/85 

(71%) 

65/67 

(56%) 

63/65 

(60%) 

52/52 

(59%) 

259/269 

(62%) 

Background 
33/49 

(29%) 

51/52 

(44%) 

42/48 

(40%) 

36/36 

(41%) 

162/185 

(38%) 

4. STA 

Foreground  
61/71 

(67%) 

76/79 

(49%) 

97/101 

(54%) 

113/113 

(55%) 

347/369 

(54%) 

Background  
30/46 

(33%) 

80/88 

(51%) 

83/83 

(46%) 

92/92 

(45%) 

301/314 

(46%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Foreground  
338/ 358 

(82%) 

421/434 

(73%) 

449/463 

(75%) 

535/535 

(78%) 

1,767/1,795 

(77%) 

Background  
72/105 

(18%) 

157/168 

(27%) 

149/170 

(25%) 

148/148 

(22%) 

542/591 

(23%) 

 

 In the beginner proficiency group, frequencies of foregrounded achievements 

were the highest of the four verb classes across proficiency level. The beginner group 

produced 171 correct tokens for foregrounded achievements out of 174 total contexts. 

Given the sequential nature of events in the film-retell task, it was presumed that 

foregrounded contexts would contain high frequencies of achievements. However, 

frequencies of foregrounded accomplishments were 27 correct tokens out of 28 total 

contexts. For foregrounded activities, beginner participants produced 79 correct tokens 

out of 85 total contexts. For foregrounded states, they produced 61 correct tokens out of 

71 total contexts. In total, beginner participants produced 338 correct foregrounded 

tokens for the film-retell task out of 358 total contexts for foregrounding. It is important 

to point out, that incorrect use of foregrounding was highest in atelic activities and states 

in comparison to the higher proficiency groups, which saw fewer incorrect uses. 



 

 

 

89 

 For backgrounded achievements and accomplishments on the other hand, 

frequencies were much lower. Beginner participants produced 6 correct tokens of 

backgrounded achievements out of 7 total contexts and only 3 correct and total tokens of 

backgrounded accomplishments. The noticeable difference in frequencies between 

foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and accomplishments was not surprising 

given that the sequential nature of “Alone and Hungry” provided only minimal 

opportunities to narrate descriptive information. Beginner participants produced similar 

frequencies of backgrounded activities and states. There were 33 correct tokens out of 49 

correct contexts for activities and 30 correct tokens out of 46 total contexts for states. It 

was interesting to note that beginner participants produced more incorrect tokens when 

backgrounding than foregrounding. In total, beginner participants produced 72 correct 

backgrounded tokens out of 105 total contexts. 

 The percentage difference between foregrounded and backgrounded clauses for 

achievements and accomplishments was wide, with a preference for the foreground. For 

achievements, foregrounded clauses represented 97% and backgrounded clauses 

represented 3%. For accomplishments, foregrounded clauses represented 90% and 

backgrounded clauses represented 10%. It is important to note that the percentage 

difference for accomplishments was based on considerable lower frequency counts in 

comparison to foregrounded clauses with achievements. Foregrounded clauses with 

activities had a higher percentage at 71% in comparison to backgrounded clauses as 29%. 

Finally, foregrounded clauses with states also had a higher percentage at 67% in 

comparison to backgrounded clauses at 33%.  
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 For the intermediate proficiency group, frequencies of foregrounded 

achievements continued to be the highest of the verb classes with 244 correct tokens out 

of 252 total contexts. This represented a noticeable change from the beginner proficiency 

group. Frequencies of foregrounded accomplishments saw a slight change to 36 correct 

and total tokens. Foregrounded activities were higher at 65 correct tokens out of 67 total 

contexts. For foregrounded states, there were 76 correct tokens out of 79 total contexts, 

which amounted to fewer errors than the beginner group. Intermediate participants 

produced a combined 421 correct tokens out of 434 total contexts. Unlike the beginner 

group, incorrect use of past morphology was less of an issue. Aside from several 

incorrect uses of backgronded states, there were no other noticeable areas where there 

were many errors. 

 Backgrounded achievements and accomplishments continued to have very low 

frequencies in comparison to their foregrounded counterparts. Participants produced 20 

correct tokens of backgrounded achievements out of 22 total contexts and 6 correct 

tokens of backgrounded accomplishments out of 7 tokens. Intermediate participants 

produced 51 correct tokens of backgrounded activities out 52 total contexts and 80 

correct tokens of backgrounded states out of 88 total contexts. They produced 157 correct 

tokens of backgrounded clauses out of 168 total contexts. 

 Percentage differences for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements were 

similar to the beginner group. Foregrounded achievements represented 92% and 

backgrounded tokens represented 8%. For accomplishments, foregrounded clauses 

represented 86% and backgrounded clauses represented 14%. Foregrounded and 

backgrounded activities showed a noticeable difference from the beginner group in that 
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they were not as wide apart. Foregrounded activities represented 56% and backgrounded 

activities represented 44%. It was interesting to note that backgrounded states were 

slightly higher at 51%. Foregrounded states were at 49%. 

  For the advanced proficiency group, participants produced 252 correct tokens of 

foregrounded achievements out of 260 total contexts. This represented only a slight 

change from the intermediate proficiency group. There was also a very slight change of 

one token for foregrounded accomplishments in comparison to the intermediate group. 

Participants produced 37 correct and total tokens. For foregrounded activities, 

participants produced 63 correct tokens out of 65 total contexts, which was lower than the 

intermediate group. For foregrounded states, participants produced 97 correct tokens out 

of 101 total tokens. Advanced participants produced 449 correct foregrounded tokens out 

of 463 total contexts. In comparison to the beginner and intermediate groups, there were 

no noticeable frequencies of errors for foregrounded or backgrounded activities or states. 

However, there was a high number of incorrect use of past morphology for foregrounded 

and backgrounded achievements.  

 Frequencies of backgrounded achievements and accomplishments did not increase 

from the intermediate proficiency group. Participants produced 20 correct tokens for 

backgrounded achievements out of 29 total contexts and 4 correct tokens for 

backgrounded accomplishments out of 5 total contexts. For backgrounded activities, 

participants produced 42 correct tokens out of 48 total contexts, which was lower than the 

intermediate proficiency group. For backgrounded states, participants produced 83 

correct and total tokens. Advanced participants produced 149 correct backgrounded 

tokens out of 170 contexts. 
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 Percentage for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and 

accomplishments followed the same pattern of differences as the beginner and 

intermediate groups. For achievements, 93% were foregrounded clauses and 7% were 

backgrounded clauses. For accomplishments, 90% were foregrounded clauses and 10% 

were backgrounded clauses. Activities showed the same pattern as the intermediate group 

in that the percentage difference was lower than achievements and accomplishments. 

60% were foregrounded and 40% were backgrounded. For states, 54% were 

foregrounded and 46% were backgrounded.  

  For the native-speaker proficiency group, participants produced 331 correct and 

total foregrounded achievements, a noticeable change from the advanced proficiency 

group, but foregrounded accomplishments showed almost no change at 39 correct and 

total tokens. Participants produced 52 and 113 correct and total foregrounded activities 

and states respectively. Foregrounded activities were lower, whereas foregrounded states 

increased. Participants produced 535 correct and total foregrounded tokens. Frequencies 

of backgrounded achievements and accomplishments did not increase from the advanced 

proficiency group. In fact, backgrounded achievement decreased to 16 correct and total 

tokens, but backgrounded accomplishments remained the same with 4 correct and total 

tokens. Participants produced 36 backgrounded activities and 92 backgrounded states. 

There were 148 backgrounded tokens. 

 Percentage for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and 

accomplishments followed the same pattern of difference as the advanced group. For 

achievements, 94% were foregrounded and 6% were backgrounded. For 

accomplishments, 89% were foregrounded and 11% were backgrounded. The percentage 
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of foregrounded activities was slightly higher at 62% over the advanced group whereas 

the percentage of backgrounded activities was 38%. The percentage difference for states 

was the same as the advanced group: 54% was foregrounded and 46% was 

backgrounded. 

 For correct use of foregrounding, a global chi-square analysis to assess the 

relationship between all proficiency groups and all verb classes revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies (X2=33.9, df=9, p=.000). A 

separate one-way chi-square for each of the two proficiency group found significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner (X2=19.7, 

df=3, p=.000) and native-speaker groups (X2=12.21, df=3, p=.006). Additionally, a one-

way chi-square for each verb class found significant difference within activities 

(X2=26.3, df=3, p=.000).  

 The beginner group use more foregrounded activities than expected whereas the 

native-speaker group used less. These significant differences followed the same pattern of 

the chi-square analysis done on total use of preterit morphology based on Table 4.1. The 

only difference was that for the correct use of the preterit, there was no significant 

difference found for achievements. A chi-square analysis found that there were no 

significant differences among learner groups or verb classes when the native-speaker 

group was removed. 

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and native-

speaker groups and all verb classes found significant differences (X2=31.4, df=3, 

p=.000). A separate one-way chi-square for each of the two groups found significant 

differences within the beginner (X2=19.27, df=3, p=.000) and native-speaker (X2=12.17, 
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df=3, p=.006) groups. A one-way chi-square for each verb class found significant 

differences within activities (X2=24.84, df=1, p=.000).  

 A chi-square analysis on correct use of foregrounded clauses largely followed the 

same pattern as the total use of preterit morphology from Table 4.1, although the number 

of significant differences was lower. The beginner level use more activities than expected 

whereas the native-speaker group used less.  

 A global chi-square analysis for correct use of backgrounding did not reveal 

significant differences. There were no significant differences found in the verb classes of 

proficiency groups either. This followed the same pattern from the chi-square analyses 

done on the data from Table 4.1. 

Use of Foregrounding and Backgrounding in Personal Narratives 

 This section analyzed the data on correct use of preterit and imperfect 

morphology to mark foregrounding and backgrounding in personal narratives. All 

proficiency levels produced a combined frequency of 1,036 correct tokens of 

foregrounded clauses out of 1,081 total contexts for foregrounding. The difference 

between the two, 45 tokens, denoted foregrounded clauses in which imperfect 

morphology was incorrectly used instead of the preterit. Likewise, participants in each 

proficiency levels produced 674 correct tokens of backgrounded clauses, out of 741 total 

contexts for backgrounding. The difference between the two, 67 tokens, denoted 

backgrounded contexts in which preterit morphology was incorrectly used 
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Table 4.4. Correct/Total Foreground and Background Contexts in Personal Narratives 

Lexical 

Class 
Grounding BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb. 

Freq. 

1. ACH 

Foreground  
19/20 

(90%) 

48/51 

(92%) 

40/40 

(85%) 

50/50 

(86%) 

157/161 

(88%) 

Background  
2/2 

(10%) 

4/5 

(8%) 

7/7 

(15%) 

8/8 

(14%) 

21/22 

(12%) 

2. ACC 

Foreground  
57/66 

(90%) 

68/71 

(99%) 

58/58 

(91%) 

50/50 

(94%) 

233/245 

(94%) 

Background  
6/7 

(10%) 

1/1 

(1%) 

6/6 

(9%) 

3/3 

(6%) 

16/17 

(6%) 

3. ACT 

Foreground  
48/55 

(55%) 

63/68 

(62%) 

81/84 

(61%) 

73/73 

(68%) 

265/280 

(62%) 

Background  
40/55 

(45%) 

38/48 

(38%) 

52/53 

(39%) 

34/34 

(32%) 

164/182 

(38%) 

4. STA 

Foreground  
64/67 

(52%) 

83/88 

(35%) 

99/108 

(43%) 

135/135 

(51%) 

381/395 

(44%) 

Background  
58/87 

(48%) 

157/170 

(65%) 

130/135 

(57%) 

128/128 

(49%) 

478/520 

(56%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Foreground  
188/208 

(64%) 

262/278 

(57%) 

278/290 

(59%) 

308/308 

(64%) 

1,036/1,081 

(61%) 

Background  
106/151 

(34%) 

200/216 

(43%) 

195/201 

(41%) 

173/173 

(36%) 

674/741 

(39%) 

 

 In the beginner proficiency group, frequencies of foregrounded achievements 

were the lowest of the verb classes with 19 correct tokens out of 20 total contexts. This 

was surprising because such low frequency count would be presumed for backgrounded 

achievements, but not foregrounded ones. Frequencies of foregrounded accomplishments 

were higher with 57 correct tokens out of 66 total contexts. For foregrounded activities, 

participants produced 48 correct tokens out of 55 total contexts. For foregrounded states, 

participants produced 64 correct tokens out of 67 total contexts. There were 188 correct 

foregrounded tokens out of 208 total contexts. There were noticeable error rates for 

accomplishments and activities. 

 Frequencies of backgrounded achievements and accomplishments were very low. 

There were only 2 correct and total backgrounded achievements. For backgrounded 

accomplishments, there were 6 correct tokens out of 7 total contexts. There were 40 
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correct backgrounded activity tokens out of 55 total contexts and 58 backgrounded state 

tokens out of 87 total contexts. There were 106 correct backgrounded tokens out of 151 

total contexts. There were high error rates of activities and states as well. 

 Percentage difference for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and 

accomplishments were the same at 90% and 10% respectively. The difference for 

activities was lower. For activities, 55% were foregrounded and 45% were backgrounded. 

For states, 52% were foregrounded and 48% were backgrouned.  

 In the intermediate proficiency group, there was a noticeable increase of 

foregrounded achievements to 48 correct tokens out of 51 total contexts from the 

beginner group. Frequencies of foregrounded accomplishments also increased, although 

not by as much, to 68 correct tokens out of 71 total tokens from the beginner group. For 

foregrounded activities, participants produced 63 correct tokens out of 68 total contexts; 

and for foregrounded states, participants produced 83 correct tokens out of 88 total 

contexts. There were 262 correct tokens of foregrounded states out of 278 total contexts. 

 Frequencies of backgrounded achievements and accomplishments were very low. 

Participants produced 4 correct backgrounded achievements out of 5 correct contexts but 

only one token of a backgrounded accomplishment. There were 38 correct tokens of 

backgrounded activities out of 48 total contexts. Backgrounded states had a frequency of 

157 correct tokens out of 170 total contexts. Intermediate participants produced 200 

backgrounded tokens out of 216 total contexts. There were fewer noticeable error rates 

for activities and states in comparison to the beginner group. 

 Percentage differences for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and 

accomplishments were similar to the beginner group. For achievements, 92% were 
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foregrounded and 8% were backgrounded. For accomplishments, 99% were 

foregrounded and 1% was backgrounded. The percentage difference for activities 

widened in comparison to the beginner group. Foregrounded activities represented 62% 

and backgrounded activities represented 38%. For states, it was interesting to note that 

backgrounded states had a higher percentage than foregrounded states at 65% and 35% 

respectively.  

  For the advanced proficiency group, participants produced 40 correct and total 

contexts of foregrounded achievements. Frequencies of foregrounded accomplishments 

was 50 correct tokens of out of 68 total contexts. Participants produced 81 correct tokens 

of foregrounded activities out of 84 total contexts. Frequencies of foregrounded states 

was 99 correct tokens out of 108 total contexts. There were 278 correct foregrounded 

tokens out of 290 total contexts. There were noticeable error rates only for activities, 

unlike the intermediate group. 

 Backgrounded achievements and accomplishments had very low frequencies. 

Participants produced 7 correct and total tokens. This decreased slightly to only 6 correct 

and total tokens for backgrounded accomplishments. Participants produced 52 correct 

tokens of backgrounded activities out of 53 correct contexts. This increased to 130 

correct backgrounded state tokens out of 135 total contexts. There were 195 correct 

backgrounded tokens out of 201 total contexts. 

 Percentage differences for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and 

accomplishments were similar to the intermediate group. For achievements, 85% were 

foregrounded and 15% were backgrounded. For accomplishments, 91% were 

foregrounded and 9% were backgrounded. The percentage difference for foregrouned and 
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backgrounded activities was similar to the intermediate group as well. 61% were 

foregrounded activities and 39% were backgrounded activities. Backgrounded states had 

a higher percentage than foregrounded states at 57% and 43% respectively.  

 For the native-speaker proficiency group, participants produced 50 correct and 

total tokens for foregrounded achievements and accomplishments. This changed to 73 

correct and total foregrounded activities and again to 135 correct and total foregrounded 

state tokens. Native-speaker participants produced 308 foregrounded correct and total 

tokens. Even within the native-speaker group, the distribution of preterit morphology for 

foregrounding did not change from the lower proficiency groups. Foregrounded states 

still had the highest frequency, followed by activities. Foregrounded achievements and 

accomplishments had the lowest frequencies.  

