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ABSTRACT 

While many linguists point to the value of using data 

from second language acquisition (SLA) to explore theories 

of language change, few conduct work in this area. The 

primary objective of this dissertation is to bridge the gap 

between these fields by examining the SLA of copula choice 

before adjectives in Spanish. Historically, the copulas 

'ser' and 'estar' have been in competition as the latter 

has been adopted in new contexts with a wider variety of 

adjectives. Current sociolinguistic research shows that 

this change has been accelerated by contact with English 

(Silva-Corvalan, 1986) but that the change itself was 

already present in Mexico where contact with English is 

unlikely {Gutierrez, 1992). Gutierrez (1992) identifies 

classes of adjectives which appear to undergo chcinge first, 

and based on his findings, makes predictions about the 

direction of future changes. 

The classification scheme which enabled Gutierrez 

(1992) to show how the extension of 'estar' progressed also 

allows for a new approach to classification of SLA data. 

Previous studies on the SLA of 'ser' and 'estar' (Ryan and 

Lafford, 1992, Briscoe, 1995) have focused on stages of 

acquisition, but not within the context * copula + 

adjective'. By using data from conversations, picture 

descriptions and contextualized judgment tasks with English 
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speaking high school students of Spanish at various 

proficiency levels, the predictions in Gutierrez (1992) can 

be tested on the order of SLA of the copula + adjective 

structure. In so doing, the results are expected to shed 

light on the relationship between SLA and language change. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this investigation is to test the 

applicability of specific findings in the field of language 

change to acquisition data from English speaking learners 

of Spanish. The particular phenomenon to be studied is the 

extension of the usage of the Spanish copula estar into 

pre-adjectival contexts which formerly required ser. In 

monolingual varieties of Spanish estar has been accepted in 

new contexts, and patterns for this extension of estar have 

been established along both linguistic and social 

parameters. This change is claimed to be a result of 

internal forces of the Spanish language, many of which 

correspond to universal tendencies of language change, that 

have been accelerated in some contact situations. Because 

this change is related to both internal and external 

pressures on the Spanish language, and because there is 

some evidence of a connection between change and 

acquisition, the possibility exists that the second 

language acquisition (SLA) of the distinction between ser 

and estar is subject to similar processes or constraints 

since it involves learning processes as well as contact 

between Spanish and English within the same interlanguage 

(IL). This study will use data collected through methods 

which correspond to the language change studies and to 

recent work in SLA in an effort to discover whether such 
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similarities exist between SLA and language change. 

Prior to a discussion of the connection between 

language change and SLA, this preliminary chapter will lay 

the foundation for the study of the acquisition of ser and 

estar and the discussion which follows. First, the basic 

features of the copula + adjective structure will be 

discussed. The basic verbal paradigms for ser and estar 

will also be provided so that reference to these paradigms 

will be possible in later chapters. In addition, the 

grammatical guidelines for the usage of ser and estar will 

be delineated so that traditional monolingual usage might 

serve as a reference point. This will ground the 

discussion of the extension of estar which follows in 

Chapter Two. The chapter will conclude with a sketch of 

the research questions pursued in this study and an outline 

of the chapters which follow. 

The copula + adnective Structure 

The copula + adjective structure is actually composed 

of three parts: the subject (or referent), the copula and 

an adjective. The referent refers to any noiin phrase which 

holds the subject position in a sentence and is intended by 

the speaker to be modified or described. The adjective is 

the descriptor given. Unlike referent and adjective, it is 

the term copula which is most difficult to define (see 

Navas-Ruiz, 1963, p. 15-18 for discussion). Despite the 
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disagreement which exists in regard to the exact definition 

of a copula, in general terms a copula is viewed as a 

connector between the subject and an element such as an 

adjective which could not function as a predicate alone 

(Falk, 1979, p. 17) . In this respect, the copula is 

different from full verbs because it (usually) obligatorily 

functions with another element as a predicate and because 

it is said to be semantically empty. The degree to which 

the copulas ser and estar are actually empty will be 

discussed in Chapter Two. 

The Verbal Paradigms for ser and estar 

Neither ser nor estar has a regular verbal paradigm in 

the present tense. Nevertheless, it is possible to view 

estar as having a slightly more regular paradigm since, 

ignoring phonetic variation, only the yo 'I' form is truly 

irregular. The verb hahlar 'to speak' is also presented as 

an example of a regular -ar verb. Ser, however, is an -er 

verb and should be compared to coiner ' to eat' or other 

regular -er verbs. The present tense forms for all four of 

these verbs are included below. 

Ser Estar Hablar Comer 

Yo ' I • soy estoy hablo como 
Tii ' you' eres estas hablas comes 
ella 'she' es esta habla come 
nosotros 'we' somos estamos hablamos comemos 
vosotros 'you, pi.' sois estais hablais com^is 
ellos 'they' son estan hablan comen 
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One feature in the present tense paradigm of ser above 

which will be relevant to the discussion later is the third 

person singular form as. This form shares great 

resemblance to its counterpart in English is. This is one 

potential connection between the grammars of the two 

languages for bilinguals or second language acquirers. 

Similar to the present tense, in the present 

subjunctive mood, estar behaves like hablar, a regular -ar 

verb whereas ser does not resemble other -er verbs. The 

same four verbs used to exemplify the present tense are 

repeated below in the subjunctive to illustrate this point 

Ser Estar Hablar Comer 

yo sea este hable coma 
tu seas estes hables comas 
ella sea este hable coma 
nosotros seamos estemos hablemos comamos 
vosotros seais esteis hableis comais 
ellos sean esten hablen coman 

In the paradigm for the preterit tense, a perfective 

past, estar does have an irregular stem, but otherwise 

behaves like a regular verb. Included below with this 

paradigm are the verbs tener 'to have', which also has an 

irregular stem, and hablar, a regular -ar verb. In 

contrast, ser, which is also shown below, has an irregular 

stem in both these paradigms which bears no resemblance to 

any other verb. Because the imperfect subjunctive is 

formed from the third person plural form of the preterit. 
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all of the verbs below will behave the same way in that 

tense and, thus, are not shown. 

Preterit 
Estar Tener Hablar Ser 

yo estuve tuve hable fui 
tu estuviste tuviste hablaste fuiste 
ella estuvo tuvo hablo fue 
nosotros estuvimos tuvimos hablamos fuimos 
vosotros estuvisteis tuvisteis hablasteis fuisteis 
ellos estuvieron tuvieron hablaron fueron 

Finally, in the imperfect tense, an imperfective past 

tense, estar is completely regular (compared again to 

hablar) whereas ser is irregular again. 

Ser Estar Hablar Comer 

Yo era estaba hablaba com! a 
Tu eras estabas hablabas comias 
Ella era estaba hablaba com! a 
Nosotros eramos estabamos hablabamos comlamos 
Vosotros erais estabais hablabais comiais 
Ellos eran estaban hablaban comian 

In other types of constructions ser or estar may be 

used to foirn the base of the structure. Nevertheless, the 

above paradigms represent those which have a unique form 

for each person, and exist in the speech of the second 

language learners in this study. During the discussion of 

language change and language acquisition, these paradigms 

can be compared to other verb paradigms in terms of their 

regularity. This too may play a part in explaining the 

extension of estar and this possibility will be discussed 
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in the next chapter. 

The Copulas Ser and Estar 

In the case of Spanish, both ser and estar, each 

corresponding to English 'to be', are allowed into some 

copula + adjective structures. Nevertheless, neither ser 

nor estar is allowed into all of these contexts. In some 

cases, only one is allowed and in some, the contrast 

between these two contributes to the interpretation of a 

given adjective. Although this study is concerned with the 

usage of these copulas with adjectives, the following 

discussion includes brief examples from the full range of 

contexts for ser and estar. These examples come from an 

introductory text and a grammar book intended for advanced 

readers. The beginning text is included to show how this 

contrast is taught as well as how some of the inherent 

difficulties with the contrast surface. The second 

reference provides more information so that the reader may 

have a context for some of the linguistic discussion which 

follows in chapter two. These two references are provided 

in combination in order to establish a broad enough 

framework to situate all of the studies described later. 