 The distribution of imperfect morphology for backgrounding was also the same as 

the lower proficiency levels. Backgrounded achievements and accomplishments were 

very low. Participants produced 8 correct and total backgrounded achievements and only 

3 correct and total backgrounded accomplishments. This increased to 34 correct and total 

backgrounded activities, which increased again to 128 correct and total tokens. Native-

speaker participants produced 173 correct and total backgrounded tokens. It is important 

to note that both the advanced and native-speaker proficiency groups produced a similar 

frequency of foregrounded and backgrounded states. As chapter 5 will explain, this has 

important implications for the DH. 

 Percentage difference for foregrounded and backgrounded achievements and 

accomplishments were similar to the advanced group. For achievements, 86% were 

foregrounded and 14% were backgrounded. For accomplishments, 94% were 
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foregrounded and 6% were backgrounded. For activities, 68% were foregrounded and 

32% were backgrounded. Foregrounded states had a slightly higher percentage at 51% 

than backgrounded states at 49%. 

 For correct use of foregrounding, a global chi-square analysis to assess the 

relationship between all proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies (X2=25.99, df=9, p=.002). A 

separate one-way chi-square for each proficiency group, regardless of verb class, found 

significant differences between observed and expected frequencies within the beginner 

(X2=8.67, df=3, p=.034) and native-speaker (X2=10.19, df=3, p=.017) groups. 

Additionally, a separate chi-square for each verb class found significant differences for 

accomplishments (X2=12.21, df=3, p=.006). The beginner group used accomplishments 

more than expected whereas the native-speaker group used them less.  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and native-

speaker groups and all verb classes also found significant differences (X2=16.84, df=3, 

p=.000). A separate one-way chi-square analysis for each verb class found significant 

differences within accomplishments (X2=10.09, df=1, p=.001).  

 Finally, a chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the intermediate 

and native-speaker proficiency group and all verb classes found significant differences 

(X2=12.29, df=3, p=.006). A separate one-way chi-square analysis for each verb class 

found significant differences within accomplishments (X2=6.0, df=1, p=.014). In each of 

the pairings detailed above, the beginner group always used more foregrounded 

accomplishments than expected. 
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 For correct use of backgrounding, a global chi-square analysis to assess the 

relationship between all proficiency groups and all verb classes found that there were 

significant differences between observed and expected frequencies (X2=24.73, df=9, 

p=.003). A separate one-way chi-square for each proficiency group, regardless of verb 

class, found significant differences between observed and expected frequencies within 

the beginner group (X2=13.69, df=3, p=.003). Additionally, a separate one-way chi-

square for each verb class found significant differences within accomplishments 

(X2=9.27, df=3, p=.025) and activities (X2=8.2, df=3, p=.042). The beginner group used 

more accomplishments and activities than expected. 

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the three L2 proficiency 

groups and all verb classes also showed that there were significant differences (X2=16.91, 

df=6, p=.009). A separate chi-square for each of the three L2 proficiency groups, 

regardless of verb class, found significant differences between observed and expected 

frequencies within the beginner group (X2=9.6, df=3, p=.009). Also, a separate one-way 

chi-square analysis for each verb class found significant differences within 

accomplishments (X2=8.18, df=3, p=.016).  

 A chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

intermediate proficiency groups and all verb classes found significant differences 

(X2=15.11, df=3, p=.001). A separate one-way chi-square for each of the two proficiency 

groups, regardless of verb class, found significant differences between observed and 

expected frequencies within the beginner group (X2=10.29, df=3, p=.016). Also, a 

separate one-way chi-square analysis for each verb class found significant differences 

within accomplishments (X2=6.8, df=1, p=.009).  
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 Finally, a chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between the beginner and 

native-speaker groups found significant differences (X2=16.28, df=3, p=.001). A separate 

one-way chi-square for each proficiency group found significant differences within the 

beginner group (X2=10.11, df=3, p=.017). Also, a separate one-way chi-square for each 

verb class, regardless of verb class, found significant differences between observed and 

expected frequencies within activities (X2=7.43, df=1, p=.006). It is important to note that 

significant differences for backgrounded accomplishments in all comparisons above were 

based on very low, almost non-existent frequency counts. Therefore, the chi-square 

results for backgrounded accomplishments will not be dealt with in the discussion in 

chapter 5. 

Type-Token Ratios for the Film-Retell Task 

 This section analyzed the Type-Token Ratios (TTRs) for the film-retell task to 

determine the lexical variety of verbs on the basis of grammatical aspect, lexical aspect, 

and proficiency level for the fill-retell task. The data for the TTRs is based on total use of 

preterit and imperfect morphology from Tables 4.1 and 4.2 in the first section of this 

chapter. It was presumed that types of verbs would be more varied across proficiency 

level in both film-retell and personal narratives. 
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Table 4.5. Type-Token Ratios for the Film-Retell Task 

Lexical 

Class 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

1. ACH 

 TTR and % 

Preterit 
22/172 

(12.79%) 

39/246 

(15.85%) 

56/261 

(21.46%) 

87/331 

(26.28%) 

Imperfect 
7/9 

(77.78%) 

13/28 

(46.43%) 

19/28 

(67.86%) 

12/16 

(75%) 

2. ACC 

 TTR and % 

Preterit 
12/27 

(44.44%) 

19/36 

(52.78%) 

18/38 

(47.37%) 

27/39 

(69.23%) 

Imperfect 
3/4  

(75%) 

6/6  

(100%) 

3/4  

(75%) 

4/4  

(100%) 

3. ACT  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
26/95 

(27.37%) 

15/66 

(22.73%) 

23/69 

(33.33%) 

23/52 

(44.32%) 

Imperfect 
10/39 

(25.64%) 

16/53 

(30.19%) 

19/44 

(43.18%) 

15/36 

(41.67%) 

4. STA  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
14/77 

(18.18%) 

19/83 

(22.89%) 

22/102 

(21.57%) 

30/113 

(26.55%) 

Imperfect 
8/40 

(20%) 

14/83 

(16.87%) 

17/86 

(19.77%) 

17/92 

(18.48) 

 

 In row 1, TTRs for achievements with preterit morphology showed an increase 

across proficiency groups. The beginner group produced 22 types and 172 tokens for a 

TTR of 12.79%. This increased to 39 types and 246 tokens for a TTR of 15.85%. The 

advanced group produced 56 types and 261 tokens for a TTR of 21.46%. The native-

speaker group had the highest TTR of 26.28% based on 87 types and 331 tokens. There 

was a clear increase in lexical diversity across proficiency groups. In contrast, the TTRs 

based on achievements with imperfect morphology in the film-retells showed no 

consistent increase across proficiency level in any of the verb classes. In other words, the 

much lower number count of tokens attributed to the ratios seen for achievements with 

imperfect. The beginner group produced 7 types and 9 tokens for a TTR of 77.78%. This 

increased to 13 types and 28 tokens for a TTR of 46.43% for the intermediate group. The 

advanced group showed a continued increase to 19 types and 28 tokens for a TTR of 



 

 

 

103 

67.86%. The native-speaker group had the highest TTR of 75% based on 12 types and 16 

tokens. 

 For accomplishments with preterit morphology in row 2, the beginner group 

produced 12 types and 27 tokens for a TTR of 44.44%, which increased to 19 types and 

36 tokens for a TTR of 52.76%. There was a slight decrease at the advance group with 18 

types and 30 tokens for a TTR of 47.37%. The native-speaker group had the highest TTR 

of 69.23 based on 27 types and 39 tokens. For accomplishments with imperfect 

morphology, the beginner group produced 3 types and 4 tokens for a TTR of 75%. This 

increased to 6 types and tokens for a TTR of 100% for the intermediate group. The 

advanced group produced 3 types and 4 tokens for a TTR of 75% and the native-speaker 

group produced 4 types and tokens for a TTR of 100%. It is important to note the very 

small frequencies of types and tokens for achievements and accomplishments. The 

smaller the types and token, the less effective the TTR in measuring the variety of verb 

types. 

 In row 3 for activities with preterit morphology, the beginner group produced 26 

types and 95 tokens for a TTR of 27.37%. There was a decrease at the intermediate group 

with 15 types and 66 tokens for a TTR of 22.73%. The advance group showed an 

increase of 23 types and 69 tokens for a TTR of 33.33%. The native-speaker group had 

the highest TTR of 44.43% with 30 types and 113 tokens. For activities with imperfect 

morphology, the beginner group produced 10 types and 39 tokens for a TTR of 25.64%. 

This increased to 16 types and 53 tokens for a TTR of 30.19% for the intermediate group. 

The advance group produced 19 types and 44 tokens for a TTR of 43.18%. The native-

speaker group produced 15 types and 36 tokens for a TTR of 41.67%.   
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 For states with preterit morphology in row 4, the beginner group produced 14 

types and 40 tokens for a TTR of 18.18%. The intermediate group produced 19 types and 

83 tokens for a TTR of 22.89%. The advanced group produced 22 types and 102 tokens 

for a TTR of 21.57%. The native-speaker group produced 30 types and 113 tokens for a 

TTR of 26.55%. For states with imperfect morphology, the beginner level produced 8 

types and 40 tokens for a TTR of 20%. The intermediate level showed an increase to 14 

types and 83 tokens for a TTR of 16.87%. The advanced level produced 17 types and 86 

tokens for a TTR of 19.77%. The native-speaker level contain the same 17 types but 92 

tokens for a TTR of 18.48%. 

 As shown in Table 4.3, TTRs on verbs with preterit morphology in the film-retells 

have consistently increased between the beginner and native-speaker proficiency groups. 

This showed that as proficiency increased, participants were able to vary the number of 

different verbs in their film-retell narrative with preterit morphology. This could not be 

said of the TTRs with imperfect morphology, especially for achievements and 

accomplishments due to their very low frequencies of types and tokens.  

Type-Token Ratios for the Personal Narrative Task 

 This section analyzed Type-Token Ratios (TTRs) for the personal narrative task. 

The data for the TTRs is based on total use of preterit and imperfect morphology from 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 in the first section of this chapter. It was expected that types of verbs 

would be more varied across proficiency level in both film-retell and personal narratives. 
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Table 4.6. Type-Token Ratios for the Personal Narrative Task  

Lexical 

Aspect 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

1. ACH 

TTR and % 

Preterit 
12/19 

(63.16%) 

25/49 

(51.02%) 

16/40 

(40%) 

21/50 

(42%) 

Imperfect 
3/3  

(100%) 

4/4  

(100%) 

5/7 

(71.43% 

5/8 

(62.50%) 

2. ACC 

TTR and % 

Preterit 
15/58 

(25.86%) 

13/68 

(19.12%) 

12/58 

(20.69%) 

24/50 

(48%) 

Imperfect 
5/15 

(33.3%) 

1/4  

(25%) 

5/6 

(83.33% 

3/3 

(100%) 

3. ACT  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
22/63 

(34.92%) 

36/65 

(55.38%) 

36/82 

(43.90%) 

30/73 

(41.10%) 

Imperfect 
19/47 

(40.43%) 

25/42 

(59.52%) 

28/55 

(50.91%) 

21/34 

(61.76%) 

4. STA  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
19/93 

(20.43%) 

25/96 

(26.04%) 

33/104 

(31.73%) 

28/135 

(20.74%) 

Imperfect 
10/61 

(16.39%) 

18/162 

(11.11%) 

18/139 

(12.95%) 

22/128 

(17.19%) 

 

 This table analyzes the TTRs for the verbs classes for the personal narrative task. 

In row 1, TTRs for achievements with preterit morphology were scattered, with no clear 

increase across proficiency groups. The beginner group produced 12 types and 19 tokens 

for a TTR of 63.16%, which increased to 25 types and 49 tokens for a TTR of 51.02% for 

the intermediate group. This decreased to 16 types and 40 tokens for a TTR of 40% for 

the advanced group. The native-speaker group produced 21 types and 50 tokens for a 

TTR of 42%. For achievements with imperfect morphology, the beginning group 

produced three types and tokens for a TTR of 100%, which increased to seven types and 

tokens for a TTR of 100%. The advance group showed a decrease to five types and seven 

tokens for a TTR of 71.43%. The native-speaker group produced five types and eight 

tokens for a TTR of 62.50%. 

 For accomplishments with preterit morphology in row 2, there was a noticeable 

increase between the beginner and native-speaker proficiency groups, but the 
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intermediate and advanced proficiency groups had lower TTRs. The beginner group 

produced 15 types and 58 tokens for a TTR of 25.86%. This decreased to 13 types and 68 

tokens for a TTR of 19.12% for the intermediate group. The advance group produced 12 

types and 50 tokens for a TTR of 20.69%. This increased to 24 types and 50 tokens for a 

TTR of 48% for the native-speaker group. For accomplishments, the beginner group 

produced 5 types and 15 tokens (33.3%) with a decrease to one type and 4 tokens for a 

TTR of 25% for the intermediate group. The advance group produced five types and six 

tokens for a TTR of 83.33%. The native-speaker group produced three types and tokens 

for a TTR of 100%. It is important to note that the frequencies for types and tokens for 

achievements and accomplishments were very low. As chapter 5 will detail, the low 

frequencies show that participants did not frequently associate imperfect morphology 

with achievements and accomplishments.  

 For the activities with preterit morphology in row 3, the beginner group produced 

22 types and 63 tokens for a TTR of 34.92%, which increased to 36 types and 65 tokens 

for a TTR of 55.38% for the intermediate group. At 36, the types for the advance group 

stayed the same but the token frequency increased to 82 for a TTR of 43.90%. This 

decreased to 30 types and 73 tokens for the native-speaker group. For activities with 

imperfect morphology, the beginner group produced 19 types and 47 tokens for a TTR 

40.43%, which increased to 25 types and 42 tokens for a TTR of 59.53%. The advance 

group produced 28 types and 55 tokens for a TTR of 50.91%. The native-speaker group 

produced 21 types and 34 tokens for a TTR 61.76% 

 For states with preterit morphology in row 4, the beginner group produced 19 

types and 93 tokens for a TTR of 20.43%. This increased to 25 types and 96 tokens for a 
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TTR of 26.04% for the intermediate group. This increase continued at the advance group 

with 33 types and 104 tokens for a TTR of 31.73%. The native-speaker group showed a 

decrease with 28 types and 135 tokens for a TTR of 20.74%. For states with imperfect 

morphology, the beginner group produced 10 types and 61 tokens for a TTR of 16.39%. 

The intermediate group produced 18 types and 162 tokens for a TTR of 11.11%. The 

frequency of types for the advance group remained the same at 18 but the frequency of 

tokens decreased to 139 resulting in a TTR of 12.95%. The native-speaker group 

produced 22 types and 128 tokens for a TTR 17.19%. 

Summary 

 Frequency counts on verb tokens with preterit morphology for the film-retell task 

showed that achievements were the most common, followed by states, activities, and then 

accomplishments. Chi-square analysis on total and correct verb tokens found that there 

were significant differences between observed and expected frequency counts centered 

on the beginner and native-speaker levels as well as achievements and activities. 

Frequency counts on verb tokens with imperfect for the film-retell task showed that states 

were the most common, followed by activities, achievements, and then accomplishments. 

Only states showed an increase across each proficiency level. Chi-square analysis found 

no significant differences between observed and expected frequency counts of imperfect 

morphology.  

 Frequency counts on verb tokens with preterit morphology for the personal 

narrative task showed that states were the most common, followed by activities, 

accomplishments, and then achievements. There were no consistent increases of 

frequency counts by verb class across proficiency levels. Chi-square analysis found 
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significances between observed and expected frequency counts in the beginner level and 

centered on achievements. Frequency counts on verb tokens with imperfect morphology 

for the personal narrative task showed that states were the most common, followed by 

activities, accomplishments, and then achievements. There were no consistent increases 

of frequency counts by verb class across proficiency levels. Chi-square analysis found 

that significant differences between observed and expected frequency counts centered on 

the beginner group’s high use of accomplishments and activities.  

 TTRs did not always find increases across each proficiency group. TTRs for verb 

tokens with preterit morphology for the film-retell task showed consistent increases 

among all verb classes across proficiency levels, but verb tokens with imperfect 

morphology did not. Type and token frequencies for achievements and accomplishments 

across proficiency levels were very low that the high TTRs were not meaningful in 

determining lexical variety. TTRs for verb tokens with preterit and imperfect morphology 

for the personal narrative tasks showed no consistent increase in any of the verb classes 

across proficiency levels. Frequency types and tokens for achievements and 

accomplishments with preterit morphology were very low that the high TTRs across each 

proficiency group were not meaningful. Chapter 5 will discuss how the results align with 

the LAH and DH. The results from the TTRs will help explain the lexical variety of verbs 

where there is evidence of the DH. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

 

 This chapter presents the discussion of the data for this study. The first two 

research questions concerned how preterit and imperfect morphology differed across 

proficiency levels on the basis of lexical aspect and narrative grounding respectively. The 

third research question addressed the results of the type-token ratios (TTRs).  

Discussion of the Data and the LAH 

 The first research question asks how the use of past aspectual morphology 

differed across proficiency groups on the basis of lexical aspect. This section discusses 

the data on total frequency counts of the four verb classes for the film-retell task (Table 

4.1) and the personal narrative task (Table 4.2) separately. The aim is to establish the 

extent to which the proficiency groups associate the marking of grammatical aspect with 

a verb’s lexical aspect. Specifically, the LAH would be supported if the proficiency 

groups show more use of preterit morphology for telic verbs (achievements and 

accomplishments) and imperfect morphology for atelic verbs (activities and states). 

Analysis of the Preterit in the Film-Retell Task 

 The data from the film-retell task, shown in Chapter 4 and repeated here in Table 

5.1 showed support for the LAH with preterit morphology. 
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Table 5.1. Use of Preterit and Imperfect Morphology in 

the Film Retell Task    

Lexical 

Class 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb.  

Freq. 

1. ACH 
Preterit 

172 

(95%) 

246 

(90%) 

261 

(90%) 

331 

(95%) 

1010 

(92%) 

Imperfect 

9 

(5%) 

28 

(10%) 

28 

(10%) 

16 

(5%) 

81 

(8%) 

2. ACC 
Preterit 

27 

(87%) 

36 

(85%) 

38 

(90%) 

39 

(90%) 

140 

(88%) 

Imperfect 

4 

(13%) 

6 

(15%) 

4 

(10%) 

4 

(10%) 

18 

(12%) 

3. ACT 
Preterit 

95 

(70%) 

66 

(55%) 

69 

(61%) 

52 

(59%) 

282 

(62%) 

Imperfect 

39 

(30%) 

53 

(45%) 

44 

(39%) 

36 

(41%) 

172 

(38%) 

4. STA 
Preterit 

77 

(66%) 

83 

(50%) 

102 

(54%) 

113 

(55%) 

375 

(55%) 

Imperfect 

40 

(34%) 

83 

(50%) 

86 

46%) 

92 

(45%) 

301 

(45%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Preterit 
371 

(80%) 

431 

(71%) 

470 

(74%) 

535 

(78%) 

1,807 

(75%) 

Imperfect 

92 

(20%) 

170 

(29%) 

162 

(26%) 

148 

(22%) 

572 

(25%) 

 

In the beginner proficiency group, achievements with preterit morphology had the highest 

frequency count of the four verb classes. In fact, the frequency count far exceeded the 

other three verb classes. Additionally, the percentage difference showed a clear 

preference for preterit over imperfect morphology. This is in line with Andersen’s (1986 

& 1991) proposal that perfective (preterit) morphology would appear most frequently 

with achievements at the lower proficiency groups (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998). For 

accomplishments, the percentage difference also showed a preference for preterit over 

imperfect morphology, in line with the LAH. However, it is important to note that it had 

the lowest frequency count for preterit and imperfect morphology of the verb classes. 

This was most likely an effect of task type. The distribution of preterit morphology 

among activities and states in the beginner group also followed the claims of the LAH. 

Activities had a higher frequency count than states. Chi-square analysis revealed 
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significant differences between observed and expected frequencies of achievements, 

which could be attributed to the shorter length of their narratives in comparison to the 

other proficiency groups. Chi-square analysis also found significant differences between 

observed and expected frequencies of activities, which could be attributed to the repeated 

use of the verb correr. Both of these factors suggested that the beginner proficiency 

group stood out from the intermediate and advanced proficiency groups. 

 Support for the LAH based on the distribution of preterit morphology in the 

intermediate and advanced proficiency groups separately was also evident. Achievements 

continued to have the highest frequency count of the four verb classes. The percentage 

difference of preterit morphology exceeded imperfect morphology by a wide margin, as 

claimed by the LAH. Also, the frequency counts of achievements in both proficiency 

groups exceeded the frequency counts of the other three verb classes combined. For 

accomplishments, proportions of preterit clearly exceed imperfect morphology. However, 

accomplishments continued to have the lowest frequency counts of the four verb classes.  

 For the intermediate and advanced groups, the percentage differences of activities 

and states with preterit morphology exceeded imperfect morphology, but by smaller 

margins in comparison to achievements and accomplishments. In fact, the percentages 

were equal for states in the intermediate group. This showed support for the LAH in that 

the proportions of the preterit decreased, but proportions of the imperfect increased. This 

was also evident in frequencies of preterit and imperfect morphology for activities and 

states. In the intermediate group, the frequencies were close together for activities and 

states, but widened further in the advanced group.  
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 Interestingly, the native-speaker group showed similar pattern of distribution of 

preterit morphology in both frequencies and percentage difference as the intermediate 

and advanced proficiency groups. In line with the LAH, achievements had a frequency 

count that exceeded the other three verb classes combined. Accomplishments surprisingly 

had lower frequencies than atelic activities and states, but the percentage difference 

showed that the preterit was still preferred over imperfect. The difference between the 

decreasing frequency count of activities and the increasing count of states widened at the 

native-speaker comparison group. Chi-square analysis also revealed significant 

differences between observed and expected frequencies of achievements and activities 

when compared to the intermediate and advanced proficiency groups. Both of these 

factors suggested that the native-speaker proficiency group stood out from the 

intermediate and advanced proficiency groups. 

 Given the similar distributions of preterit morphology across proficiency levels 

for achievement verbs, it appeared that the influence of the task type was a major factor 

for these findings. Punctual events dominated the scenes throughout “Alone and 

Hungry”, such as Ella tomó el pan or La chica chocó en un hombre. The high frequencies 

of achievements with preterit morphology among the beginner proficiency group seemed 

to show that they were able to identify multiple punctual events when recreating the 

scenes of the film (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998). This paralleled the results in Liskin-Gasparro’s 

(2000) study in that one of the task types, an oral retelling of a silent-film, also resulted in 

high frequencies of preterit morphology in telic verbs. Participants in her study strongly 

associated preterit morphology with punctual events as well.  
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 Similar to Liskin-Gasparro’s results, the data for the beginner proficiency group 

in this study suggested that their selection of preterit morphology for achievements was 

not random, but a deliberate choice to mark the beginning and end of multiple events 

throughout the film. The use of the preterit in achievements among the beginner 

proficiency group seemed to align with the LAH because it indicated that their language 

development had reached a point where they were able to incorporate past aspectual 

morphology into their written language output. The fact that the chi-square analysis 

revealed an lower use of observed frequencies of achievements in the beginner group 

when compared to the higher proficiency groups was not surprising. As explained earlier, 

the frequencies of achievements with preterit morphology clearly exceeded the other verb 

classes. This might have been an indication that these beginner participants wrote shorter 

film-retells than the other proficiency levels. In comparison to the intermediate, 

advanced, and native-speaker participants, the beginners generally produced shorter film-

retell narratives, which would have resulted in fewer verb tokens.  

 The intermediate, advanced, and the native-speaker groups also appeared to be 

influenced by the high number of punctual events in “Alone and Hungry”, evidenced by 

the increasing frequency counts within those groups. However, these high frequencies 

were not an indication that participants were unable to use preterit morphology more for 

the other verb classes. Rather, their disproportionate use of the preterit with achievements 

was most likely due to the clarity and high frequency of the punctual events in the film.  

 Lafford (1996) reported that it was at the high-intermediate level that participants 

in her study began using preterit morphology for activities and states at higher rates over 

the present tense. Intermediate participants in this study showed a similar pattern with 
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their written narrative of “Alone and Hungry”, with the repeated uses of high-frequency 

state verbs such as ser, estar, tener, and high frequencies of the activity verb correr. 

Although Lafford (1996) did not analyze the types of verbs high-intermediate participants 

in her study used, it is probable that they also repeatedly used specific high-frequency 

verbs, especially if it was the first time they were using both imperfect and preterit in one 

narrative.   

 Chi-square analysis revealed significant differences between observed and  

 frequencies of achievements in the native-speaker group when compared to the L2 

proficiency groups. Unlike the beginner group, the native-speakers produced much longer 

film-retells, which might explain the higher observed frequencies of achievements and 

the chi-square significance. Additionally, native speakers might not have consistently 

narrated with durative events in order to complete the narrative task because punctual 

events were already very clear throughout the film. This  might explain the lower observe 

frequencies of activities with preterit morphology. 

 Even though the percentage difference of preterit with accomplishments were 

much higher than imperfect, the fact that frequency counts with the preterit were so low 

in comparison to achievements were striking. All proficiency groups produced so few 

tokens of accomplishments, which appeared to be an influence of task type. These small 

frequency counts for accomplishments might have been the result of an abundance of 

scenes from “Alone and Hungry” describing punctual events, rather than durative events 

with bounded conclusions.  

The use of activities with preterit morphology was the only verb class to decrease 

between the beginner and native-speaker proficiency groups. Participants across 
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proficiency groups repeatedly used specific, high-frequency activities verbs such as ir 

and correr in their narratives. Like accomplishments, activities describe durative events, 

but with unbounded conclusions. The use of preterit morphology however, overrides 

lexical aspect and establishes boundedness. In other words, activities such as ir and 

correr, which were repeatedly used within each proficiency groups, were bounded 

because preterit morphology indicated an endpoint, or a bounded conclusion.  

 What was interesting about the data from Table 5.1 is that the beginner group 

produced 122 durative events (27 accomplishments and 95 activities). As Bardovi-Harlig 

(1992b & 1998) explained, one of the advantages of using a film-retell task is that the 

researcher already knows the course of the events. The higher frequencies of activities 

over accomplishments in the beginner group was attributed to the repeated use of correr 

and ir as durative events with bounded conclusions. What made the participant’s use of 

these activities noteworthy was that they lacked arguments or adjuncts that established an 

endpoint, for example ella corrió, ella corrió mucho, or ella fue. Rather, it was the use of 

preterit morphology, or grammatical aspect, that signaled boundedness in the examples 

above. The repeated use of correr and ir suggested that beginner participants mostly 

limited their use of the preterit to verb that they were most familiar with.  

 Additionally, the frequencies of accomplishments might also have been lower 

because the beginner participant’s Spanish vocabulary might have been too 

underdeveloped to write out adjuncts or arguments that would have resulted in activities 

becoming accomplishments. Chi-square analysis showed that there was a significant 

difference between observed and expected frequencies of activities within the beginner 

group in comparison to the higher proficiency groups. This can be attributed to the 
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repeated use of correr and ir in their film-retell narratives, whose frequencies were lower 

in the higher proficiency group. Had correr and ir not been repeatedly used, the chi-

square analysis might not have found a significance on the observed frequencies for 

activities.  

 The intermediate and advanced proficiency groups produced 102 durative verbs 

(36 accomplishments and 66 activities) and 107 durative verbs (38 accomplishments and 

69 activities) respectively, thus showing that the frequencies for both verb classes across 

these two groups started to even out in comparison to the beginner group. The increased 

frequencies of accomplishments, though clearly not exceeding activities, was due to the 

increased use of internal arguments, or direct objects that established bounded endpoints. 

These arguments generally focused on destination or movement from one place to 

another. A common example between both proficiency groups was the description of the 

women running to the corner as in la chica corrió a la esquina (the girl ran to the corner), 

which was an event towards the beginning of the film that many participants described in 

their narratives. In this example, correr by itself is an activity verb, but a la esquina 

establishes an endpoint. The argument a la esquina changes correr from an activity to an 

accomplishment. The word esquina however, is not a high-frequency word and was not 

used among participants within the beginner proficiency group. The small increase in 

accomplishments within the intermediate and advanced proficiency groups therefore, 

may have been attributed to the participant’s increasingly varied vocabulary use shown in 

the use of arguments and not knowledge of the form. 

 The native-speaker group showed the same distribution of preterit morphology as 

the intermediate and advanced proficiency groups. The frequency counts of 



 

 

 

117 

accomplishments (39) and activities (52) continued to even out. At 91 tokens, the native-

speaker group contained the lowest total frequency of durative events. However, chi-

square analysis found significance for the frequencies of activities within the native-

speaker group when compared to the frequencies of the beginner group. This may have 

been attributed to the increasing frequencies of accomplishments that coincided with the 

decreasing frequencies of activities. In other words, unlike the beginner proficiency 

group, native-speaker participants better distinguished between accomplishments and 

activities with arguments rather than exclusively preterit morphology to denote 

boundedness.  

 The use of preterit morphology with states within the beginner group aligned with 

the LAH because the percentage difference between the preterit and imperfect were 

closer together than activities. The data from Camp’s (2005) study found that frequencies 

of states in general were challenging to analyze because lower proficiency learners 

repeatedly used high-frequency verbs. The beginner group in this study was no exception 

in that they repeatedly used states such as ver in their narratives. This was also the case 

within the intermediate, advanced, and native-speaker groups, where there were modest 

increases in states with preterit morphology. The use of the verb ver was most likely as 

high as it was within each proficiency level because of the task design. Participants had to 

narrate the film as if the scenes were their own eyes. Consequently, many participants 

began their narratives by noting the two women in the beginning of the film as in 

following examples. 
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Example 5.1. Excerpts from Film-Retell Narratives with the Verb “ver” 

Beginner Group 

• …y vi una mujer pobre (participant 16, clause 2) 

• Otro mujer vé (participant 19, clause 1) 

• La diferente mujer vi (participant 22, clause 2) 

 

Intermediate Group 

• Vio una mujer, calzada y con una cara sucia en la esquina (participant 15, clause 

1) 

• Cuando ví una mujer mirando a los postres del ventana (participant 6, clause 2) 

• Una mujer más vieja la vio (participant 18, clause 6) 

 

Advanced Group 

• Otra señora la vio (participant 2, clause 4) 

• Una mujer vio a la mujer (participant 4, clause 5) 

• Ví a esta pobrecita por la calle (participant 5, clause 1) 

 

Native-Speaker Group 

• La vi parada enfrente de la repostería, mirando los dulces (participant 1, clause 8) 

• …y vio las delicias de la panadería…(participant 9, clause 6) 

• …pero otra señora la vio…(participant 15, clause 2) 

 

The frequent use of the verb ver towards the beginning of the narratives was a notable 

reason why states had higher frequencies than activities within the intermediate, 

advanced, and native-speaker groups. In fact, had the prompt not require that participants 

narrate the film as if each scene were their own eyes, they most likely would not have 

used the verb ver as repeatedly as they did. Many participants within each proficiency 

group began their narratives with what they saw before describing what the characters 

saw. In such a case, the frequencies of states with preterit within each proficiency group 

would have been lower and perhaps more in line with the proposed distribution of preterit 

morphology according to the LAH. 

Analysis of the Imperfect in the Film-Retell Tasks 

 The data on imperfect morphology from the film-retell task, also shown in Table 

5.1, showed support for the LAH in the film-retell task. In the beginner proficiency 
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group, the frequency count of states with imperfect morphology were almost the same as 

activities. Although the percentage difference showed that preterit morphology was 

preferred, states had the highest percentage of imperfect morphology of the four verb 

classes. This was in line with Andersen’s (1986, 1991) proposal that imperfective 

morphology would appear more frequently in atelic over telic verbs. However, it was still 

expected that states would have a higher frequency count than activities as durative 

events with unbounded conclusions. Activities also had the second highest percentage 

with imperfect morphology, which is also in line with the LAH. Imperfect morphology 

had far lower frequency counts in telic verbs in the LAH, which was expected. 

Percentage differences showed that the use of the imperfect with accomplishments and 

achievements was much lower than activities. 

 Support for the LAH based on the distribution of imperfect morphology within 

the intermediate and advanced proficiency groups was also evident. Like the beginner 

group, the percentage of imperfect morphology in the intermediate and advanced groups 

was highest for states, followed by activities, and then accomplishments and states. 

Frequencies of states with imperfect morphology were higher than activities in both 

proficiency. It was interesting to note that the frequencies of accomplishments were 

higher than achievements. This would have gone unnoticed if accomplishments and 

achievements were merged into a singular “telic” class, as Salaberry’s (2011) study did. 

This study however, kept the two verb classes separate in line with Andersen given the 

type of scenes that were present in “Alone and Hungry”. The number of punctual events 

in the film was much higher than durative events with bounded conclusions. By keeping 

the two verb classes separate, it was possible to know how participants within each 
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proficiency level selected preterit and imperfect morphology based on their perception of 

punctual and durative events. 