In the beginner textbook Tu diras (Gutierrez, 1995), 

ser is first presented as a means for expressing origin as 

in the sentence soy de Arizona 'I am from Arizona'. In 

that same chapter, ser is presented with adjectives of 
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nationality and as a means for "describing something or 

someone" (p. 39). These two uses are shown in the phrases 

Soy mexicana 'I am Mexican' and el hurrito es muy rico 'the 

burrito is very rich (tasting)'. The next function of ser 

presented is ser + de 'it belongs to' to express possession 

as in el libro es de Juan 'the book belongs to Juan'. 

Estar is introduced much later as a means of 

expressing location as in Tucson esta en Arizona 'Tucson is 

in Arizona' and tu estas en casa 'you are at home' . At 

this same time, the usage of estar with adjectives is 

introduced. These are described as adjectives of condition 

such as esta enferma 'she is sick' and estoy contenta 'I am 

content'. Three hundred pages later, estar is mentioned 

again. It is introduced with the progressive tense as in 

estoy corriendo '1 am running'. In addition, estar is 

described again as a means of expressing adjectives that 

denote states or conditions. Some of the examples given 

are estoy nervioso 'I am nervous' and los tacos estan muy 

ricos 'the tacos are very rich (good tasting)'. It is 

interesting to note that the same example was given (es muy 

rico) with the introduction of ser with adjectives earlier 

in the text. This is not because the text is incorrect. 

It reflects the complexity of the contrast between ser and 

estar. Thus, in a text designed for first and second year 

students, only five of the functions of ser and estar are 
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introduced and even at this level the contradiction and 

complexity of monolingual usage is apparent. 

In a reference book designed for more advanced 

audiences, Sole and Sole (1977) describe the usage of ser 

and estar in greater depth. Provided here is a summary of 

the information included in their chapter on ser and estar. 

In general, ser is said to occur with noun phrases and 

adverbs of time. When it does appear with adverbs of 

place, it expresses origin and occurrence. With 

adjectivals, ser expresses "a quality of the subject" (p. 

250) . In contrast, estar with adjectivals describes a 

state of being. Estar also appears with adverbs of place 

and manner to express location and condition (p. 250). 

Each of these characteristics is exemplified in more detail 

in the following section. 

The copula ser can appear with nouns and words that 

behave like nouns in a variety of contexts. The following 

examples show this diversity. 

Es la verdad 
It's the truth 

Julia es enfermera 
Julia is a nurse 

La vida es trabajar 
Life is working (to work) 

Ser can also appear with de 'of to show the source of 

an object as in possession, origin, composition, or makeup 
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of a referent, and with para "for' to show the beneficiary 

or goal of an action. The examples below illustrate these 

usages. 

Ser + de 
Possession 

Origin 

Composition 

Makeup 

Ser + para 
Beneficiary-

Goal 

El cuaderno es de Ramon 
The notebook is of (belongs to) Raymond 

Julio es de Espana 
Julio is from Spain 

La casa es de madera 
The house is of (made of) wood 

La profesora es de gran inteligencia 
The professor is of great intelligence 

El regalo es para ml 
The gift is for me 

La entrevista es para conocer al solicitante 
The interview is to get to know the 
applicant 

Although estar can appear with de in an expression like 

esta de asistente 'he is the assistant' to mean he occupies 

the position of , this is not a frequent usage. In 

contrast, ser appears quite frequently in the types of 

sentences shown above. 

Estar, which is used to express location, often 

appears with adverbials of place. It is also common with 

adverbials of manner such as mal 'badly' and bien 'well'. 

The sentences below illustrate this point. 
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Location 
Josefina esta en California 
Josefina is in California 

Mi casa esta muy lejos de la universidad 
My house is very far from the university 

Tu hermana siempre esta contigo 
Your sister is always with you 

Adverbs of manner 
i,Estas bien? 
Are you well? 

Mi padre esta mejor 
My father is better (doing better) 

While ser can also appear with adverbials, the meaning 

is distinct. Instead of saying esta en Argentina 'he is in 

Argentina' one might say es de Argentina to mean 'he is 

from Argentina'. When ser is used with a place as in la 

clase es en la universidad 'the class is at the 

university', it has the meaning of 'to occur' or 'to take 

place'. It does not have to mean for example, that the 

class is in session at that time. Ser also appears with 

adverbials of times as in son las cuatro 'it is four 

o'clock' and es julio 'it is July'. Despite the contrast 

in distribution of ser and estar with adverbials, there are 

some instances where both are permissible but the meaning 

is quite distinct. This is shown below. 

No esta aqui 
No es aqui 
He/she/it is not here 
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Esta cerca de aqui 
Es cerca de aqui 
He/she/it is close to here 

In the first pair of sentences above, estar denotes 

location whereas ser denotes the existence of the referent, 

not its location. In the second set, again, estar refers 

to the location of the referent whereas ser denotes the 

existence of the referent and describes its distance from 

another point of reference. 

Both ser and estar can also appear with participles. 

Ser appears with past participles to forin the passive 

voice. Estar occurs with past participles to show 

descriptions of states of being and with present 

participles to form progressive constructions. These three 

usages are exemplified below. 

Passive Voice 
El libro fue escrito por Labov 
The book was written by Labov 

Mi clase fue asistida por todos los estudiantes 
My class was attended by all of the students 

Description of a State of Being 
Los jovenes estan casados 
The young (people) are married 

El coche esta hecho con precision 
The car is made with precision 

Progressive Constructions 
Los cantadores estan practicando 
The singers are practicing 

Estoy buscando a mi hermana 
I am looking for my sister 
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In the examples above with estar and the past 

participle, the past participle functions as an adjective. 

In addition, this adjective implies the result of a 

completed action. This is not always the case however, 

since the past participle may also correspond to a 

simultaneous action or a state of being. Each of these 

possibilities is illustrated below. 

Resultant State 
La casa esta pintada 
The house is painted 

Simultaneous Action 
Esta animada 
She is excited 

Simultaneous State of Being 
El ladron esta rodeado 
The thief is surrounded 

It will be seen in Chapter Two that the way in which 

ser and estar interact with different verb types, as in the 

examples above, can prove useful in developing a 

classification for adjective types. This in turn can lead 

to a characterization of the distinction between ser and 

estar with adjectives that is more detailed than earlier 

approaches. 

In addition to the adjectives derived from past 

participles above, ser and estar take other adjectivals. 

Sole and Sole (1977) claim that ser should be used with all 

adjectives and participles that characterize, define or 
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describe a referent. This contrasts with the traditional 

description of ser as denoting inherent or permanent 

characteristics. They point out that the traditional 

description of ser is more difficult to use since it would 

be hard to say for example, if man is inherently rational. 

In contrast, estar may be used with the same adjectives to 

describe a state of being. Furthermore, estar must appear 

when hallarse 'to find oneself, encontrarse 'to find 

oneself, parecerse 'to seem', sentirse 'to feel', or 

ponerse 'to become' can be substituted. The examples below 

show adjectives which may appear with ser or estar and 

thus, exhibit a contrast in the meaning of the 

interpretation. 

With Ser With Estar 
Es borracha Esta borracha 
She is a drunk She is drunk 

Es alto Esta alto 
He is tall he has become/gotten 

tall 

Es alegre Esta alegre 
She is (a) happy (person) She is in a happy mood 

Es atrevido Esta atrevido 
He is daring He is (acting) daring 

In addition to the adjectives above which exhibit a 

contrast in the interpretation of the sentence based on 

their pairing with ser or estar, there are also some 

adjectives that change their meaning entirely. For 
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example, verde with ser means 'green' while with estar it 

means 'unripe'. Furthermore, there are some adjectives 

which can only appear with ser such as posible 'possible' 

and asombroso 'astonishing'. There are also adjectives 

that occur exclusively with estar such as lleno 'full', 

descalzo 'without shoes', and muerto 'dead'. Finally, 

estar also appears with a number of idiomatic expressions 

such as estar de pie 'to be standing' and estar de acuerdo 

'to be in agreement'. These expressions can be interpreted 

to mean 'in a particular situation/condition, to be 

situated thus'. Given the range of possible usages for ser 

and estar it is clear why this distinction is a difficult 

one for second language learners. Why this complexity may 

also be related to language change will be the topic of 

discussion in Chapter Two. 