 The native-speaker proficiency group also showed support for the LAH and 

showed the same pattern of distribution of imperfect morphology as the intermediate and 

advanced proficiency groups. In contrast to the beginner group, native-speaker 

participants appeared to show a clear bias towards imperfect morphology for states. 

Activities as durative events with unbounded conclusions contained the second highest 

frequencies of imperfect morphology. Frequencies of accomplishments and achievements 

continued to be lower than atelic verbs. Following the beginner group, however, 

intermediate and advanced proficiency groups produced a higher frequency of imperfect 

morphology with achievements than there were with accomplishments.    

 States and activities at the beginner proficiency group nearly had the same 

frequency count as activities with 40 and 39 tokens respectively. Given the sequential 

nature of “Alone and Hungry”, it was understandable that these frequency counts were 

lower than states and activities with preterit morphology. Furthermore, it was expected 

that the beginner proficiency participants would repeatedly use specific, high-frequency 

state verbs. Interestingly, Camps (2005) reported that the beginner participant’s selections 

of imperfect morphology was characterized by the repeated use of the verbs ser, estar, 

and tener. The data in this study showed almost the same pattern. Like the participants 

from Camps’ (2005) study, the beginner participants repeatedly used ser, estar, and tener 

in their narratives as well. This suggested that when participants began using imperfect 

morphology for the first time, they were constrained by high-frequency verbs or those 

that they have been repeatedly exposed to in their classes.  
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 The intermediate, advanced, and native-speaker proficiency groups produced 

higher frequencies of states over activities with imperfect morphology, unlike the 

beginner group. However, the three groups also repeatedly used ser, estar, and tener with 

imperfect morphology. Even though the instructional prompt required participants to 

include as much background information as they could, most did not. Bardovi-Harlig 

(1998), which also used “Alone and Hungry” to elicit the data found that when narratives 

are elicited through a retell, explained that participants had little opportunity or incentive 

to report habitual information. Even with higher proficiency, participants did not include 

much descriptive information in their narratives. They might have felt this way because 

the use of description to narrative unbounded events was not required to convey what 

happened in the film. 

 Activities with imperfect morphology had the second highest frequencies of the 

verb classes. Similar to activities with preterit morphology, participants in the beginner, 

intermediate, and advanced proficiency groups repeatedly used high-frequency verbs 

such as correr and caminar, all without adjuncts or arguments that establish an endpoint. 

It is interesting to point out that the intermediate proficiency group produced the highest 

frequency of activities with imperfect morphology of the proficiency groups.   

 Participants within each proficiency group produced very few accomplishments 

with imperfect morphology within each proficiency group.  

Example 5.2. Excerpts from Film-Retell Narratives: Accomplishments with Imperfect  

Native-speaker Group 

• Mientras la manejaba [ACC, Imp] a la cárcel la chica se fue hacia el lado 

contrario donde estaba la señora de alcurnia (Participant 4, Clause 24) 

 

Advanced Group 

• Mientras un hombre caminaba (ACC, Pret) a la tienda de su cocho, la mujer 

tomó una pieza de pan de la coche.…(Participant 1, Clause 3) 
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Intermediate Group 

• Cuando el hombre hablaba (ACC, Imp) a la policia  ellos tomaron el a carcel 

(Participant 8, Clause 7-8) 

Beginner Group 

• … los fueron afuera porque el hombre cual manejaba (ACT, Imp) el carro 

(Participant 1, Clause 17) 

 

The examples above showed that the instances of accomplishments with imperfect 

morphology were extensions of activities, but each included internal arguments of 

movement. In each, a la cárcel, a la tienda, a la policía, and el carro established 

endpoints. However, the use of imperfect morphology overruled the bounded conclusions 

that the arguments denoted. With the exception of the beginner proficiency group, the 

examples from the intermediate, advanced, and native-speaker groups included context 

for imperfect morphology. For the example from the intermediate group, the event 

tomaron in the independent clause interrupted the event hablaba a la policía in the 

dependent clause. The verb hablar is an activity, but the addition of a la policía 

established boundedness, resulting in an accomplishment. However, because grammatical 

aspect (imperfect morphology) overrides lexical cues, hablaba a la policía is unbounded 

because the context of the clause does not focus on when the act of speaking ended.  

 The examples for the advanced and native-speaker groups followed the same 

structure in that the verbs se fue and tomó from the independent clauses are two punctual 

events that occurred at the same time of the two durative events in the dependent clause 

caminaba a la tienda and manejaba a la cárcel. The verbs caminar and manejar are 

activities, but a la tienda and a la cárcel establish endpoints. Grammatical aspect 

overrules the lexical cues to establish unboundedness. The events of walking and driving 

to the store and jail respectively were interrupted by the punctual events in se fue and 
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tomó. This would constitute evidence of backgrounding because participants recognized 

that events denoted a la tienda and a la cárcel would not be completed due to the 

interruption by se fue and tomó. The beginner group showed the same pattern as well 

with manejar el carro.  

 These examples showed that participants in each proficiency group used 

imperfect morphology with accomplishments appropriately, but did so very infrequently. 

The fact that frequencies of accomplishments with imperfect morphology did not 

increase within each proficiency level was very likely attributed to the punctual nature of 

“Alone and Hungry” overriding the need to include descriptive information that would 

have focused on the internal aspects of events with bounded information. The four 

excerpts from Example 5.2 contained events that were prototypically bounded, but the 

wider contexts did not focus on their endpoints, but the process that would have 

eventually led to those endpoints. 

 Frequencies of achievements with imperfect morphology were higher than 

accomplishments, but still much lower than activities and states. See the examples below: 

Example 5.3. Excerpts from Film-Retell Narratives Achievements with Imperfect  

Beginner Group 

• el muchacho compró cigars y daba cigars a los jovenes cinco (Participant 13, 

Clauses 27-28) 

Intermediate Group 

• Un mujer viste la mujer tomaba el pan (Participant 4, Clauses 5-6). 

Advanced Group 

• Mientras el policía llamaba a los otros policias, el hombre se acercó a una tienda 

cercana (Participant 15, Clauses 33-34) 

Native-Speaker Group 

• y vi a una mujer que caminaba por la acerca y se detenía en frente de una 

repostería (Participant 1, Clauses 2-4) 
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The four examples above show the use of achievements with imperfect as descriptive 

material rather than events that move the narrative forward. In the example from the 

beginner and intermediate groups, daba and tomaba described repeated actions. For the 

advanced group, llamaba described the action of the police that was in progress at the 

same time that Charlie Chapman approached the store. Finally, the native-speaker 

described what he saw happening in that moment. Achievements with imperfect 

morphology were low within each proficiency group because there was no incentive for 

participants to develop contexts that required them. In a film defined by its numerous 

punctual events that moved the narrative along its time line, there was no need on the part 

of the participant, regardless of their proficiency group, to continually go beyond the 

mostly punctual descriptions in order to fully capture what happened (Bardovi-Harlig, 

1998).   

 In conclusion, the percentage differences between preterit and imperfect 

morphology in Table 5.1 showed support for the LAH preterit morphology. With the 

exception of accomplishments, which had the lowest frequency count, achievements had 

the highest frequency count, followed by activities, and then states. The intermediate, 

advanced, and native-speaker groups showed a clear bias towards preterit morphology 

with achievements over the other three lexical classes. However, states had the second 

highest frequency count, followed by activities, and then accomplishments. In all four 

proficiency groups, the punctual nature of “Alone and Hungry” was a noticeable 

influence on the frequency counts in each verb class, explaining why accomplishments as 

durative events with bounded conclusions were so low. Each group showed a bias for 
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imperfect morphology with states, followed by activities. The difference in frequency 

counts between states and activities widened within each of the three proficiency levels.  

 The frequency difference between achievements with preterit and imperfect 

morphology was lop-sided, with a preference for the preterit within each proficiency 

level. The same was true for accomplishments, albeit with much smaller frequencies. 

This suggested that for telic verbs, participants within each proficiency group were 

guided by lexical aspect in their selections of preterit and imperfect morphology for the 

film-retell task. However, the frequency difference between preterit and imperfect 

morphology for activities and states was much less pronounced, especially within the 

advanced and native-speaker proficiency groups. This suggested that although lexical 

aspect may have played a role in the selection of preterit and imperfect morphology for 

the film-retell task, so too did narrative grounding, as section 5.2 will explain. 

Analysis of the Preterit in the Personal Narrative Task 

 The data from the personal narrative task about a favorite vacation, shown in 

Chapter 4 and repeated here in Table 5.2 showed support for the LAH. 
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Table 5.2. Use of Preterit and Imperfect Morphology in Personal 

Narratives 

Lexical 

Class 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb. 

Freq. 

1. ACH 
Preterit 

19 

(86%) 

49 

(87%) 

40 

(85%) 

50 

(86%) 

158 

(86%) 

Imperfect 

3 

(14%) 

7 

(13%) 

7 

(15%) 

8 

(14%) 

25 

(14%) 

2. ACC 
Preterit 

58 

(79%) 

68 

(94%) 

58 

(90%) 

50 

(94%) 

234 

(89%) 

Imperfect 

15 

(21%) 

4 

(6%) 

6 

(10%) 

3 

(6%) 

28 

(11%) 

3. ACT 
Preterit 

63 

(56%) 

65 

(60%) 

82 

(59%) 

73 

(68%) 

283 

(61%) 

Imperfect 

49 

(44%) 

42 

(40%) 

55 

(41%) 

34 

(32%) 

180 

(39%) 

4. STA 
Preterit 

93 

(60%) 

96 

(37%) 

104 

(42%) 

135 

(51%) 

428 

(47%) 

Imperfect 

61 

(40%) 

162 

(63%) 

139 

(58%) 

128 

(49%) 

490 

(53%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Preterit 
233 

65%) 

278 

(56%) 

284 

(57%) 

308 

(64%) 

1103 

(60%) 

Imperfect 

126 

(35%) 

215 

(46%) 

207 

(43%) 

173 

(36%) 

723 

(40%) 

 

In the beginner proficiency group, the percentage difference between preterit and 

imperfect morphology in achievements and accomplishments were wide apart. There was 

a clear preference for preterit morphology in these two verb classes. However, it is 

important to note that the frequency counts for the preterit and imperfect were lower than 

activities and states, especially for achievements. The preterit was still preferred for both 

verb classes, although their use was lower than for achievements and accomplishments. 

The distribution of preterit morphology followed Andersen’s (1986, 1991) proposal that 

perfective (preterit) morphology would appear most frequently with achievements at the 

lower proficiency groups (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998). 

 In terms of frequencies, it was interesting to note that the difference between 

accomplishments and achievements was the widest between any two verb classes in the 

beginner group. Frequencies of activities was the second highest of the verb classes. In 
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fact, at 58 and 63 tokens respectively, accomplishments and activities had the most 

similar frequency counts of the verb classes. This can be attributed to the large presence 

of durative events in the personal narratives that the beginner participants created. States 

contained the highest frequencies of the verb classes.  

 Task type appeared to play a major role in why the frequencies for the verb 

classes came out in the way that they did for the beginner group. Unlike film-retells, 

personal narratives usually elicit much more descriptive, non-punctual events. Chi-square 

analysis revealed significant differences between observed and expected frequencies of 

achievements. The beginner group stood out because of the very low observed frequency 

count of achievements in comparison to the other proficiency groups. Participants most 

likely did not produce contexts for achievements with preterit morphology as consistently 

as the higher proficiency levels because they structured their personal narrative to depict 

events that were ongoing rather than punctual.  

 The intermediate proficiency group showed an identical pattern of percentage 

difference between preterit and imperfect morphology for achievements and 

accomplishments. Preterit morphology was heavily preferred for both verb classes, in line 

with the LAH. For activities, the preterit was still preferred, but by a smaller percentage. 

Interestingly, the percentage of states with preterit was smaller than states with imperfect. 

These patterns however, still follow the LAH in that beginner participants strongly 

associated preterit morphology with achievements and accomplishments, but less so with 

activities and states.  

 In terms of frequencies, there was a noticeable increase in achievements between 

the beginner and intermediate proficiency groups. Additionally, the intermediate 
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proficiency group was the only group where the frequency counts for accomplishments 

and activities were the most similar, suggesting that intermediate participants also 

narrated their personal narratives to show events that were ongoing rather than punctual. 

States continued to have the highest frequency count, but the difference between them 

and activities was largely the same as the beginner proficiency group.  

 The advanced and native-speaker proficiency groups showed similar patterns to 

one another in the proportions of preterit and imperfect morphology. For achievements 

and accomplishments, both proficiency groups preferred the preterit by a wide margin, 

which was in line with the LAH. Both proficiency groups also preferred the preterit for 

activities, but the proportion was smaller in comparison to achievements and 

accomplishments. The two proficiency groups differed in their proportions of states. For 

the advanced group, the proportion of states with preterit was lower than states with 

imperfect. However for the native-speaker group, the proportion of states with preterit 

was only slightly higher than states with imperfect. The lower proportion of states with 

preterit morphology in comparison to the other verb classes was in line with the LAH.  

 Regarding verb frequencies, the advanced and native-speaker proficiency groups 

showed an identical distribution of preterit morphology across the verb classes as the 

beginner and intermediate proficiency levels. Accomplishments and activities were not as 

close together in these proficiency groups. However, they were much more frequent than 

punctual events in the advanced proficiency group. This suggested that when creating 

their personal narratives, participants within each proficiency group were guided more by 

the need to narrate durative events, showing that what happened during their vacations 
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was more of a process that would end over a period of time rather than something 

instantaneous. 

 Accomplishments and activities were the closest together in frequency counts of 

the four verb classes within the beginner and intermediate proficiency groups, but not the 

advanced and native-speaker proficiency groups. The fact that the two lower proficiency 

groups contained an almost even frequency of accomplishments and activities suggested 

that participants associated durative events with bounded conclusions with their personal 

narratives.  

Example 5.4. Durative Events with the Preterit from the Personal Narrative Task  

Beginner Group 

• Sí, el fue (ACC) a la restaurante comió (ACT) mucha comida (Participant 1, 

Clauses 11-12) 

• Mi familia y mi fuimos (ACC) a Myrtle Beach in South Carolina. Fuimos 

(ACT) en 2013. Este fue el primero tiempo que nosotros fuimos (ACT) allí. 

Fuimos (ACC) al hotel detras la playa (Participant 7, Clauses 1-5) 

• Cuando fui (ACC) a la California fue mi cumpleaños. Fuimos (ACT) con mi 

mama y yo (Participant 19, Clause 3-5) 

Intermediate Group 

• Después, visitamos (ACC) el lider de la ciudad y con los estudiantes de la 

escuela Inglaterra comemos (ACT) un gran comida. El día después, viajamos 

(ACC) a Liverpool para ver un partido de fútbol (Participant 7, Clauses 5-7) 

• Durante las vacaciones de la primavera, cinco de mis amigos y yo viajamos 

(ACC) a Italia… Nadé (ACT) en el mar en marzo (Particiant 10, Clauses 20 & 

23) 

• Yo fuí (ACC) a iranda por dos semanas. Yo fuí (ACT) com mi abuela 

(Participant 12, Clauses 1-2) 

The excerpts in Example 5.4 are representative of how participants in both proficiency 

groups used accomplishments and activities in their personal narratives. There were verbs 

such as ir and visitar, for example, that were repeatedly used throughout the personal 

narratives with preterit morphology, especially within the beginner proficiency level. 

This repeated use resulted in these tokens containing arguments that established an 
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endpoint (accomplishments). The nearly equal frequencies of accomplishments and 

activities within the two proficiency groups however, suggested that the use of arguments 

was not the sole factor in participant’s selection of preterit morphology. The fact that the 

beginner and intermediate proficiency group selected preterit morphology at higher 

frequencies than imperfect morphology suggested that accomplishments and especially 

activities played a role in the sequencing of information in the personal narrative rather 

than just punctual achievements. 

 States with preterit morphology was the only verb class to show an increase in 

frequency count within each proficiency level. All proficiency groups repeatedly used the 

high-frequency verb ser in their narrative, which aligned with Camp’s (2005) findings on 

the use of high-frequency state verbs. The beginner proficiency group produced more 

tokens of states with preterit than with imperfect morphology, but almost half of them 

consisted of the verb ser. The repeated use of ser was also found in the intermediate, 

advanced, and native-speaker proficiency groups as well. The high frequencies of states 

within each proficiency group suggested that participants may not have been overly 

influenced by lexical aspect when selecting preterit morphology. However, given that the 

frequencies would have been much lower had ser been removed from the counts, 

narrative grounding may not have been entirely the reason that the frequencies of states 

were as high as they were. Given that most beginner learners are just starting to use the 

past tense in their writing and speech for the first time, they might view the preterit as a 

default marker, one that they might use in all instances of the past due to being unable to 

distinguish between bounded and unbounded events.  
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Analysis of the Imperfect in the Personal Narrative Task 

 The data on imperfect morphology for the personal narrative task, also shown in 

Table 5.2., showed support for the LAH based on the percentage differences of preterit 

and imperfect morphology in each verb class, as proposed by Andersen (1988, 1991). 

The percentage of imperfect morphology was highest in states and activities, but very low 

in achievements and accomplishments.  

 Similar to the percentages, the frequencies showed a preference for imperfect 

morphology in states and activities verbs over accomplishments and achievements. 

Frequencies of imperfect morphology were very low in accomplishments and 

achievements, showing a similar pattern to imperfect in telic verbs in the film-retell task 

as well. Additionally, chi-square analysis revealed significant differences of verb 

frequencies in the beginner group when compared to the other proficiency groups. 

Frequencies of activities and states within the beginner group showed significant 

differences as well.  

 Support for the LAH was also showed in the intermediate and advanced 

proficiency levels. Percentage differences of states with imperfect were higher than the 

preterit and the highest of the verb classes. For activities, proportions of the imperfect 

were the second highest, followed by accomplishments and achievements, which were 

very low in comparison to the proportions of preterit morphology.  

 Similar to the percentages, frequencies of states with imperfect morphology 

contained the highest frequency count of the verb classes. However, the frequency count 

of states between both proficiency levels saw a modest decrease. Activities contained the 

second highest frequency counts. Following the same pattern shown in the film-retell 
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data, frequencies of accomplishments and achievements with imperfect morphology were 

very low. It appeared that participants in the two proficiency levels did not make repeated 

selections of imperfect morphology and the telic verb classes in the personal narratives. 

Even if the frequencies from the two verb classes were combined, as Salaberry’s (2011) 

study did, the frequency count would still be far lower than activities.  

 Support of the LAH was also evident in the native-speaker proficiency group. 

Percentage differences showed that states had the highest percentage of imperfect 

morphology, followed by activities, and then achievements and accomplishments. 

Regarding frequency counts, states showed the same distributions of imperfect 

morphology across the verb classes as the intermediate and advanced proficiency groups. 

The only difference was that the frequency difference between states and activities was 

much wider. The frequencies of accomplishments and achievements in the native-speaker 

proficiency group did not change.  

 States showed an interesting pattern across each proficiency group. It was the 

only verb class where the frequencies of imperfect morphology exceeded preterit 

morphology in two proficiency groups (intermediate and advanced). The high 

frequencies of states with imperfect morphology aligned with the LAH in that 

participants would associate imperfective morphology (imperfect) with states more than 

the other three verb classes. The frequency counts of states with imperfect and preterit 

morphology within the advanced and native-speaker proficiency groups were relatively 

similar. Chi-square analysis found significant differences between observed and expected 

frequencies for states when the beginner group was compared to each other proficiency 

group individually. This can be attributed to that fact that beginner participants produced 
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personal narratives that were much shorter in length than the other proficiency levels, 

resulting in fewer tokens of state verbs. 

 Frequencies of activities with imperfect morphology within each proficiency 

group were the second highest of the verb classes. Unlike the frequencies of states and 

activities with imperfect morphology in the film-retell task, the difference in frequencies 

between the two verb classes in the personal narrative was markedly wider. Participants 

preferred states much more than activities to describe the events of their favorite 

vacations. Interestingly, participants did not repeatedly use any one activity verb with 

imperfect morphology over others in the way that they did for states.  

 Frequencies of accomplishments with imperfect morphology on the other hand, 

were much lower. In fact, participants in the intermediate, advanced, and native-speaker 

proficiency group hardly used them at all. One common characteristic of the personal 

narratives across proficiency groups was that many of the durative events were open-

ended; there were no clearly defined endpoint denoted through adjuncts or arguments, 

which would account for why frequencies accomplishments were so low. Finally, like 

accomplishments, achievements with imperfect morphology were hardly used within any 

proficiency group. There was also no increase across proficiency groups as well. This did 

not suggest a lack of ability to use imperfect morphology in this verb class, especially 

within the advanced and native-speaker group. Rather, it suggested that it was not 

necessary to create contexts that would have warranted the use of achievements with 

imperfect morphology to complete the personal narrative task. 

 In conclusion, the data on preterit and imperfect morphology in the personal 

narrative task showed support for the LAH. The percentage difference between preterit 
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and imperfect morphology across the verb classes aligned with the LAH. Preterit and 

imperfect frequencies in each verb class within each proficiency group showed that states 

contained the highest count, followed by activities, accomplishments, and then 

achievements within each proficiency level. This seemingly can be attributed to the 

influence of task type. Due to the descriptive nature of the personal narrative, participants 

at the beginning and intermediate proficiency level may not have felt compelled to create 

contexts for either punctual or durative events with bounded conclusions. This might 

account for why frequencies of preterit morphology were higher in states and activities 

than accomplishments and achievements.  

 The following section will analyze the data on correct versus total contexts for 

foregrounding and backgrounding based on the claims of the DH for the second research 

question. It aims to analyze how narrative structure plays a role in the selection of preterit 

and imperfect morphology. Although both the LAH and DH have their roots in temporal 

semantics, the LAH is based on the inherent semantics of the verb whereas the DH is 

informed by the wider context of a given narrative. 

Discussion of the Data and the DH 

 The second research question asks how the use of past aspectual morphology 

differed across proficiency groups on the basis of narrative grounding. This section 

discusses the data on correct use of preterit and imperfect morphology in foregrounded 

and backgrounded clauses respectively in the film-retell task (Table 4.3) and the personal 

narrative task (Table 4.4). The aim is to establish the extent to which participants within 

each proficiency group were guided by narrative grounding in their selections of preterit 

and imperfect morphology when foregrounding and backgrounding information 
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(Salaberry, 2008). Specifically, the DH would claim that past aspectual selections are 

made regardless of lexical aspect. Participants would use preterit morphology to mark 

atelic verbs, in addition to telic verbs, to foreground events in their narratives. Likewise, 

they would use imperfect morphology to mark telic verbs, in addition to atelic verbs, to 

background information in their narratives. 

Narrative Grounding in the Film-Retell Task 

 The data on grounding from the film-retell task, shown in Chapter 4 and repeated 

here in Table 5.3 demonstrates that there was partial evidence in support of the DH. 

Table 5.3. Correct/Total Foreground and Background Contexts in the Film-Retell Task 

Lexical 

Class 
Grounding BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb. 

Freq. 

1. ACH 

Foreground  
171/174 

(97%) 

244/252 

(92%) 

252/260 

(93%) 

331/331 

(95%) 

998/1,017 

(94%) 

Background  
6/7 

(3%) 

20/22 

(8%) 

20/29 

(7%) 

16/16 

(5%) 

62/74 

(6%) 

2. ACC 

Foreground 
27/28 

(90%) 

36/36 

(86%) 

37/37 

(90%) 

39/39 

(91%) 

139/ 140 

(89%) 

Background 
3/3 

(10%) 

6/7 

(14%) 

4/5 

(10%) 

4/4 

(9%) 

17/18 

(11%) 

3. ACT 

Foreground 
79/85 

(71%) 

65/67 

(56%) 

63/65 

(60%) 

52/52 

(59%) 

259/269 

(62%) 

Background 
33/49 

(29%) 

51/52 

(44%) 

42/48 

(40%) 

36/36 

(41%) 

162/185 

(38%) 

4. STA 

Foreground  
61/71 

(67%) 

76/79 

(49%) 

97/101 

(54%) 

113/113 

(55%) 

347/369 

(54%) 

Background  
30/46 

(33%) 

80/88 

(51%) 

83/83 

(46%) 

92/92 

(45%) 

301/314 

(46%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Foreground  
338/ 358 

(82%) 

421/434 

(73%) 

449/463 

(75%) 

535/535 

(78%) 

1,767/1,795 

(77%) 

Background  
72/105 

(18%) 

157/168 

(27%) 

149/170 

(25%) 

148/148 

(22%) 

542/591 

(23%) 

 

 Following Hopper’s (1979) and Bardovi-Harlig’s (1994a, 1998) analysis of how 

to identify evidence of narrative grounding, the data showed that participants from the 

beginner proficiency group were able to make non-prototypical associations between 

preterit morphology and atelic verbs (activities and states) to foreground information. The 
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percentage difference between foregrounded and backgrounded activities and states 

showed that beginner participants were able to associate preterit morphology with atelic 

verbs. This is in addition to prototypical associations between preterit morphology and 

accomplishments and achievements. Although the frequency counts of activities and 

states with preterit morphology did not exceed achievements, the DH does not state that 

in order for its claims to be valid, frequencies of non-prototypical associations, preterit 

morphology with atelic verbs, must be equal to or exceed frequencies of prototypical 

associations, preterit morphology with telic verbs.  

 Beginner participants were not always accurate in their selections of preterit 

morphology with activities and states. There were six and ten tokens of activities and 

states respectively where imperfect was more appropriate based on the context present in 

the film-retell narratives. This suggested that although beginner participants were able to 

create contexts for foregrounding with activities and states, at times they misused preterit 

morphology where the context was more representative of backgrounded information. In 

contrast to activities and states, there were only three tokens of achievements with preterit 

morphology, out of 174 tokens, where imperfect morphology would have been more 

accurate. This suggested that beginners were able to consistently create narrative contexts 

that required the use of the preterit with achievements. Regarding the tokens where 

preterit morphology was used correctly, chi-square analysis revealed significant 

differences in the beginner proficiency group that centered on the high use of 

foregrounded activities, both of which caused the beginner group to stand out from the 

intermediate and advanced proficiency group. Unlike the chi-square analysis from Table 

4.1, there was no significant difference for achievements. 
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 In contrast to the use of preterit morphology for foregrounding with activities and 

states, beginner participants produced very few tokens of imperfect morphology for 

backgrounding with accomplishments and achievements. The use of imperfect 

morphology was almost entirely limited to atelic activities and states. In addition, the 

beginner proficiency group produced several incorrect uses of imperfect morphology: 16 

tokens for both activities and states where preterit morphology would have been the more 

appropriate choice. Beginner participants sometimes confused context that moved their 

narratives forward on their timelines with context that added descriptive elements, which 

suggested that there was influence of lexical aspect. 

 The intermediate and advanced proficiency groups showed a similar pattern to 

each other in their use of foregrounded and backgrounded clauses within the verb classes. 

The use of foregrounded achievement verbs contained the highest frequency of the verb 

classes in the film-retell narratives within both proficiency groups. However, both groups 

made non-prototypical associations between preterit morphology and activities and states, 

in line with Bardovi-Harlig’s (1998) proposal for finding evidence of the DH. This was 

also evident in the percentage differences between foregrounding and backgrounding in 

activities and states in that the use of preterit and imperfect morphology were much 

closer together than for accomplishments and achievements.  

 It is important to note, however, incorrect frequencies of preterit morphology for 

foregrounding with activities and states were less of an issue in the intermediate and 

advanced proficiency levels than it was for the beginner proficiency groups. For 

activities, only two clauses in both the intermediate and advanced groups contained 

context that required imperfect over preterit morphology. For states, both groups 
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produced three and four clauses respectively that contained context that required the 

imperfect. The lower frequencies of incorrect clauses with preterit morphology suggested 

that participants in both proficiency levels were able to create contexts for foregrounding 

with atelic verbs. 

 The DH was not evident with regards to backgrounded telic verbs. Participants in 

the intermediate and advanced proficiency levels used almost no tokens of backgrounded 

accomplishments. In comparison to the beginner proficiency group, there was a small 

increase in the use of achievements with imperfect morphology, but it was well below the 

frequencies of backgrounded activities and states. It was interesting to note that within 

the advanced proficiency group, of the 29 clauses that contained achievements, nine of 

those clauses described backgrounded material making the imperfect the more 

appropriate choice over preterit morphology. Even at the advanced level, it appeared that 

participants might have had some difficulty in associating imperfect morphology with 

achievements based on the context of the narratives.  

 The native-speaker group also showed a similar pattern of distribution of 

foregrounded clauses with preterit morphology across the verb classes. Foregrounded 

achievements continued to have the highest frequency count. In fact, there was a major 

increase from the advanced proficiency group. Native-speaker participants also produced 

high frequencies of foregrounded activities and states, which is where the DH is 

represented (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998, Salaberry, 2011). This was also shown in the 

percentage difference between foreground and background. Preterit morphology was 

distributed across all verb classes, although not very evenly. This suggested that native-

speaker participants were more sensitive to context that moved the narrative forward on 
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its timeline. For the tokens of correct use of preterit morphology, chi-square analysis 

revealed significant differences in the native-speaker proficiency group that centered on 

the high use of foregrounded activities. This caused the beginner group to stand out from 

the intermediate and advanced proficiency group. Unlike the chi-square analysis on the 

total use of achievements with preterit morphology from Table 4.1, chi-square analysis 

did not find a significant difference for achievements. 

 Frequencies of foregrounded states were high within each proficiency group. In 

fact, they exceeded the frequencies of backgrounded states in the beginner, advanced, and 

native-speaker proficiency group. Frequencies of foregrounded and backgrounded states 

within the intermediate proficiency group were almost the same. Additionally, the 

frequency difference between foregrounded and backgrounded states was widest at the 

beginner proficiency level, but that difference was much smaller within the other three 

proficiency levels. It appeared that narrative grounding might have played a role in 

beginner participant’s foregrounding of state verbs, but they might not have been as 

sensitive to context as the higher proficiency groups were. The high frequencies of 

foregrounded states was also due to the repeated use of high-frequency verbs such as ser, 

ver, and tener. As a result, if the beginner participants were influenced by narrative 

grounding, it might have been only in the high-frequency verbs they were most familiar 

with. 

 Frequencies of foregrounded and backgrounded activities also showed evidence 

of the DH within each proficiency group. It was interesting to note that within each 

proficiency group, the frequencies of foregrounded activities were higher than 

backgrounded activities. This appeared to suggest that participants in those proficiency 
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levels were guided more by narrative grounding over lexical aspect in their selections of 

preterit and imperfect. Unsurprisingly, the frequency difference between foregrounded 

and backgrounded activities was widest at the beginner level. 

 It was unusual that the frequencies of foregrounded activities and states showed 

evidence of the DH in the beginner and intermediate proficiency groups. Salaberry’s 

(2011) study, for example, found that past aspectual distinction based narrative grounding 

was indicative of advanced L2 learners and native-speakers, but not lower proficiency 

learners. The beginner and intermediate proficiency groups, for example, repeatedly used 

the high-frequency activity correr in their narratives to foreground information. Had the 

tokens for correr been eliminated, the frequencies of foregrounded activities would have 

substantially lowered. There was also a repeated use of correr to background information 

in the beginner and intermediate proficiency group as well. This suggests that even at the 

lower proficiency groups, past aspectual distinction based on narrative grounding 

appeared to influence the lower proficiency participants.  

 Chi-square analysis revealed significant differences in the beginner proficiency 

group that centered on the high use of foregrounded activities and the native-speaker 

group that centered on the lower use of activities. In comparison to the higher proficiency 

groups, the beginner group produced more foregrounded activities than expected. The 

frequencies of foregrounded activities seemed to suggest that beginner participants 

created more foregrounded contexts for activities than the other proficiency groups. 

However, the more likely reason was due to the repeated foregrounding of correr that 

inflated the frequency of activities. Had the tokens of correr been removed from the 

frequency of foregrounded activities, the difference between observed and expected 



 

 

 

141 

frequencies might not have been significant within the beginner proficiency group. In 

comparison to the lower proficiency groups, the native-speaker group produced less 

foregrounded activities than expected. This most likely was the result of a smaller 

difference in frequencies for foregrounded accomplishments and activities than the 

beginner group. It was probable that native speakers distinguished between foregrounded 

accomplishments and activities more frequently through the use of arguments rather than 

just preterit morphology. In contrast to the lower proficiency groups, native speakers did 

frequently use arguments such as a la esquina, a la tienda, and el pan with durative 

events. 