Innovations with estar 

The preceding section provided an in-depth look at the 

contrast between ser and estar in terms of their general 

usage and their distribution with adjectives in particular. 

Accepting this as the baseline for monolingual usage, it is 

possible to illustrate some of the ways in which estar is 

being accepted into new contexts. In Chapter Two, it will 

be shown that current educated monolingual usage of estar 

has been involved in a process of extension over many 

centuries. For the purpose of this introduction, however, 
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only current innovations will be discussed. 

In traditional grammatical accounts of Spanish, many 

of the adjectives on Sole and Sole's (1977) list of 

adjectives which may appear with either ser or estar, 

appear only with ser. For example, they allow the sentence 

el nino esta alto 'the child is tall' with the gloss "the 

child has become tall" (p.255). While this interpretation 

is certainly widely accepted today in monolingual speech, 

it was not always allowed with estar, for any 

interpretation. Today, it has gained an even less 

temporally restricted interpretation in some innovative 

speech communities. Because of this, esta alto may appear 

in order to indicate surprise or subjectivity or in very 

innovative varieties it may simply denote the attribute 

itself and show no contrast with ser. In this way the 

number of restrictions on using estar to express a 

particular meaning is decreasing. 

In addition to innovation in the possible 

interpretation of contexts where estar was already 

acceptable in restricted cases, there are innovations with 

adjective classes which did not allow estar before. For 

example, since adjectives like alto 'tall', viejo 'old', 

and gordo 'fat' may refer to the result of an event, they 

tend to allow estar in specific contexts in educated 

monolingual speech. In contrast, adjectives such as 
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inteligente 'intelligent', sincero 'sincere', and honesto 

'honest', do not generally allow estar. Nevertheless, they 

have appeared with estar in the speech of some innovative 

populations. 

The innovations described in this section present 

extremes where the contrast between ser and estar has been 

lost in certain contexts. It should be noted that the 

extension of estar is a process and different speakers show 

varying degrees of innovation in their speech. 

Furthermore, the extension of estar should not imply a loss 

of ser, nor should it imply a total loss of other 

grammatical features in Spanish. This change in progress 

has been taking place over many centuries and this is why 

it provides a good basis for comparison to acquisition 

data. The details of the change itself and the theories 

which seek to explain it will be described in depth in 

chapter two. 

Particulars of This Studv 

Given the monolingual usage of ser and estar, and the 

innovations in the usage of estar outlined above, 

sociolinguists have been able to delineate the path along 

which these changes are occurring. Part of the explanation 

may lie in the degree of regularity seen in the verbal 

paradigms of ser and estar as it interacts with other 

forces that operate in language to cause change. Since 
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features in the extension of estar are said to be evidence 

of universal processes of language change, that process may 

be hypothesized to relate to other linguistic processes 

such as language acquisition. One of the key goals in this 

study, therefore, is the examination of possible 

commonalties between language change in Spanish and the 

second language acquisition of Spanish, 

In addition to examining the possible relationship 

between language change and language acquisition, there is 

a second important research question in this study. 

Research on the acquisition of ser and estar has not 

normally dealt in any depth with their use with different 

adjective classes. Prior studies of the acquisition of 

these copulas included the categories ser + characteristic 

and estar + condition. While this does not exclude any 

cases of the copula + adjective structure, the description 

in this chapter of the complexity of the distinction 

between ser and estar with copulas suggests the possibility 

that there are more than two types of structure. In 

addition, it seems likely that some characteristics will be 

more difficult to identify than others and, thus, the 

structure ser + characteristic cannot be acquired all at 

once. The same possibility exists for the structure estar 

+ condition. As a result, the second research question to 

be investigated in this study is whether the use of lexical 
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distinctions between structures that fall within one of the 

two broad categories of copula + adjective can reveal a 

more detailed process of acquisition. 

The final research question to be examined involves 

the unification of findings in sociolinguistics and second 

language acquisition in order to evaluate current 

linguistic theory. Some linguistic descriptions of the 

contrast between ser and estar achieve greater adequacy 

than others when faced with actual data on monolingual 

usage. This is also true of second language data. The 

description which can best accommodate both theories should 

be more highly valued in terms of its universality than 

others. By examining how some of the features suggested by 

theoretical linguists to describe copula choice in Spanish 

manifest themselves in the data in this study, each 

description can be examined further. 

The present research is innovative because few studies 

exist which make this type of connection between 

disciplines. More importantly, the combination of methods, 

theories and findings from the fields of language change 

and SLA allow the data to be examined in a new way and thus 

may improve our knowledge of copula choice from historical, 

sociolinguistic, theoretical and acquisitional points of 

view. Finally, this study has practical implications for 

curriculum developers and language educators, since the 
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more we know about the process of acquisition, the better 

we can present content to novice learners, 

The following chapter includes a discussion of 

research conducted in the areas of sociolinguistics, second 

language acquisition, and theoretical linguistics as they 

relate to copula choice. The chapter concludes with a more 

in-depth statement of the three research questions 

mentioned above. Chapter Three includes a description of 

the methodology employed to collect and analyze the data. 

In addition to a description of the research site and 

elicitation materials, the coding scheme used to evaluate 

the data is presented. Chapter Four includes a siommary of 

the research findings. Both qualitative and quantitative 

information about the subjects and their performance is 

discussed. Finally, Chapter Five features a discussion of 

the conclusions which can be drawn based on the data 

gathered. The conclusions are examined by returning to the 

original three research questions and relating them to the 

results obtained. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this study, it 

is necessary to discuss research conducted in the fields of 

historical linguistics, variation linguistics and SLA in 

order to establish the justifications for this 

investigation. This chapter will explore research 

conducted in each of these areas in order to establish both 

the originality of this project and its links to other 

studies. When possible, the discussion will focus on the 

changing status of the copulas in Spanish. The chapter 

will conclude with an explicit formulation of the research 

questions which this dissertation intends to explore. 

A case for cross-disciplinarv investigation 

Recently, several researchers have argued for the use 

of findings in one field of linguistics to improve study in 

a related area. Romaine (1988) supports the use of data 

from pidgin and Creole studies to inform theories of 

language change since the recycling of 'cultural' grammar 

in languages with a long written history like English is 

likely to obscure the universal processes involved in 

change. Therefore, she claims that in order to investigate 

the processes which underlie change, comparison across many 

developmental continua is essential (p. 65) . Greenberg 

(1991) supports this stance with the claim that the 
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difference between SLA and historical linguistics is that 

the former is micro-diachronic and the latter is macro-

diachronic. This means that the processes which bring 

about change in each are related. Since he points out that 

universal principles do not apply in a historical void, one 

can investigate such principles without requiring that they 

be exhibited in exactly the same way. Silva-Corvalan 

(1991) adds further impetus to this argument, stating that 

processes such as simplification are characteristic of a 

number of language processes, including first language (LI) 

acquisition and SLA, foreigner talk, pidginization, 

creolization and language loss (p. 325) . The fact that 

many of the stages in the various processes above seem to 

mirror one another supports the usefulness of exploring 

this type of relationship. 

Hawkins (1991), in a tribute to Roman Jakobson, pushes 

the latter's claims about the relationship between typology 

and acquisition to testable claims. For example, the 

universal principle of Consistency in History, which states 

that at any point in time a given language has been 

consistent with implicational universals derived from 

synchronic evidence, can be translated to the principle of 

Consistency in Acquisition such that the same holds true 

for all stages of IL development. Hawkins also provides 

SLA research findings to support many of these claims. 
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Both Odlin (1992) and Mufwene (1990) discuss the 

relationship between SLA and Creoles with a special focus 

on transfer. Because they both have an interest in 

evaluating the influences of particular substrate languages 

on the development of a Creole, the linguistic, 

sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic aspects of transfer 

are essential. They claim that this is an area where each 

field can help to create a clear idea of how transfer 

operates. The fact that this type of relationship holds 

between many fields on a number of levels is especially 

well illustrated in Williams (1989). She presents a table 

which compares pidgins, Creoles, second languages (L2) , 

non-native institutionalized varieties of English, dying 

languages, and the Ll of immigrant communities along 

sociolinguistic, linguistic, and acguisitional dimensions 

and shows many areas of cross-over between these fields of 

inquiry. 

Despite the growing support of interdisciplinary 

investigation, the relationship between SLA and language 

change has received less attention. Preston's 1989 article 

was the first widely known attempt to map out areas where 

sociolinguistics and SLA could inform each other. Regan 

(1990) adds support by mentioning that the benefits of this 

type of inquiry include helping teachers to provide 

adequate instruction relative to a particular speech 
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community, finding new ways to collect data, and 

recognizing all of the factors which may affect student 

language. One especially important finding is that the 

variation shown in learner language is of two types: 

variation between levels and variation between settings 

(Berdan, 1996) . The first is related to stages of 

acquisition, or the variation which occurs as one moves 

closer to a native-like grammar. This is called vertical 

variation. The second, horizontal variation, refers to the 

acquisition of native-like variation, or the ability to 

speak in a situationally appropriate way. 

The distinction between vertical and horizontal 

variation has been problematic and has sometimes impaired 

communication between SLA researchers and sociolinguists. 

In reaction to this type of conflict, Preston (1993) points 

out that one of the largest impediments to communication 

between the two groups is the misunderstandings that exist 

regarding concepts, findings, and research tools. Preston 

(1996) reiterates that variation is affected by the 

linguistic context, the stylistic level of the discourse, 

the social identity of the speaker, and the historical 

position of the speaker and the discourse. Thus, the 

frustration of the sociolinguist is that SLA researchers, 

language historians, and theoreticians make conclusions 

based on data which do not take all of these influencing 
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factors into account. The opposing concern is that one 

might fail to recognize a generalization about a universal 

process by failing to distinguish which aspects of language 

are related directly to the language system itself and 

which are related to external influences. 

Berdan (1995) reconciles many of these differences by 

stating that the only difference between horizontal and 

vertical variation concerns whether or not time is an 

influencing factor. In this light, looking at the way in 

which learners vary across time, or the stages of 

acquisition, does not necessitate overlooking other 

contextual features. Furthermore, addressing factors in 

the external environment should not prevent the 

investigation of the language system itself. Therefore, 

the fact that the present study seeks to connect the 

patterns of change over time exhibited by language change 

and in SLA does not preclude a discussion of pertinent 

sociolinguistic issues. 

Nevertheless, because this research deals with the 

variation between stages of acquisition, rather than 

situational variation, there is less relevant research 

available for comparison. Despite this, and in line with 

Greenberg (1991), Preston (1993) lends support to the 

investigation of vertical variation by describing L2 

learners as being on a 'fast track' of language change. He 
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further adds that since L2 learners are less likely to 

attach socially symbolic meanings to variables, their 

speech may exhibit patterns in a way that is not confounded 

by other influences as it might be in an LI speech 

community (p.164). The attachment of social value to 

linguistic forms is seen as confounding because in addition 

to purely grammatical decisions, these social values 

present another source of variation. This is also why L2 

learners may mix forms and usages inappropriately since 

they have not yet attached social acceptability labels to 

linguistic forms. 

Universal Processes of Language Change 

A central facet of the discussion so far is the 

assumption that language change involves processes that are 

universal. Romaine (1988) states that theories of 

historical linguistics assume that change is regular and 

governed by constraints, that processes which operate today 

are like those which operated throughout history 

(uniformitarianism) , and that languages are continuously 

facing forces of internal change. It is necessary to hold 

these claims true for both SLA and natural language change 

in order for connections to hold between the two. The 

connection to SLA does not necessitate that learners of an 

L2 have access to Universal Grammar (UG), however, since 

the universal processes may well be constrained by human 
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processing capabilities, not innate knowledge. In fact, 

Preston (1996) mentions that the concerns of SLA 

researchers should be wider than UG issues, since it is 

improbable that all aspects of learner language fall out of 

UG, even if adult learners do have access to it. 

Furthermore, the concept of universal processes does not 

exclude the fact that change in a naturalistic setting is 

influenced by external factors. In fact, the interplay 

between internal and external forces leads to the 

distinction between the two types of variation discussed 

above. Milroy (1992) points out that the linguistic 

conditions internal to a language which favor a particular 

change may exist for years but innovations may not be 

accepted due to other social factors. While this study 

will attempt to control for social factors, rather than 

investigate them, this is not due to oversight. Rather, it 

is in an effort to identify the internal processes which 

were able to proceed due to the social conditions where the 

change is taking place. Since both language contact 

phenomena and second language acquisition introduce 

specific sources of external variation, such as the 

additional language system involved in the interaction, 

universal processes will be an important unifying 

characteristic. 

Before proceeding to the discussion of the particular 
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change under study here, it is important to highlight some 

of the assumptions made in the field of language change, as 

well as some of the universal processes which may be 

relevant to this particular phenomenon. One type of 

semantic change that will prove relevant to this study is 

lexical extension which McMahon (1994) claims may manifest 

itself as the extension of a lexical item to an increased 

number of contexts, producing a reduction in the amount of 

information conveyed. The changing status of estar 

represents this type of lexical extension, also called 

semantic bleaching. Semantic bleaching (loss of a 

particular meaning) can occur in conjunction with a 

restriction in distribution and occurs when the item which 

is extended loses some or all of its meaning in the 

process. In contrast, in lexical extension since some 

lexemes mav retain their initial meaning after extension to 

a new context. Semantic changes of this tvoe can be due to 

forces such as isomorphism and the transparency principle. 

Isomorphism is the degree to which a language has one sign 

for each individual meaning. In order to show that 

isomorphism is at work in a change, the change would have 

to be a move towards a one-to-one correspondence. If 

isomorphism is an explanatory factor in the case of 

Spanish, the change taking place must be leading towards 

two distinct copulas, with two distinct meanings. Although 
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this statement may be shown to be an oversimplification, 

isomorphism will nevertheless be important for this 

investigation. The trzmsparency principle states that the 

greater the degree to which meaning is not transparent, or 

not clearly defined, the more likely change is to take 

place. In other words, natural languages can only tolerate 

a certain amount of semantic opacity. This would be 

evident in language change if, as speakers become less 

aware of a particular semantic feature, associated 

constraints for usage were lost. The process by which 

lexical meaning is lost and syntactic or morphological 

meaning gained is called grawmaticalization. An item that 

becomes increasingly semantically opaque is likely to be 

lost or become increasingly associated with a grammatical 

function. An example of this type of change is the 

formation of the future form in Spanish as in hablare 'I 

will speak' which was formerly made up of the infinitive 

hablar 'to speak' followed by the appropriate present 

indicative form of haber (a modal verb * to have') 

(Lathrop, 1989, p. 194). Over time the forms of the verb 

haber became used as a grammatical ending for the future 

tense. This process of grammaticalization is especially 

relevant to the usage of estar. In line with the 

discussion above, McMahon adds that these changes can be 

caused by internal, historical, social, and psychological 
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factors. 

Bybee (1991) claims that lexical strength which 

resists change is derived from frequency of occurrence and 

supports this with the evidence that irregular verb 

paradigms are usually found in the most frequent verbs. 

While this resistance to change generally refers to 

morphological change, and not semantic extension, it may 

prove relevant for this study for two reasons. First, 

frequency is used in SLA research to explain 

overgeneralization of ser at early stages of development. 