 Frequencies of backgrounded accomplishments and achievements showed no 

significant evidence of the DH in any of the proficiency groups. Participants within each 

proficiency group clearly associated preterit morphology to foreground over imperfect 

morphology to background information with accomplishments and achievements. The 

lack of increase in backgrounded accomplishments and achievements within each 

proficiency group can be attributed to task type. The sequential nature of “Alone and 

Hungry” resulted in a very high use of foregrounded achievements within each 

proficiency group but much lower frequencies of background atelic verbs. For the 

advanced and native-speaker proficiency group, where frequencies of backgrounded 

accomplishments and achievements were expected to happen, there were no increases for 

accomplishments and only negligible increases for achievements in comparison to the 

beginner and intermediate proficiency group. It is not to say that advanced and native-

speaker participants were not capable of producing higher frequencies of backgrounded 

accomplishments and achievements. Rather, that there simply was no incentive for them 
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to narrate in that way given the high number of clearly punctual scenes in the film 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 1998).  

 In conclusion, the data from the film-retell task revealed partial support for the 

DH. Participants within each proficiency group were able to foreground and background 

information with activities and states. However, participants did not show a high use of 

backgrounded accomplishments and achievements, suggesting that participants migh still 

have been guided by lexical aspect for telic verbs. The high frequencies of foregrounded 

achievements in comparison to very low frequencies of backgrounded achievements 

suggested that participants within each proficiency group were still guided by lexical 

aspect over narrative grounding. It was interesting to note that the beginner and 

intermediate proficiency groups appeared to show evidence of the DH even though it was 

not expected. This does not mean that the way they structured their narratives were 

similar or equal to the advanced and native-speaker participants. It is expected that the 

beginner and intermediate participants were able to use background activities and states 

using a narrower variety of verb types than the advanced and native-speaker participants. 

Narrative Grounding in the Personal Narrative Task 

 The data on grounding from the personal narrative task, shown in Chapter 4 and 

repeated here in Table 5.4 demonstrates that there was partial evidence in support of the 

DH. 
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Table 5.4. Correct/Total Foreground and Background Contexts in Personal Narratives 

Lexical 

Class 
Grounding BEG INT ADV NS 

Comb. 

Freq. 

1. ACH 

Foreground  
19/20 

(90%) 

48/51 

(92%) 

40/40 

(85%) 

50/50 

(86%) 

157/161 

(88%) 

Background  
2/2 

(10%) 

4/5 

(8%) 

7/7 

(15%) 

8/8 

(14%) 

21/22 

(12%) 

2. ACC 

Foreground  
57/66 

(90%) 

68/71 

(99%) 

58/58 

(91%) 

50/50 

(94%) 

233/245 

(94%) 

Background  
6/7 

(10%) 

1/1 

(1%) 

6/6 

(9%) 

3/3 

(6%) 

16/17 

(6%) 

3. ACT 

Foreground  
48/55 

(55%) 

63/68 

(62%) 

81/84 

(61%) 

73/73 

(68%) 

265/280 

(62%) 

Background  
40/55 

(45%) 

38/48 

(38%) 

52/53 

(39%) 

34/34 

(32%) 

164/182 

(38%) 

4. STA 

Foreground  
64/67 

(52%) 

83/88 

(35%) 

99/108 

(43%) 

135/135 

(51%) 

381/395 

(44%) 

Background  
58/87 

(48%) 

157/170 

(65%) 

130/135 

(57%) 

128/128 

(49%) 

478/520 

(56%) 

Combined 

Frequencies 

Foreground  
188/208 

(64%) 

262/278 

(57%) 

278/290 

(59%) 

308/308 

(64%) 

1,036/1,081 

(61%) 

Background  
106/151 

(34%) 

200/216 

(43%) 

195/201 

(41%) 

173/173 

(36%) 

674/741 

(39%) 

 

 The data showed that participants from the beginner proficiency group made non-

prototypical associations between preterit morphology and activities and states to 

foreground information. The percentage difference between foregrounding and 

backgrounding was much smaller for activities and states than accomplishments and 

achievements. 

  Interestingly, the frequency of foregrounded states were only slightly higher than 

backgrounded states. This relatively even distribution appeared to indicate that even 

within the lower proficiency groups, beginner participants may have been guided by 

narrative grounding in the selection of past aspectual morphology. Participants from the 

beginner proficiency group were also able to associate preterit morphology with 

foregrounded activities. Like foregrounded states, frequencies of foregrounded activities 

were only slightly higher than backgrounded activities. This appeared to suggest that 
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beginner participants were also guided by narrative grounding in the selection of past 

aspectual morphology for activities. However, beginner participants produced hardly any 

backgrounded accomplishments or achievements, which was most likely the influence of 

task type since more advanced participants did the same thing.  

 It is also important to note that there was a high number of backgrounded contexts 

where beginner participants incorrectly selected preterit morphology for backgrounding. 

For states, there were 29 backgrounded contexts where beginner participants incorrectly 

selected preterit morphology. Additionally, there were 15 backgrounded contexts with 

activities where beginner participants incorrectly selected preterit morphology. On the 

other hand, the frequencies of incorrect use of preterit morphology were very low. This 

suggested that beginner participants had a more difficult time identifying correct contexts 

for backgrounding with imperfect morphology with states and activity verbs. They were 

overusing the preterit with atelic verbs more than overusing the imperfect with telic 

verbs. This may have been attributed to the non-sequential nature of the personal 

narrative task because rather than narrating a series of scenes, beginner participants had 

to produce an evaluative narration on their own. Their experience using imperfect 

morphology might not have been broad enough to use it to identify backgrounded 

information correctly and consistently.  

 Chi-square analysis on foregrounded tokens revealed that the beginner group used 

more accomplishments than expected when compared to the native speaker group. This 

can be attributed to the beginner group repeatedly using the verb ir as accomplishments 

in their personal narratives. In fact, the repeated use of ir accounted for 39 of the 58 

foregrounded accomplishments whereas they were much lower for the native-speaker 
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group. Had frequencies of ir not been as high as they were, the chi-square analysis might 

not have found a significant difference between observed and expected frequencies that 

focused on foregrounded accomplishments when compared to the native-speaker group. 

Additionally, chi-square analysis on backgrounded tokens revealed that the beginner 

group use more backgrounded activities than expected when compared to the native-

speaker group. The higher frequencies of backgrounded activities as durative events with 

unbounded conclusions contrasted with almost no frequencies of backgrounded 

accomplishments, which are also durative. This suggested that beginner participants 

narrated their personal narratives with activities without any focus on when those events 

ended. This was also common within the other proficiency groups as well, but chi-

squared analysis found no significant differences within those groups. 

 The intermediate and advanced proficiency groups followed a similar pattern as 

the beginner proficiency group because they contained a high frequency of foregrounded 

activities and states. The percentage differences showed that the two groups had a higher 

use of backgrounding than foregrounding. For activities, foregrounded activities had the 

second highest percentages of the verb classes.  

 It was noted that the two proficiency groups were different in that frequencies of 

backgrounded states were higher than foregrounded states. This was evident within the 

intermediate group, but this could have been attributed to participant’s production of 

longer personal narratives. Both proficiency levels contained a higher frequency of 

foregrounded activities over backgrounded activities. These frequencies of foregrounded 

and backgrounded states and activities supported the claims behind the DH. Participants 

at these levels appeared to be guided by narrative grounding more so than lexical aspect 
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when making past aspectual selections. Chi-square analysis found that like the beginner 

group, the intermediate group also used more foregrounded accomplishments than 

expected when compared to the native-speaker group for the same reason. The 

intermediate group repeatedly used the verb ir far more than any other verb with 47 out 

of 68 tokens. 

 Unlike the beginner proficiency group, there were fewer backgrounded contexts 

where preterit morphology was incorrectly used in the intermediate proficiency group. 

For states, 13 backgrounded clauses incorrectly contained preterit morphology. For 

activities, there were only 10. For the advanced proficiency group, there were five 

backgrounded clauses with incorrect preterit morphology for states and only one for 

activities. Throughout the verb classes of both proficiency levels, fewer backgrounded 

clauses incorrectly contained preterit morphology. The low instances of incorrect use 

suggested that participants were able to associate past aspectual morphology with 

narrative grounding. Like the beginner group, intermediate and advanced participants 

produced very few backgrounded accomplishments or achievements in their personal 

narratives, which suggested that when making past aspectual selections for the two telic 

verb classes, they were guided primarily by lexical aspect. 

 The native-speaker proficiency group also showed a similar pattern of distribution 

of preterit and imperfect morphology based on grounding. Percentage differences for 

foregrounded and backgrounded activities and states were much closer together than 

accomplishments and achievements. Frequencies of foregrounded and backgrounded 

states were almost identical to one another, unlike the intermediate and advanced 

proficiency groups, which showed that native-speakers were guided by narrative 
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grounding. This also applied to foregrounded activities, although they were higher than 

backgrounded activities. However, like the other three proficiency groups, native-

speakers produced hardly any backgrounded accomplishments or achievements. Given 

the descriptive nature of the personal narrative task, native-speakers most likely did not 

create any contexts that would have promoted the use of bounded verbs as backgrounded 

information because there was no incentive to do so.   

 It was interesting to note that within each proficiency group, many of the 

participants structured their personal narratives that in ways were more impersonal than 

expected, with contexts that required higher use of preterit for foregrounding instead of 

imperfect for backgrounding. This was due to participants within each proficiency group 

repeatedly sequencing different memories of their favorite vacation that created contexts 

for foregrounding one after the other. Much like how the film-retells were narrated, the 

personal narratives within each proficiency group contained many instances of memories 

being sequenced one after the other. Consider the following excerpts: 

Example 5.5. Excerpts of Sequenced Memories 

 …nos relajamos (ACT) y conocimos (STA) mucha familia. Mis primos y yo fuimos 

(ACC) a cape code hace dos años. Visitamos (ACT) su otros primos…Este un mar cerca 

de la casa y nos fuimos (ACT) todos los días del vacaciones. Fue (STA) necesitar para 

caminamos (ACT) del woods para uno o dos miles. Una día fuimos (ACT) al una playa 

más largo que el mar de casa. 

- Beginner level, Participant 17, Clauses 2-10 

 

…entonces pudimos (STA) ver sunset. Mis sobrinos jugaron (ACT) en el parqet a la 

restaurante. El resto de la familia se sintieron (STA) a la mesa para pedir comida. Yo 

Comí (ACC) una bocadillo de pollo y fue (STA) delicioso. Después de cena fuimos 

(ACC) al boardwalk. 

- Intermediate level, Participant 19, Clauses 16-21 
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…pero para las vacaciones de primavera en marzo mi major amigo y yo viajamos (ACC) 

a España. Fuimos (ACT) por ocho días y nos quedamos (STA) en esa cuidad por cuatro 

días. Fue (STA) spectacular. 

- Advance level, Participant 17, Clause 3-8 

 

…y fuimos (ACC) a la playa 3 delos 5 días que estuve (STA) en Daytona. Fue (STA) el 

día favorite fue (STA) el…de esa semana. Esa día no levantamos (ACH) temprano y 

pasamos (ACT) todo el día en la playa con unos nuevos y viejos amigo. Tomamos (ACH) 

de la …a las cinco y luego tuvimos (STA) un asado en el apartamento de mi amigo. 

Después que no recuperamos (ACT) un poco fuimos (ACT) a un discoteca llamado 

Coyote Ugly. Fue genial. 

- Native-Speaker level, Participant 6, Clauses 8-17 

 

All verbs in the four excerpts above contained verbs with preterit morphology, yet the 

majority of them are either activities or states. In each excerpt, the vacation is narrated as 

a series of events happening one after the next rather than a purely personal recount of 

what happened. In Mis primos y yo fuimos (ACC) a cape code hace dos años. Visitamos 

(ACT) su otros primos…Este un mar cerca de la casa y nos fuimos (ACT) todos los días 

del vacaciones from the beginner level for example, going to Cape Code happened first, 

followed by visiting the cousins, and then going out going out every day. There was no 

evaluative information giving further description to this foregrounded events. The first 

verb was an accomplishment because the internal argument a cape cod denoted an 

endpoint. The second two verbs denoted prototypically unbounded events because there 

were no adjuncts of internal arguments to establish an endpoint, and they went on for an 

indefinitely period of time. The use of preterit morphology to foreground them 

established boundedness.  

 Other studies on past aspect have shown that higher frequencies of imperfective 

(imperfect) over perfective (preterit) aspect do not always occur in personal narratives. 

Wiberg (1996), for example, researched past aspectual selections in Italian in 24 L1 

Italian speakers. The participants provided oral personal retellings, which showed more 
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than twice the use of perfective morphology (passato prossimo) as opposed to 

imperfective morphology (imperfetto).  

 Wiberg’s (1996) results mirrored what the data in Table 4.2 found for 

foregrounded evens. Given the higher frequencies of activities and states with preterit 

morphology rather than accomplishments and achievements, it begged the question of 

what could have caused this, especially since this occurred across all proficiency levels. 

One explanation was that during the data collection process, the instructions explicitly 

required participants to write of specific events about their vacation. This was an attempt 

to promote higher use of contexts that required the preterit in narratives that would 

otherwise be heavily biased towards the imperfect. Another explanation was the timing of 

the writing of the personal narrative. All participants watched “Alone and Hungry” twice 

and then wrote their film-retell narratives. Participants then wrote their personal 

narratives immediately thereafter. Given that participants had 15 minutes to produce their 

narratives, they may not have had sufficient time to shift to the more complex linguistic 

task of writing a personal narrative and thus, used higher than expected preterit 

morphology to sequence their memories rather than provide truly external evaluation of 

their vacation. 

 In conclusion, the data for the personal narrative revealed partial support for the 

DH. Participants within each proficiency may have been guided more by narrative 

grounding when selecting past morphology for atelic activities and states. Frequencies of 

foregrounded activities and states were high within each proficiency group but were very 

low for backgrounded achievements and almost nonexistent for backgrounded 

accomplishments. In contrast, frequencies of foregrounded achievements, a prototypical 
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association, were the highest of the verb classes within each proficiency level. Even 

though frequencies of foregrounded accomplishments were the lowest of the verb classes, 

they were still much higher than backgrounded accomplishments. This discrepancy of 

frequencies between foregrounded and backgrounded telics strongly suggested that 

participants within each proficiency level were guided by lexical aspect rather than 

grounding.  

 Similar to the support found for the DH for the film-retell task, it was surprising 

that all proficiency levels were able to associate preterit morphology with activities and 

states, which constitute as non-prototypical associations. The following section answers 

the third and final research question by analyzing the types of verbs that were present 

within each proficiency group through the use of TTRs. Even though participants from 

each proficiency group were guided by narrative grounding when foregrounding events 

with atelic verbs, that did not mean they were able to use a diverse array of different 

verbs to construct their narratives. This is especially important for state given the high 

frequency of the copula ser that other studies have reported (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998; 

Camps, 2005). If all proficiency groups truly showed evidence of the DH when 

foregrounding information with atelic verbs for example, then it would be expected that 

higher proficiency groups should be able to use a wider variety of activity and state verbs 

to narrate the film-retell and personal narratives. Analyzing verb types in the personal 

narratives should provide further insight into learner development regarding how 

participants construct discourse with the verbs they know. 
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Discussion of the Data and the Type-Token Ratios 

 The third research question asks if lexical variety differed according to 

proficiency group and aspectual verb class within uses of preterit and imperfect 

morphology. This section analyzes the different verb types and tokens that formed the 

TTRs. The data for the film-retell and personal narrative tasks showed partial evidence 

for both the LAH, in how preterit and imperfect morphology was distributed across the 

four verb classes; and the DH, in how past aspect was used to foreground and background 

information. The TTRs showed the lexical diversity of each verb class within each 

proficiency group. This was important in knowing what kind of verb types participants 

from each group, used to make past aspectual selections on the basis of lexical aspect and 

narrative grounding. It was expected that as proficiency increased, so too would the 

lexical diversity of verb in both the film retell and personal narrative. 

Type-Token Ratios for the Film-Retell Task 

 The data on the TTRs on preterit and imperfect morphology from the film-retell 

task, shown in Chapter 4, is repeated here in Table 5.5. 
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Table 5.5 TTRs for the Film-Retell Task 

Lexical 

Class 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

1. ACH 

 TTR and % 

Preterit 
22/172 

(12.79%) 

39/246 

(15.85%) 

56/261 

(21.46%) 

87/331 

(26.28%) 

Imperfect 
7/9 

(77.78%) 

13/28 

(46.43%) 

19/28 

(67.86%) 

12/16 

(75%) 

2. ACC 

 TTR and % 

Preterit 
12/27 

(44.44%) 

19/36 

(52.78%) 

18/38 

(47.37%) 

27/39 

(69.23%) 

Imperfect 
3/4  

(75%) 

6/6  

(100%) 

3/4  

(75%) 

4/4  

(100%) 

3. ACT  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
26/95 

(27.37%) 

15/66 

(22.73%) 

23/69 

(33.33%) 

23/52 

(44.32%) 

Imperfect 
10/39 

(25.64%) 

16/53 

(30.19%) 

19/44 

(43.18%) 

15/36 

(41.67%) 

4. STA  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
14/77 

(18.18%) 

19/83 

(22.89%) 

22/102 

(21.57%) 

30/113 

(26.55%) 

Imperfect 
8/40 

(20%) 

14/83 

(16.87%) 

17/86 

(19.77%) 

17/92 

(18.48) 

 

 The TTRs for achievements with preterit morphology showed a clear pattern from 

the beginner to native-speaker proficiency groups. As verb tokens increased, so too did 

types. This suggested that the higher proficiency groups, especially the native-speaker 

participants, had a richer lexicon their disposal than the lower proficiency groups. In each 

proficiency group, there were a number of types of verbs that participants used more than 

others. However, given that participants in each proficiency group narrated “Alone and 

Hungry”, there were specific, high-frequency verbs that all participants repeatedly used: 

decir, llamar, and robar. As Bardovi-Harlig (1998) noted, one of the advantages of using 

a film-retell as an instrument to collect data is that the researcher already knows the 

sequence of events. Many of the scenes did involve saying something, calling someone, 

and robbing something, so it was unsurprising that participants in each proficiency group 

repeatedly used decir, llamar, and robar in their narratives.  
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 In contrast to preterit morphology, TTRs of achievements with imperfect 

morphology were markedly different. Although the ratios were much higher than TTRs 

for preterit morphology, the frequencies of the verb types and tokens were much lower. 

The low frequency of different verb types was not necessarily an indication of learner 

development, but the influence of task type. 

 The TTRs for accomplishments with preterit morphology revealed much smaller 

differences within each proficiency level. There was a clear difference between the 

beginner and native-speaker proficiency groups in that the latter had a higher frequency 

of types and tokens. The characteristic that applies to participants in the beginner, 

intermediate, and advanced proficiency group was their repeated use of the verb ir. This 

made sense because throughout “Alone and Hungry” there were multiple scenes that 

depicted physical movement of the main characters to specific places. Participants 

repeatedly used ir with destination arguments to describe those actions as bounded 

events. This verb type was the only one to stand out in its frequency of use. All other verb 

types were used much less frequently. Participants within each proficiency level used 

hardly any accomplishments with imperfect morphology. As a result, the TTRs for 

accomplishments were not meaningful. 

 The TTRs for activities were more revealing because their use was not mostly 

limited to preterit morphology, as was seen with accomplishments and achievements. 

Section 5.2 explained that frequencies of preterit morphology with activities were higher 

than imperfect morphology within each proficiency group, including the native-speakers. 

This served as evidence for the DH because preterit morphology is not prototypically 

associated with atelic activities. However, despite such evidence in support of the DH 
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participants did not narrate “Alone and Hungry” with the same lexical variety within each 

proficiency group. 

 The TTRs for activities within the advanced and native-speaker proficiency 

groups were higher than those from the lower proficiency groups. This suggests that 

participants in the two higher groups had more varied vocabulary knowledge than the two 

lower groups. This was evident by the lower group’s repeated use of the verb correr. In 

the beginner group, correr accounted for 28 of the 95 tokens. All other verb types 

numbered below ten in token frequency counts. In the intermediate group, correr 

accounted for 22 tokens. Again, all other verb types numbered below ten in token 

frequency counts. The use of correr decreased to 15 in the advanced group and only four 

in the native-speaker group.  

 The repeated use of specific high, frequency verbs in the beginner and 

intermediate proficiency groups suggested two motivating factors. First, the scenes in 

“Alone and Hungry” played a role in influencing verb choice. In the film, there were 

multiple events showing the act of running. It made sense that participants in these two 

groups would repeatedly use them. Second, participants in the two lower groups’ 

vocabulary knowledge was not advanced enough for them to vary their verb choices in 

the way that the higher groups did. Although there were fewer verb types used by the 

intermediate group than the beginner group, no one verb type dominated. As a result, 

even though participants at the lower proficiency groups did show evidence of being 

guided by narrative grounding in their selections of preterit morphology for activities, 

they were constrained by the repeated use of specific verb types.  
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 The TTRs for states were also revealing for the same reasons as activities. Their 

use was not limited to imperfect morphology. In fact, like activities, participants within 

each proficiency level selected preterit morphology to foreground information more 

frequently than imperfect morphology, which aligns with the claims of the DH. There 

was a noticeable difference in TTRs between the beginner and native-speaker proficiency 

group as both types and tokens increased within each proficiency group. This suggested 

that the more varied verb use at the higher proficiency levels was indicative of a more 

advanced vocabulary.  

 However, it is important to note that participants within each proficiency group 

repeatedly used the verbs ser and ver in their narratives. For the beginner group, tokens 

of ser and ver comprised of 61% of all states with preterit morphology, 55% for the 

intermediate group, 50% for the advanced group, and was 44% for the native-speaker 

group. The decrease of the percentage in the use of ser and ver can be attributed to an 

increase in different verb types with each proficiency level. This leads to the conclusion 

that even though each proficiency group showed evidence of the DH through the high 

frequencies of preterit morphology to foreground in states, the lower groups were more 

constrained in their verb choices when narrating “Alone and Hungry” than the higher 

proficiency levels.  
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Type-Token Ratios for the Personal Narrative Task 

 The data on the TTRs on preterit and imperfect morphology from the personal 

narrative task, shown in Chapter 4, is repeated here in Table 5.6. 

Table 5.6 TTRs for the Personal Narratives  

Lexical 

Aspect 

Grammatical 

Aspect 
BEG INT ADV NS 

1. ACH  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
12/19 

(63.16%) 

25/49 

(51.02%) 

16/40 

(40%) 

21/50 

(42%) 

Imperfect 
3/3  

(100%) 

4/4  

(100%) 

5/7 

(71.43% 

5/8 

(62.50%) 

2. ACC  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
15/58 

(25.86%) 

13/68 

(19.12%) 

12/58 

(20.69%) 

24/50 

(48%) 

Imperfect 
5/15 

(33.3%) 

1/4  

(25%) 

5/6 

(83.33% 

3/3 

(100%) 

3. ACT  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
22/63 

(34.92%) 

36/65 

(55.38%) 

36/82 

(43.90%) 

30/73 

(41.10%) 

Imperfect 
19/47 

(40.43%) 

25/42 

(59.52%) 

28/55 

(50.91%) 

21/34 

(61.76%) 

4. STA  

TTR and % 

Preterit 
19/93 

(20.43%) 

25/96 

(26.04%) 

33/104 

(31.73%) 

28/135 

(20.74%) 

Imperfect 
10/61 

(16.39%) 

18/162 

(11.11%) 

18/139 

(12.95%) 

22/128 

(17.19%) 

 

 As explained earlier in this chapter, the use of achievements and accomplishments 

in this task to foreground and background information did not align with the DH. There 

were hardly any backgrounded achievements or accomplishments, as evidenced by the 

very small frequency counts of types and tokens. As a result, the very high TTRs were 

not useful to analyze lexical diversity in those two verb classes.  

 As in the film-retell, each proficiency level showed evidence of making past 

aspectual selections on the basis of narrative grounding for activities. This was especially 

evident in that frequencies of foregrounded activities, a non-prototypical association, 

exceeded the frequencies of backgrounded activities, as section 5.2 explained. This was 

also evident in the frequencies of foregrounded types within each proficiency group. The 
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frequencies of types increased within each proficiency group before decreasing within the 

native-speaker group. It was surprising to note that there was no noticeable repeated use 

of foregrounded activity verbs within each proficiency group. This suggested that 

participants within the lower proficiency groups had a large enough vocabulary to narrate 

their favorite vacation.  

 Like activities, the claims of the DH were also present in foregrounded state verbs 

within each proficiency level. However, similar to the film-retell task, participants 

repeatedly used ser and ver to foreground information. In fact, the two verbs made up 

59% of foregrounded states within the beginner group, 54% within the intermediate 

group, 44% within the advanced group, and 47% within the native-speaker group. This 

suggested that the lower proficiency groups were able to show evidence of the DH 

through the repeated use of ser and ver as opposed to using a higher variety of 

foregrounded state verbs, as the higher proficiency levels did. The end result was that 

participants within the lower proficiency groups did not have the vocabulary knowledge 

of different state verbs to use in their personal narratives in the way that the higher 

proficiency groups did.  

 In conclusion, participant narratives within each proficiency group of the film-

retell and personal narrative showed evidence in support of the DH through their use of 

foregrounded activities and states. These are non-prototypical associations between 

grammatical aspect and lexical verb class needed to distinguish between the DH and the 

LAH. An analysis of the TTRs as well as the repeated use of specific verb types revealed 

that participants at the lower proficiency group were more limited in their ability to use a 

variety of different verb types as evidenced by their use of specific, high-frequency verbs 
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such as ser, ver, and correr as the most prevalent examples. This can be attributed to the 

lack of vocabulary knowledge that the higher proficiency groups have.  

Summary of Discussion 

 This chapter presented the discussion on how the use of past aspectual distinction 

differed on the basis of lexical aspect and narrative grounding in both the film-retell and 

personal narrative tasks. It also discussed the results of the TTRs where there was 

evidence of narrative grounding. The results for the first research question revealed 

support for both the LAH and the DH in that preterit morphology in the film-retell and 

personal narrative task had a higher percentage difference with imperfect morphology in 

achievements and accomplishments than in activities and states (Andersen (1986, 1991).  

 The results for the second research question also revealed partial support for the 

DH in that there were high frequencies of foregrounded activities and states. However, 

there was little evidence of backgrounded accomplishments or achievements in any 

proficiency group for both the film-retell and personal narrative task. This was also seen 

to be attributable to the task types used in the study. Sequential scenes dominated “Alone 

and Hungry” but did not seem to encourage the use of background information (Bardovi-

Harlig, 1998). Even in the native-speaker group, context of the short film did not promote 

the narration of extended background information.  

 For the personal narratives, as in the film-retell task, there were higher 

frequencies of foregrounded activities and states. It was noted that most of the narratives 

within each proficiency group produced impersonal narratives that sequenced one 

different memory after the next without any detailed description. Participants might have 

written this way because they wrote their personal narratives immediately after narrating 
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“Alone and Hungry”; they may still have been influenced by the sequential nature of the 

film.  

 Finally, the data for the third research question concerning the TTRs revealed that 

even though the claims behind the DH were present within each proficiency group for 

atelic activities and states, that did not mean all participants worded their narratives in the 

same way. Participants in the lower groups were constrained by the repeated use of high-

frequency verbs when selecting past morphology on the basis of narrative grounding. 

This was most likely the result of low vocabulary knowledge. This was not so much a 

problem for participants in the higher proficiency groups, which showed a more varied 

vocabulary system. These results indicated that even though a proficiency group may 

have shown evidence of selecting past aspect on the basis of narrative grounding, it 

would be wise to assess the different verb types used in creating that narrative. This is 

especially important considering that the DH is supposed to be representative of more 

advanced language users and native-speakers. 

Implications of the Study 

 As shown in the data for the first and second research questions, at no point in any 

of the four proficiency groups could either the LAH or the DH exclusively explain the 

use of participant’s preterit or imperfect morphology. Following Salaberry’s (2011) 

study, the two hypotheses appeared to form a complementary continuum of aspectual 

development instead, where evidence of both could be found within each proficiency 

group. The selection of preterit and imperfect morphology followed the claims of the 

LAH. In both the film-retell and personal narrative tasks, the preterit was associated most 

with achievements, followed by accomplishments, activities, and then states. The 
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imperfect was associated most with states, followed by activities, accomplishments, and 

then achievements. Foregrounded clauses followed the claims of the DH. There were 

high frequencies of non-prototypical use of the preterit with activities and states. 

However, this did not extend to high frequencies of the imperfect with accomplishments 

or achievements.  

 These patterns are noteworthy because Andersen (2002) explained that as 

language proficiency increases, so too does the strength of association of particular forms 

and meanings. The task type for the film-retell, “Alone and Hungry”, played an important 

role in the association of preterit morphology with achievement verbs as well as 

imperfect morphology with states, which are two prototypical associations. Within each 

proficiency group, participants were able to associate preterit morphology with the 

punctual events of the film to denote boundedness. The beginner group in particular 

produced very few incorrect tokens of preterit morphology with achievements. This 

indicated that they might have been influenced by lexical aspect when selecting preterit 

morphology. They were probably not using the preterit as a default marker. 

 A pattern of increasing frequencies was also seen in states with the imperfect, 

although they were lower than the preterit with achievements. The beginner group 

frequently used high-frequency verbs, such as ser, ver, and tener with the imperfect. 

Unlike the other proficiency groups, the beginner group produced several incorrect 

tokens of states with imperfect morphology, which suggested that some beginner 

participants might not have been able to recognize unbounded events. However, incorrect 

use of states with imperfect within the other three proficiency groups were very low or 

non-existent, which suggested that they were able to distinguish between bounded and 
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unbounded events. Additionally, within each proficiency group, state verbs became more 

varied. The patterns of increasing frequency tokens of achievements with preterit and 

states with imperfect supports Shirai’s (2004) claim that in cross-sectional studies, 

prototypical associations became stronger as the learner’s proficiency increased. In this 

study, this stronger association was also accompanied by more varied verb use. 

 Participants within each proficiency group were also able to make past aspectual 

selections on the basis of narrative grounding. These non-prototypical associations were 

found in the use of preterit morphology with activities and states, but not imperfect 

morphology with achievements and accomplishments. Frequencies of activities and states 

with preterit morphology were higher than activities and states with imperfect 

morphology. Although participants within each proficiency group were able to recognize 

sequential events from “Alone and Hungry”, participants within each proficiency group 

did not use only achievements to describe them. Their selection of preterit morphology 

with activities and states showed that they were able to encode boundedness in verbs that 

were inherently atelic to sequence their narratives based on how they remembered the 

sequences of the film. This constitutes as evidence in support for the DH over the LAH.  

 What differentiated the beginner group from the others was their repeated use of 

the activity verb correr and the state verbs ser, ver, and tener with the preterit. Beginner 

participants did make non-prototypical selections on the basis of narrative grounding, but 

were constrained by the high-frequency verbs they knew. Within the other proficiency 

groups, the TTRs for foregrounded activities and states increased when compared to the 

beginner group, showing more varied verb use. 
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 It is also important to note that within the beginner proficiency group, there were 

six tokens of incorrect use of foregrounded activities out of 85 total contexts. Given the 

small number, it did appear that preterit morphology was used based on the influence of 

narrative grounding rather than as a default marker. Within each proficiency group 

beyond the beginner group, frequencies of foregrounded activities lowered, but so too 

was the error rate. This also suggested that participants were influenced by narrative 

grounding. The beginner group’s repeated use of the verb correr contributed to their high 

frequencies for activities. 

     As presented earlier in this chapter, the LAH/DH continuum was also evident 

in the personal narrative task. The percentage differences between preterit and imperfect 

morphology within each verb class of each proficiency group showed support for the 

LAH. These differences showed that states had the highest association with the imperfect, 

followed by activities, and then accomplishments and achievements. Furthermore, there 

were hardly any non-prototypical uses of the imperfect with accomplishments or 

achievements, so narrative grounding did not appear to be a counterbalancing factor in 

the selection of imperfect for those two verb classes. In contrast to imperfect 

morphology, the use of the preterit was clearly associated with achievements and 

accomplishments more than the imperfect, which suggested that lexical aspect may have 

coincided with narrative foregrounding in those two verb classes. However for activities 

and states, the percentage distributions between the preterit and imperfect was closer 

together. This indicated that participants within each proficiency group made non-

prototypical uses of preterit morphology in those verb classes with activities and states on 

the personal narrative task, which showed evidence of the DH. What was interesting for 
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activities was that the frequencies of foregrounded activities, a non-prototypical 

association, were higher than frequencies of backgrounded activities, a prototypical 

association. Participants within each proficiency group appeared to select preterit 

morphology to establish boundedness in otherwise atelic activities and states in order to 

sequence the events of their personal narratives.  