In addition, estar has a more regular verb paradigm (as 

shown by the consistency with regular verbs) than ser and 

this may interact with processes of change. It may be that 

ser has more lexical strength than estar. Each of these 

assumptions will be examined in regard to the acquisition 

data obtained in this dissertation. 

A few studies have investigated one or more of the 

principles above and consequently made interdisciplinary 

connections. In an article about grammaticalization, 

Giacalone Ramat (1995) states that language change is 

connected with stages of acquisition since the general 

forces acting on each cause similarities (p. 119). She 

relates the process of grammaticalization in historical 

linguistics, where an item loses lexical properties in 

favor of syntactic ones, to language acquisition. 
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According to her, grammaticalization in SLA is the 

continuous process of the acquisition of constraints and 

the shift away from the initial lexical categorization that 

learners give to novel items. She claims that the 

similarities between the two are a result of both 

principles of linguistic encoding and universal cognitive 

abilities. 

One example Ramat (1995) gives is the acquisition of 

the tense-aspect category by L2 learners of Italian. 

Learners begin by expressing tense and aspect with lexical 

items (i.e. always) rather than by morphological markings. 

The next stage involves the appearance of some auxiliary 

verbs. In the development of the imperfect for example, 

some learners first build periphrastic forms with the 

imperfect of an auxiliary before developing bound 

morphology which marks the main verb directly. This 

process of development corresponds with the historical 

development of auxiliaries in the Romance and Germanic 

languages. While some periphrastic forms may remain in 

languages today rather than having moved on to the 

development of grammaticalized bound morphemes, both 

language change and language acquisition are seen here to 

move through similar stages. Ramat explains that both are 

driven by a preference for analytical forms which are more 

transparent than synthetic ones. The fact that French has 
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maintained the periphrastic perfect instead of the preterit 

shows that there are other factors which can interact with 

internal language processes and can influence the final 

outcome of a change. 

In keeping with the statements about 

grammaticalization above, Wolfram (1989) also showed that 

as acquisition progresses, the lexical basis for variation 

is reduced and less individual variance is seen. His study-

involved the acquisition of past tense marking by 

Vietnamese learners of English. He found that variation in 

his data was related to particular linguistic forms, 

whether the speech was planned or unplanned, how salient 

the type of past tense marker required was, and the type of 

form required. For example, the greater the perceptual 

distance, or the degree of phonetic difference, between the 

past and present tense, the more likely a form is to be 

marked. Wolfram cautions that a single, categorical 

explanation like the example above taken in isolation 

overlooks the role played by each of the factors mentioned 

above. 

One of the first studies to show L2 variation as 

systematic was Adamson and Regan (1991). In that study, 

native Cambodian and Vietnamese speakers were interviewed 

in English to determine which factors favored the use of 

the non-prestige variant /in/. In English, this form is in 
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opposition with the prestige variant /it]/ in the final 

syllable of words such as hiking. In the LI of the 

subjects however, only the prestige variant exists. This 

means that the task of the learner is to adopt the non-

prestige variant in informal situations. The analysis 

showed that gender, degree of monitoring, and grammatical 

category of the item which contained the variant all 

affected the selection of the non-prestige variant. Not 

only did this study show that variation can be explored in 

L2 speech along the same parameters by which it is 

explained in LI speech, but also that learner speech is 

patterned. 

In a similar study, Young (1993) investigated the 

tendency for Czech/Slovak and Chinese speakers to eliminate 

redundant features in English. This tendency is related to 

the functional hypothesis which states that non-redundant, 

meaningful linguistic material is less likely to be omitted 

than repetitive material. In monolingual speech the 

functional hypothesis has been investigated by a variety of 

researchers. One such study, Poplack (1980), investigated 

the deletion of the -s plural inflection by Puerto Rican 

speakers of Spanish in the United States. She found no 

evidence of a functional effect on the deletion of final 

-s. In fact, one plural marker tended to favor another 

within a noun phrase, resulting in noun phrases which 
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contained all plural markers or none of the plural markers. 

Young (1993) is important not only because it extended 

the investigation of the functional hypothesis to learner 

language, but also because it includes subjects from two 

different language backgrounds, Chinese and Czech/Slovak. 

Young (1988, 1991) and Bayley (1991) found evidence against 

the functional hypothesis in L2 data but since each dealt 

with Chinese and English the generalizability of the 

results was unknown. Young (1993) also found that his 

English as a second language (ESL) learners were not 

subject to the functional constraint in regard to plural 

marking. His subjects did show an effect of transfer in 

their accuracy since the Czech/Slovak group, which has a 

bipartite plural system in their LI, found English plurals 

easier to learn than the Chinese group. As with Poplack's 

(1980) subjects, for all learners one plural marker favored 

another such that speakers tended to include all of the 

plural markers in a phrase or none of them. Because of 

this, the proposed principle of redundancy reduction in L2 

acquisition, does not find adequate support in these data. 

The foregoing studies are important in a discussion of 

cross-disciplinary investigation for two reasons. First, 

each investigates a general principle in SLA theory such as 

lexical dependency or the functional constraint. Second, 

each of these studies represents a successful attempt to 
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apply sociolinguistic methods to SLA study. 

In work directly related to Spanish, Silva-Corvalan 

(1991) discussed the process of simplification found in 

many languages, as exhibited in the tense-mood-aspect (TMA) 

system of second and third generation bilinguals in the 

United States. Her findings were based on interviews with 

Mexican-Americans living in Los Angeles who represented a 

variety of age levels with different levels of educational 

attainment. She found support for a shift to a more 

isomorphic system, such that the most frequent meaning of a 

form became the only use of that item. For example, 

era/estaba 'was' became used for both perfective and 

imperfective uses and iba 'was going' became used only in 

the phrase iba a + infinitive 'was going to + verb'. These 

uses represent a simplification of the overall range of 

possibilities. She claims that this simplification may be 

a result of the cognitive complexity that is created by 

forms which are semantically transparent or complex (i.e. 

involving two or more temporal anchors). This is because 

fue/estuvo 'was' which would normally fill the perfective 

uses is semantically complex. These changes relate 

directly to other studies on language death such as Dorian 

(1980). While Silva-Corvalan is able to show parallels 

between language systems undergoing simplification, she 

cautions that one should always take into account the 
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social setting, since both internal and external forces are 

at work. 

In a related study, Myhill (1991) showed that the TMA 

features believed to characterize Creoles were also found 

in non-Creole languages and SLA data. This study involved 

a textual analysis of a number of Creoles to identify 

common features in each. Some of the aspects investigated 

were the marking of anteriority, future/irrealis and non-

punctuality. While it is unclear if the relationship 

between Creoles and SLA exists because creolization 

involves SLA or because they involve the same processes, 

the similarities are noteworthy. 

Thompson (1991) investigated copula deletion, a 

characteristic common in pidgins and learner language, in 

speech geared towards non-native speakers (NNS). He did 

this by administering a contextualized questionnaire where 

each item provided a situational background followed by 

three or four possible responses. The participants in the 

study were native speakers (NS) of Spanish who were in the 

United States for academic reasons. Thompson found that in 

speech directed towards NNS, his subjects were likely to 

delete ser but not estar. However, before adjectives, the 

tendency to delete was high for both copulas. This is 

especially interesting given that any distinction between 

ser and estar drawn on syntactic grounds would have to 
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justify their behavior in this context. The issue of 

copula deletion is central to explaining SLA data since 

learners also tend to delete both copulas at certain points 

of development. This issue will be discussed later in 

greater depth in reference to specific SLA findings 

discussed below. This survey of the literature shows a 

need for theories which relate language change and SLA to 

the processes discussed above. 

Copula choice in Spanish: A change in progress 

The discussion so far has established a need for 

investigations of the type this study entails and has 

signaled key issues in selecting a particular language 

phenomenon for examination. The extension of the copula 

estar is appropriate for study for a number of reasons. 