 The beginner group made incorrect selections of both foregrounded and 

backgrounded clauses with activities more than the other proficiency groups. For 

foregrounded activities, it appeared that the beginner group at times selected preterit 

morphology to sequence information when the context of what they were narrating 

should have been backgrounded instead. In the intermediate and advanced proficiency 

groups, incorrect use of foregrounded activities lessened considerably, which appeared to 

show that L2 learners may begin correctly using contexts for sequencing early in their 

experience using preterit morphology. In contrast, the beginner and intermediate 

proficiency groups made a number of incorrect selections of imperfect morphology for 

activities when the context of what they were narrated should have been foregrounded 

with the preterit instead. Incorrect use of backgrounded activities lessened considerably at 

the advanced group, which suggested that learning to use evaluative contexts for 

backgrounding in personal narratives tasks might take longer than using sequenced 

contexts for foregrounding. 

 Participants within each proficiency group also selected preterit morphology with 

states, a non-prototypical association that aligned with the DH, to establish boundedness 

to sequence events in their personal narratives. Additionally, within each proficiency 

group, incorrect use of preterit morphology in foregrounded states were very low. This 
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might have been attributed to the frequent use of state verbs such as ser. Participants 

within the beginner group might have had prior knowledge on to how ser can be used in 

the preterit. However, both the beginner and intermediate proficiency groups made a 

number of incorrect selections of the imperfect for states when the contexts described 

events that should have been foregrounded with the preterit. As with backgrounded 

activities, incorrect use of imperfect with states lessened considerable at the advanced 

proficiency group. This suggested that learning to identify evaluative contexts where state 

verbs are involved in personal narratives might take longer than identifying sequenced 

contexts for foregrounding.    

 By looking at how participants within each proficiency group wrote the film-retell 

and personal narrative tasks, there was evidence of a continuum of aspectual 

development in how they were guided by both lexical aspect and narrative grounding 

when selecting preterit and imperfect morphology. As proficiency increases, so too does 

varied verb use. Additionally, incorrect use of preterit and imperfect decreases as learners 

gain more experience narrating in the past. It was also evident that task-type played a role 

in the influence of the selection. 

 The following chapter concludes this study by presenting a brief overview of the 

pedagogical implications of the research findings and how they might better inform 

approaches to teaching past aspectual distinction. Additionally, the limitations of this 

study are also presented as well as areas for possible future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

165 

CHAPTER 6 

 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 

 

 This concluding chapter presents the pedagogical implications and the limitations 

of the study. The pedagogical implications discuss how narrative structure plays an 

important role in the acquisition and appropriate use of past aspectual morphology. In 

other words, lexical aspect of the verb alone cannot serve as a reliable indicator of which 

past aspectual marker to use within a given context. The section after that reviews the 

limitations of the study. In doing so, it suggests areas for future research concerning past 

aspectual distinction in the context of narrative structure. 

Pedagogical Implications 

 As discussed in chapter 1, instruction plays a crucial role in the acquisition and 

use of Spanish past aspect. However, prior research has studied the shortcomings of how 

Spanish textbooks typically present specific rules on how to distinguish between preterit 

and imperfect aspect (Frantzen, 1995; Salaberry, 2008; & Whitley, 1986). When 

attempting to speak or write at length, rules of thumb are often more misleading than 

accurate representations of the various aspects of the Spanish past tense. In fact, most 

textbooks do not explain how the preterit and imperfect interact based on narrative 

structure (Westfall & Foerster, 1996). 

 Frantzen (1995) explained that rules of thumb typically consist of a haphazard list 

of uses that are not only at times inaccurate, but also do not prepare L2 learners to think 

about how their selection of one past morphological marker over another is usually based 

on the context of what they are writing or speaking. What is often missing is instruction 

on how to recognize different interpretations and context that requires one marker over 
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the other. Consequently, many pedagogical rules and approaches do not succeed in 

leading L2 learners to a more conceptual-based approach to acquiring the uses of the 

different past aspectual markers (Salaberry, 2008). In the film-retell task, participants 

within each proficiency group frequently associated foregrounded achievements with 

preterit morphology. In the personal narrative task, participants frequently associated 

backgrounded states with imperfect morphology. Both of these examples characterizes an 

initial instructional treatment on how to use the Spanish past tense. Typical texts would 

consist of non-authentic sentences where the context would most likely require 

prototypical pairing between grammatical aspect and the lexical aspectual class of the 

verb in question: achievements and accomplishments with preterit morphology as well as 

imperfect morphology with activities and states (García & van Putte, 1988; Salaberry, 

2008).  

 It was clear from the data that all proficiency groups were influenced by the 

sequential nature of “Alone and Hungry” in making past aspectual selections, and it was 

unsurprising that frequencies of preterit morphology within each verb class were much 

higher than imperfect morphology. Additionally, given the clearly identifiable sequences 

of events of the film, participant’s narratives within each proficiency group were 

generally longer than their personal narratives.  

 The use of film-retells through guided instruction could serve as an effective tool 

for L2 learners to improve their use of Spanish past aspect. The abundance of sequential 

events in films such as “Alone and Hungry” would allow students to see how bounded 

events are contextualized. This would serve as an alternative to the common rules of 

thumb that so many textbooks use. Instead of being told that sequential information 
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generally requires preterit morphology, guided instruction in parsing the events of a film-

retell would allow L2 learners to see how those events are external and denote 

boundedness (Comrie, 1976). This would be most beneficial for lower proficiency 

learners who may not have much experience with the Spanish past tense.  

 Instruction could begin with punctual events first, so L2 learners can see how the 

lexical aspect of the punctual verb aligns with foregrounded information. This would 

eventually expand to accomplishments and activities. Although the use of arguments and 

adjuncts distinguish accomplishments and activities from each other, they do not obligate 

the use of preterit over imperfect morphology. Understanding how they fit into the 

context of the events in a film-retell though, could provide lower proficiency L2 learners 

with a starting point on how arguments and adjuncts can be used to determine past 

aspectual morphology.  

 As the instructor guides L2 learners through the sequences of a given narrative, 

L2 learners begin to understand how narrative contexts directly inform past aspectual 

selections and thus internalize how to recognize bounded events (Negueruela & Lantolf, 

2006). This would serve as an important contrasting point when narrating a film-retell 

with backgrounded events. Guided instruction could help L2 learners analyze specific 

events to understand how additional descriptive information could add more detail to the 

foregrounded event that would require imperfect morphology. For example, students 

could give a list of specific events that happened sequentially during a vacation, events 

that happened one after the next. This would be foregrounded information. What could 

follow would be to add a few descriptive elements to each event that would serve as 

backgrounded information. Additionally, as chapter 5 detailed, participants in the lower 
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proficiency groups generally were more constrained by their limited vocabulary 

knowledge when narrating “Alone and Hungry”. Therefore, exposure to different verb 

types should accompany any use of film as a means to narrate using past aspect. Students 

who are beginning to use past aspect in their writing or speech could benefit from sample 

narratives with varied vocabulary in them. This way, they would be exposed to different, 

lower-frequency verbs that they could use in their own productions. The use of different 

verb types would make L2 learners less likely to rely heavily on specific, high frequency 

verbs to narrate a film retell.  

 According to Noyao (1990), personal narratives are more complex than film-

retells. The narrator may no longer be detailing a series of events but rather making more 

evaluations instead. These evaluations are distinguished from those that move the 

narrative along its timeline (Polanyi, 1985). The data showed that personal narratives 

were much shorter than the film-retells within each proficiency group and were marked 

by the repeated uses of the verb ser and ver.  

 Instruction should focus on how to distinguish between sequential and evaluative 

information when creating a personal narrative. As seen in section 5.2, participants, 

especially at the lower proficiency levels, generally sequenced new memories one after 

the next rather than a purely descriptive account of their favorite vacation which resulted 

in an unexpected increased in foregrounded material. Although the findings in this study 

should not be considered indicative of a broader pedagogical issue, it does show a general 

need for careful instruction in helping L2 learners develop narratives that contain both 

sequential and descriptive information (Polanyi, 1985). Guided instruction should focus 



 

 

 

169 

on assisting L2 learners detailing their memories they want to narrate and how to expand 

on them with descriptive information.  

 Based on the data from both the film-retell and personal narrative task L2 

learners, especially those with low proficiency, would benefit from exposure to past 

aspectual distinction through contextualized narratives such as a film-retell. By 

understanding prototypical associations such as preterit morphology with foregrounded 

achievements and imperfect morphology with backgrounded states, L2 learners should be 

able to develop a stronger foundation to understand and narrate scenes that would 

eventually incorporate non-prototypical associations such as imperfect morphology to 

background achievements and preterit morphology to foreground states for example. 

Limitations of Study 

 This study was carried out by drawing on methodologies and data results from 

prior research on past aspectual distinction in English and Spanish with particular 

attention to Bardovi-Harlig (1998). By analyzing the LAH and DH in both a film-retell 

and personal narrative task, the study sought to understand how the use past aspectual 

morphology differed within increasing proficiency levels on the basis of lexical aspect 

and native grounding. However, upon the completion of the data analysis and discussion, 

the structure of the data collection process revealed several limitations that may have had 

an impact on how the data came out. These limitations centered on the selection of 

“Alone and Hungry” for the film-retell task and the timing of the instructions to write the 

narratives. 

 As explained in chapter 3, “Alone and Hungry” has an important place in prior 

research on the acquisition of past aspect. The context of the film has allowed researchers 
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to understand how language learners and native-speakers interpret and select past 

aspectual markers for each scene. Bardovi-Harlig (1998) explained that “Alone and 

Hungry” was an optimal choice to gather data on past aspectual distinction in a film-retell 

due to the clearly discernable scenes of events happening one after the other in 

succession. The drawback, however, was that the clearly discernable sequences had an 

impact on participants within each proficiency group. With the exception of states, the 

frequencies of the other verb classes with imperfect morphology did not increase across 

proficiency groups. It was expected that at the higher proficiency groups, participants 

would include more background information across the verb classes but that largely did 

not happen, especially for accomplishments and achievements. Participants most likely 

felt that going beyond narrating what was directly happening in “Alone and Hungry” was 

sufficient to complete the narrative task. They might not have thought that the lack of 

evaluative information in narrating “Alone and Hungry” would make their narratives 

incomplete.  

 If future studies intend to analyze both the LAH and DH as this study did, it might 

be advantageous to select a film other than “Alone and Hungry” given that it already 

been used by multiple their studies to analyze past aspectual distinction in Spanish, 

English, and French. It might be better to find a film where the sequence of events are not 

as numerous as in “Alone and Hungry” and show more evaluative elements. This might 

result in higher frequencies of backgrounded information within each increasing 

proficiency group. 

 The second limitation centered on the timing of when participants completed the 

prompts. During the data collection procedure, the narration of the film-retell happened 
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first followed by the personal narrative. The frequencies of foregrounded information was 

much higher than expected. It seemed that participants within each proficiency group 

wrote impersonal narratives of their favorite vacations that were not purely evaluative. 

They were sequencing new memories one after the other instead. Wiberg (1996) did note 

that higher frequencies of backgrounded information does not always occur in a personal 

narrative task. It is possible that in doing the personal narratives immediately after the 

film-retells, participants may have sequenced the events of their vacations more than they 

would have had they completed them at a different time. Given the higher complexity of 

personal narratives (Noyao, 1990), and that they only have 20 minutes to complete it, it 

might have been easier for participants to sequence information more than produce 

evaluative elements, especially in the lower proficiency groups. Because participants 

were completing both narratives during class time, separating them out over different 

days was not an option. In future studies on past aspectual distinction in personal 

narratives, researchers should try to schedule the data collection time to be separate from 

data collection on a different type of narrative task. 

Conclusions and Areas for Future Research 

 The results in this study suggested that the claims behind the LAH and the DH 

were evident in the beginner, intermediate, advanced, and native-speaker proficiency 

groups. Although the three L2 learner proficiency levels and the native-speaker level 

showed that past aspectual selections were based on both the lexical aspectual class of the 

verb and narrative grounding, the effect of task type was noticeable.  

 The data gathered in this study revealed partial support for the LAH based on the 

first research question, as proposed by Andersen (1986 & 1991). Frequencies of 
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achievements with preterit morphology were the highest of the verb classes, but 

accomplishments were the lowest. States had the second highest frequency, followed by 

activities. In contrast, the distribution of imperfect morphology did align with the LAH. 

States had the highest frequency count within each proficiency level, followed by 

activities. Frequencies of accomplishments and achievements were very low across 

proficiency group.  

 There was also partial support for the DH based on the second research question, 

as proposed by Hopper (1979) and refined by Bardovi-Harlig (1998). In both the film-

retell and personal narrative, participants in all proficiency groups showed that they were 

able to select preterit morphology on the basis of narrative grounding for activities and 

states. Participants marked accomplishments and achievements with imperfect 

morphology very few times. The results on the TTRs for the third research question 

showed that even though all proficiency groups were able to make consistent use of 

preterit morphology for activities and states, the verb types were more limited in the 

beginner and intermediate proficiency groups due to repeated use of specific, high-

frequency verbs such as ser, ver, and correr. Even though the advanced and native-

speaker proficiency groups did show an overreliance of some verb types, in general their 

narratives were much more variety of different verbs.  

 Of the research done on the influence of narrative grounding in the selection of 

past aspectual selections, none have analyzed what types of verbs do L2 learners and 

native-speakers use. Bardovi-Harlig (1998) claimed that the LAH and the DH conspire to 

represent L2 learner development of past aspect, with the claims of the DH being 

representative of advanced L2 learners as well as native speakers. The results from 
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Salaberry’s (2011) study assert that the claims behind the DH become apparent in more 

advanced L2 learners. However in the present study, the claims behind the DH were 

evident in the lower proficiency groups as well in that participants selected preterit 

morphology with activities and states. In contrast to the higher proficiency groups, there 

were more incorrect uses of the preterit in activities and states. Future research on in the 

influence of narrative grounding should extend the analysis to the verb types that 

participants in each proficiency group uses. More likely than not, even though lower 

proficiency groups may show evidence of the DH, that does not mean their narratives are 

similarly structured with a wide variety of different verbs as would be expected from 

higher proficiency groups. This could potentially show that the claims of the DH are 

based not only on non-prototypical associations between grammatical aspect and 

grounding but also on the types of verbs participants use that makes those claims 

possible.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A 

STUDENT LANGUAGE PROFILE 

(This questionnaire will be kept confidential) 

 

1. Your Alias (if any):   _____ 2.  Age:     3.  Sex:      male   female 

 

4. Place of Birth:          City     State/country     

 

5. What is your native language? ____________ 6. I am a native / non-native Spanish 

speaker. 

 

7. At what age did you begin speaking Spanish? ________ 

  

    Explain the circumstance (classroom, family, friends, etc.) 

 

8. At what age did you begin studying Spanish? ________ 

 

    Explain the circumstance (classroom, family, friends, etc.) 

 

9. How many years did you study Spanish in high school? ___________ 

 

10. How many semesters have you studied Spanish at Temple? ___________ 

 

11. If you have not resided in the USA for your whole life, how long have you resided in the          

USA?     

 

12. Estimate your general proficiency level of Spanish:  

 

 beginner   intermediate    intermediate-advanced         advanced      

 

13. Estimate your proficiency in speaking in the past tense in Spanish: 

 

 beginner   intermediate    intermediate-advanced         advanced 

 

14. Have you ever spent time in a Spanish-speaking country?       

 

      If so,  where?       when?         how long?      

 

      Explain the circumstances (studying abroad, exchange program, )  
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15. Please briefly answer the following questions: 

      Briefly rate how well you think you can narrate in the Spanish past and please explain  

any difficulties you may have experienced doing this  

 

 

 

      In your daily life, please indicate the percentage of time you speak Spanish and English? 

  

 

 

If you were born in a Spanish-speaking country, do you feel your time in the US has     

changed how you communicate in Spanish. Please explain. 
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Appendix B 

FILM-RETELL TASK  

 

Directions 

You just arrived home and your significant other takes one look at you. 

“What happened, are you okay?” 

“Yes” you reply sitting down. “I saw a robbery in progress down the street” 

“Oh really?” replies your significant other sitting down next to you, “Tell me what 

happened.” 

• Imagine the scene from Modern Times: Alone and Hungry is what you saw with 

 your own eyes. 

• Narrate the events that happened earlier in the day (15-20 sentences). 

• Include as much background description about the people you saw and the events. 

 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 

PERSONAL NARRTIVE TASK 

 

Directions: Imagine that you just got together with an old friend you have not seen since 

you were in elementary school. As you were reminiscing, you then described some of the 

vacations you have taken over the years, but there is one particular vacation that stands 

out to you.  

• In 15-20 sentences, narrate to your friend what that vacation was and what was it 

 like. 

• Describe the vacation with as much detail as you can 

• Include an event that was deeply memorable 

 

Durante mis vacaciones favoritas: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 