The most important consideration is that this change has 

been attributed to internal forces which are accelerated by 

language contact. This means that there exists the 

possibility of exploring the universal processes listed 

above. In addition, dociimentation shows that this change 

has been taking place for at least 500 years and is an 

important component in distinguishing the developmental 

paths of the Romance Languages. Finally, it has been well 

researched in the field of sociolinguistics, both in 

bilingual and monolingual communities. Because the 

bilingual data present the most complete change, it is 
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helpful to begin there in order to discuss all of the 

factors involved in the extension of estar. Afterwards, 

each of the issues mentioned here will be discussed in 

order to further examine the bilingual data and the change 

itself. 

Silva-Corvalan (1986) is the most widely read work on 

the extension of the usage of estar in the bilingual 

community of Los Angeles. Her data come from interviews 

with bilinguals of Mexican descent who represent three 

generations, many age levels and different ages of exposure 

to English. She found that traditional distinctions such 

as [+/- inherent characteristic] cannot explain her 

subjects' choice of copula in pre-adjectival contexts. 

Unfortunately, many traditional accounts also fail to 

adequately describe monolingual usage. According to Silva-

Corvalan, each of the copulas ser and estar should be seen 

as comprised of a bundle of features, either of which may 

gain prominence if the speaker chooses to highlight that 

particular reading. Thus, for monolinguals the choice 

between ser and estar should indicate a subtle semantic 

difference. The features she claims are most important 

are: 1) whether the adjective is one of circumstantiality, 

2) whether the adjective is susceptible to change, and 3) 

whether the speaker chooses to impose a class or an 

individual frame of reference. With a class frame of 
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reference, a subject is referred to as a member of a group 

with that attribute (i.e. (ser): es alegre, 'he is happy' 

= a member of a class of happy people) whereas an 

individual frame of reference compares a subject to itself 

at another point in time (i.e. (estar): esta alegre, 'he 

is happy' = today). Because the option of which 

restriction to highlight in a given context exists, the 

door for semantic change is open. 

Given the distinction in monolingual usage above, 

Silva-Corvalan is able to characterize the changing use of 

estar as a loss of some or all of the restrictions above. 

The table below is taken from Silva-Corvalan (1986, p. 595) 

Stage I Stage II Stage III 

S estar A (S) estar A estar A 
individual frame 
susceptible to change susceptible to change 
circumstantial attribute circumstantial attribute attribute 

S = subject referent, A = attribute 

In the first stage, estar is constrained by both pragmatic 

features such as frame of reference, and the semantic 

relationship between the subject referent and the attribute 

such as susceptibility to change or circumstantiality of an 

attribute. In the next stage of change the restriction on 

the frame of reference is lost, and susceptibility to 

change and circtimstantiality may or may not be relevant. 

This is indicated in the table by putting S (subject 
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referent) in parenthesis since it does not always play a 

role. In the final stage of change, estar is used to 

introduce any attribute and all contrast is lost. 

Assignment of an individual's usage to one of the above 

stages is not absolute, but rather reflects frequency of 

use of a given constraint. Any use of estar where the 

monolingual meaning distinction with ser is not maintained 

can be said to be innovative. This would include both 

stages two and three. 

In addition to the loss of constraints described 

above, Silva-Corvalan (1986) found that certain types of 

adjectives such as those which describe size, physical 

appearance, or age, and those which give evaluation, favor 

the innovative use of estar. In contrast with adjective 

class, animacy showed no effect. The exeimples below show 

both the traditional usage with a given adjective class as 

well as an innovative usage. 

Physical Appearance 
traditional: mi hijo es alto 

my son is tall 
innovative: mi hijo esta alto 

my son is tall 

Age traditional: mi esposo es joven 
my husband is young 

innovative: mi esposo esta joven 
my husband is young 

It is interesting to note that size, physical appearance. 
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and age are all features that are susceptible to change. 

The innovations with the class of adjectives included as 

'evaluation' on the other hand, reflects the interaction of 

subjectivity or circumstantiality with an attribute. The 

coding of adjective classes supports lexical diffusion as a 

facet of language change. In other words, some lexical 

groups may be affected sooner than others by a particular 

change. 

Another important variable in Silva-Corvalan's data 

was semantic transparency. She found that where an 

adjective represented some or no variation in modality 

between ser and estar, but did not change the meaning of 

the adjective, there was a 72% chance of innovation, or use 

of estar. An example of such variation is seen in the 

contrast between the two examples below: 

(ser): Marta eres muy bonita 
Marta you are very beautiful 

(estar): ;Marta estas muy bonita! 
Marta you are (look) very beautiful! 

In the examples above, the meaning of the sentence changes 

to reflect a general characteristic or class frame of 

reference with ser and a circumstantial characteristic or 

individual frame of reference with estar. Nevertheless, 

the meaning of the adjective bonita 'beautiful' does not 

change. In cases where the distinctions between the two 
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become increasingly opaque, semantic bleaching is taking 

place and speakers are less aware of the restrictions which 

distinguish one copula from the other. Having delineated 

the details of this change in progress, the factors causing 

it can be discussed in more detail. 

There is some difficulty in distinguishing the 

influence of language contact from that of internal 

linguistic forces. Costello (1978) shows that the role 

English plays in changes in Pennsylvania German is one 

where rule simplification, only one of many possible 

outcomes, has taken place. Posner (1995), however, claims 

that a true contact change must be one where a marked 

structure is adopted in both languages, rather than an 

unmarked structure which would result from simplification. 

The reason for this is that simplification could be 

attributed to universal processes as well as to contact. 

Van der Wurff (1995) adds that to infer contact as the 

responsible factor not only must a language move towards a 

less preferred type, there must be no other logical way 

that the language could have arrived at that point. 

Because the split copula in Spanish is moving toward a 

convergence between the ser and estar, this can be said to 

simplify the grammar and thus, this change cannot be due 

solely to language contact. 

Smith (1981) voices reservations about the utility of 
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the construct of markedness in studies of language change. 

In fact, the issue of markedness presents additional 

problems in regards to copula choice. First, as alluded to 

above, the distinction between ser and estar is a case 

where it would be difficult to decide which copula was more 

marked. It would be necessary to decide, possibly 

arbitrarily, whether the issue was the markedness of 

Spanish in relation to all languages or in relation only to 

English. This is because the simplicity of a single 

copula, as found in English, may actually be less universal 

than languages which have different copulas for different 

functions. In fact, Thompson (1991) mentions that a 

tripartite system where three separate functions, copula + 

locative adverbial, copula + predicate adjective and copula 

+ existential, are each served by different verbs is quite 

common. 

Another possibility for determining the least marked 

copula would be to appeal to frequency. The problem here 

is twofold. First, one would have to determine whether to 

include all instances of each copula or simply those in 

pre-adjectival contexts, which might be a factor of the 

stages of the change itself. The second related difficulty 

is that there are two ways in which contact with English 

can affect frequency. The similarity between English is 

and Spanish es, which both have the same meaning, may allow 
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one form to reinforce the frequency of the other. Second, 

contact with English has been shown to increase the 

frequency of estar + progressive constructions in Spanish 

due to the frequency of this syntactic construction in 

English, and this in turn may affect the overall frequency 

of estar. From this discussion, it is clear that both 

frequency and markedness will have to be used very 

carefully if they are included at all in the discussion of 

copula choice. 

Given the arguments above, Silva-Corvalan (1994) 

hypothesizes that the extension of the copula estar in the 

speech of bilinguals in the United States is a change with 

internal causes that are accelerated by contact. In 

general, internal motivation for a change can be seen as an 

incompleteness or imbalance in a system, the reanalysis of 

an item caused by rule opacity, or cognitive factors such 

as the tendency to maintain contrasts that will result in 

ambiguity (Silva-Corvalan, 1990). In this particular case 

of semantic bleaching, where estar is generalized due to a 

loss of its semantic restrictions, there are at least two 

system internal forces which may play a role. The first is 

semantic opacity. As the distinction between ser and estar 

becomes less accessible to speakers, a tension is created 

for two reasons. First, the meaning of the distinction is 

opaque and therefore subject to change or loss since it is 
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not readily identifiable. In addition, as the meaning 

distinction is lost, there seem to be two forms associated 

with one meaning and thus pressure exists to eliminate this 

opposition. In cases like this, estar is said to be 

undergoing grammaticalization since its lexical value is 

becoming increasingly more limited while its syntactic 

value as a copula increases via extension to more contexts 

and more frequent occurrences. Another internal force 

which may help to explain why estar is gaining ground over 

ser is that there is a tendency in language to maintain 

regular verbal paradigms while irregular paradigms are 

lost. Although this is relevant to the discussion of pre-

adjectival copulas, it should not be taken to imply that 

ser is moving toward complete loss. Ser continues to 

perform other functions without change, most likely 

enforced by a tendency to maintain a single form for each 

function in a language. For example, the passive voice, 

expressed by ser + participle as in fue destruido 'it was 

destroyed' shows no instances of extension of estar. It 

should be clear that language change is a result of 

balancing various internal pressures and, thus, allowing a 

single force to take a change to completion might create 

additional tension in regard to other tendencies. 

Silva-Corvalan (1994) also appeals to interactional 

factors to explain the motivation of this change. She 
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proposes a Principle of Distance which states that those 

items which are used to refer to our immediate world are 

closer than those which refer to distant objects, both 

objective and subjective. The greater the distance between 

speaker and grammatical item, the more likely this item is 

to be acquired late and lost early. In the case of copula 

extension, since estar refers to an individual frame of 

reference, it implies shared knowledge between the speaker 

and the hearer. Ser, however, provides a class frame of 

reference and thus does not require common knowledge. This 

difference explains why esta grande 'it is big' is an 

acceptable utterance if the listener knows that this is 

said in comparison to the size of the referent at another 

point in time. In second and third generation bilinguals, 

this distinction is being lost and estar is spreading to 

conversations with interlocutors who do not share knowledge 

of the referent (Silva-Corvalan, 1986). This lS explained 

by the Principle of Distance since class frame of reference 

lS farther from the speaker and, thus, lost early and 

acquired late. 

In addition to the factors above, external forces must 

be included in order to account for change in a real 

context (Silva-Corvalan, 1990). In the case of this 

change, there are many situational factors which are said 

to accelerate the extension of estar. These include a lack 
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of normative pressures due to decreased contact with a 

superposed upper-class variety of the native language, a 

restriction in range of communicative uses of the 

subordinate language, and a positive attitude towards the 

superordinate language, combined with a negative or neutral 

attitude towards the subordinate (Silva-Corvalan, 1994) . 

Another factor, related explicitly to contact with English, 

is the increased frequency of usage of the progressive 

structure with estar. While in English the progressive is 

used quite frequently, even to express other tenses such as 

the future, the progressive in Spanish adds an emphasis 

that makes it inappropriate in many contexts, and it cannot 

be used to express the future. This contrast between 

English and Spanish is illustrated below: 

Present progressive 
Tomo cinco clases este semestre 
I am taking five classes this semester 

*Estoy tomando cinco clases este semestre 
(Right this minute) I am taking five classes.. 

To express the future tense: 
Voy a comprar un coche nuevo el jueves 
I am going to buy a new car this Thursday 

*Estoy comprando un coche nuevo el jueves 
I am buying a car (right now) this Thursday 

Given the frequency of the progressive in English, 

contact varieties of Spanish show an increased frequency of 

the progressive as well. The resulting increase in estar 

in this structure may spread to others such as copula + 
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predicate adjective structures and further accelerate the 

change. While all of these factors are important in 

explaining the acceleration of this change in the United 

States, it will be seen that they do not exist in all areas 

where this change is occurring and thus they alone cannot 

provide the same degree of explanatory generalization as 

the internal causes of change. 

Despite the fact that the acceleration of this change 

seen in Los Angeles may not be widespread, Silva-Corvalan's 

study provides information that is essential to both 

understanding the extension of estar and making cross-

disciplinary connections. Silva-Corvalan (1994) claims 

that universal generalizations can be studied in regard to 

constraints on deviations from the source or target 

language. In addition, the relationship between sequences 

of development or learning and sequences of loss, and the 

strategies employed by both bilinguals and language 

learners to compensate for a lack, of certain linguistic 

devices help to reveal universal processes. Each of these 

areas will provide ground for exploration when examining 

the SLA data in the present study. 

Particulars of the Changing Status of Estar 

Now that the nature of the displacement of ser by 

estar and the forces involved have been outlined, we may 

return to the issue mentioned at the beginning of this 
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section: Namely, that this change is a good choice for 

study given its long history and its documentation from 

both historical and sociolinguistic perspectives. In fact, 

the strongest evidence that this change does indeed have 

internal causes, as opposed to being a result of contact, 

is its history. Fountain (1982) argues that the opposition 

between ser and estar should actually be viewed as a 

Romance phenomenon, not just an Iberian one, given the 

various developmental paths of these verbs from Latin. 

The Spanish copula estar comes from the Classical 

Latin full verb stare which had three primary meanings: 1. 

'to stand' (with an animate subject, as opposed to 

sitting), 2. 'stand' (with an inanimate subject, meaning 

to be situated), and 3. 'stay'. From Classical Latin this 

verb had three primary developmental paths which divide the 

Romance languages into branches. In Spanish and 

Portuguese, stare has been retained as a copula, which is 

obligatory in some contexts, and has suffered a reduction 

of its full lexical meaning. In Italian and Rumanian, the 

range of full lexical meanings is retained and has been 

expanded to include instances signifying 'wait', 'live', 

stop', and 'take time'. Stare has also developed some 

copular and auxiliary functions, although not to the degree 

to which it did in Spanish and Portuguese. In Catalan, 

there are parallel forms for the lexical meanings listed 
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above and the development of copular functions has 

progressed past that in Italian, but not so far as usage in 

Spanish. Finally, in French the verb stare has been lost 

completely. The similarity between stare and present day 

French etre ' to be' is a consequence of a morphological 

merger between essere and stare and not evidence of the 

maintenance of stare itself. Fountain claims that "this is 

not simply a morphological accident but is foreshadowed in 

the failure of 'stare' to gain anything like the same 

groiind as it had in Italian and Catalan" {p. 151) . In other 

words, the failure to undergo grammaticalization to any 

degree caused stare to be lost. 

The development of ser is closely related to the 

grammaticalization discussed above. In Spanish and 

Portuguese where the greatest degree of grammaticalization 

occurred, stare remains a separate paradigm and the verb 

essere draws in the verb sedere 'to sit' in order to 

provide the infinitive form ser (with loss of intervocalic 

-d-) and the past participle sido for the contemporary 

paradigm of essere. In contrast, in French, Italian, and 

Catalan where less or no grammaticalization of stare took 

place, stare merges with the essere paradigm to supply the 

past participle. The verb sedere remained independent and 

serves as the modern full verb for * to sit' in these 

languages. One consequence of this developmental path is 
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that stare became associated with locative adverbs and 

animate subjects in Spanish and Portuguese. As a result, 

estar serves more functions in these languages and is thus 

frequent enough to compete with ser in such a way that it 

is undergoing this extension. 

Hengeveld (1991) relates the history of this change to 

both typological and synchronic issues. He uses the Scale 

of Temporal Stability, a typological tool which shows the 

likelihood of an item to undergo change, to explain the 

path of development of non-verbal predicates. In other 

words, the fact that the Scale of Temporal Stability 

(verbs> adverbs> adjectives> nouns) resembles his hierarchy 

of non-verbal predicates, based on a survey of thirty-eight 

languages (locatives> adjectives> nouns> possessives), is 

not a coincidence. The chart below shows the languages of 

the Iberian Peninsula, according to the types of non-verbal 

predication that they allow with estar. 

Locative Adjective Noun 

Possessive 
Judeo-Spanish + 
Catalan + + (animate) 
Spanish + + 
Gallego + + 
Portuguese + + + 
Cabrales + + + 

The table above shows that Judeo-Spanish (an 

essentially conservative variety retaining many features of 

fifteenth century Spanish) and Catalan with animate 
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referents are more conservative than Spanish or Gallego. 

In contrast, Portuguese allows both ser and estar with 

nominal predicates and is therefore less conservative than 

Spanish. This difference is illustrated below (Hengeveld, 

1991, p.88) since the second sentence in Portuguese is 

ungrammatical in Spanish. In Cabrales, the second sentence 

would also be grammatical. 

0 Luis e (SER) professor em Beja 
Luis es profesor en Beja 
Luis is (a) professor in Beja 

0 Luis esta (ESTAR) professor em Beja 
*Luis esta professor en Beja 
Luis is (a) professor in Beja 

It is interesting to note that this chart can be 

interpreted as the synchronic constraints to which each 

language is subject, or as the location of each language at 

its point along the continuum of the development of estar. 

Judeo-Spanish permits estar only with adjectives that 

depict mental states and in this resembles Italian or 

Rumanian. What Silva-Corvalan (1994) has done is to 

explore in depth the development of estar in the context of 

predicate adjectives. 

Hengeveld (1991) also adds two contributing factors to 

innovation, although he does so with reference to Latin. 

He claims that a high degree of permissibility regarding 

non-verbal predicate types and the use of these structures. 
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including equative predicates, can lead to the adoption of 

an alternate copula. This explains the forces which may-

have prompted the development of two copulas. It also 

provides guidelines for the expected phases through which 

the extension of estar should pass. For example, estar 

should first be allowed with locative constructions and 

then with certain types of adjectives and so on. This 

approach reduces differences between speech communities to 

differences in the rate of change. This perspective is 

central to organizing studies on current usage into a 

unified theory. 

Despite clear evidence of the history of this change, 

there is less work available on contemporary manifestations 

of this process. In fact, Lipski (1994), in one of the 

most comprehensive works on variation in Latin American 

Spanish, makes no reference to this change. Kirschner and 

Stephens (1988) found no evidence for the changing status 

of 'estar' in New York City and concluded that the semantic 

nature of the contrast between ser and estar made it less 

susceptible to change than a syntactic contrast would. 

Nevertheless, these conclusions are based on questionnaires 

distributed to college students in a classroom setting, and 

there exists a large possibility that these data are not 

representative of casual speech in this community, since it 

is well-known that people tend to respond normatively to 
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formal questionnaires. 

De Jonge (1993) provides evidence that estar is 

becoming accepted in new contexts with expressions of age. 

This work compared samples of educated monolingual speech 

in Mexico City and Caracas and found that both showed 

evidence of innovative uses of estar, especially with the 

word ya 'already', but the frequency of innovation was 

greater in Caracas. The type of innovation found in this 

data was similar to that found in Silva-Coravalan (1986). 

One example is an increased frequency of estar with 

expressions of age. De Jonge proposes that linguistic 

innovation is a result of an association with a lexical 

element and subsequent grammaticalization. In this case ya 

becomes connected with the concept 'chronological view of 

age'. He states "it is more likely a hearer will associate 

estar with ya than with a phenomenon such as 'chronological 

view on age' which is difficult to separate from context" 

(p. 75) . Thus, in this case, ya is important in 

understanding the further extensions and grammaticalization 

of estar. Another interesting result is that neither 

population seems to have altered their frequency of use of 

innovative estar for the past twenty years. De Jonge 

proposes that the appropriate model for language change is 

that of a staircase, rather than an s-curve, since it 

appears that changes can be stopped in place for certain 
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periods of time. This would also allow for social factors 

that explain the pauses and periods of quick change to be 

included in the model. This may also mean that acquisition 

of this construct may proceed in steps, rather than 

steadily along a curve. 

Sanz and Gonzalez (1995) investigate the opposition 

between the equivalents of ser and estar in Tortosi 

Catalan. This variety of Catalan is spoken by bilinguals 

who also know Spanish and have contact with standard 

Catalan in school. The data in this study come from 

spontaneous oral production, controlled production and a 

grammaticality judgment task from nine speakers drawn from 

a wide range of age groups. They describe the same process 

of change as Silva-Corvalan (1986), where a distinction 

between two copulas that is not clearly defined or 

perceived causes a contrast in modality to disappear, 

thereby allowing the variation between copulas or the 

exclusive use of estar. Interestingly, they found that 

once the notions of susceptibility to change and 

circumstantiality were lost, speakers began to use movement 

verbs such as acaminar ' to walk' as in acamina coixa ' she 

walks with a limp' in order to express the same meaning. 

In other words, once the contrast between the two copulas 

lost the ability to express a difference in modality, new 

verbs began a process of grammaticalization whereby they 
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were used to express what estar once had. Interestingly, 

once the contrast is lost, the same conditions exist as 

those in Latin (Hengeveld, 1991) that caused the 

development of an additional copula in the first place. 

Since a distinction in modality could not be expressed, 

either because there is only one copula or because there is 

no distinction between the two, a one-to-one correspondence 

between modalities and copulas is lost. This creates a 

situation whereby grammaticalization takes place to develop 

the modality distinction again. This shows the constant 

tension between forces that keep languages changing. 

The most important research in a monolingual community 

regarding the extension of estar is that of Gutierrez 

(1992) . By using the distinctions of group versus 

individual frame of reference, and dividing adjectives into 

various classes (i.e., age, size, color, physical 

appearance), this study was able to investigate the 

extension of estar in the same depth as Silva-Corvalan 

(198 6). Gutierrez used conversations which called for 

comparisons and perceptions of situations of which the 

researcher had prior knowledge, making the individual frame 

of reference possible, and a fill-in questionnaire which 

allowed for a closer examination of certain contrasts. His 

findings were very similar to those in other studies. The 

classes of adjectives which seem to most encourage 
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innovation were age, size, physical appearance, and 

evaluation. The loss of restrictions begins with the 

bleaching of the frame of reference restriction and then 

spreads to notions such as susceptibility to change and 

circumstance. Adjectives like calvo 'bald' which are not 

reversible, but also not flattering, are often considered 

circumstantial rather than defining, and are likely to show 

innovation with estar. Thus, the data show that 

subjectivity prompts estar, even at times when this means 

overriding the individual/group norm constraint. 

In Silva-Corvalan (1986), age, description, physical 

appearance, evaluation and size adjectives also favor 

change, but so, too, do color and perception, which have 

not yet changed in Michoacan, Mexico according to Gutierrez 

(1994a). In fact, Gutierrez compared first generation 

speakers in Silva-Corvalan (1986) to his work, controlling 

for social variables so that contact with English presented 

the only difference between groups, and showed that there 

was no difference in use. He concluded that the change was 

initiated in Mexico and brought to the United States and 

then accelerated. Not surprisingly, this change was most 

resisted by speakers with high levels of education and 

those belonging to the upper/high socio-economic class 

(Gutierrez, 1994b). This would further explain the results 

in Kirschner and Stephens (1988) since they worked with 
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college students in a cosmopolitan area and in a formal 

setting. The findings in Gutierrez (1994b) also confirm 

Silva-Corvalan's (1994) assertion that decreased exposure 

to normative pressures will accelerate change, since the 

subjects in that study were exposed to academic varieties 

of Spanish. It is the path of this change, established 

both historically and sociolinguistically, for monolingual 

and bilingual communities respectively, that will be 

related to SLA in the present study, 

SLA of copula choice in Spanish 

While no SLA study has investigated the path of 

acquisition of pre-adjectival copula choice specifically, 

there are certain features from other studies which prove 

useful in formulating data collection materials. There are 

many studies on how ser and estar should be taught, but 

what is of most interest for this discussion are studies of 

the stages of acquisition of copula choice. Such studies 

are reviewed below, and the methods used in each discussed, 

Work by VanPatten (1985, 1987) was the first widely 

published attempt to categorize learner data into stages of 

acquisition for ser and estar. His 1985 study used data 

from picture-based story-telling activities and 

conversations with six learners throughout the course of 

one year. These data allowed VanPatten to arrive at three 

basic stages which were expanded to five in VanPatten 
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(1987) with the addition of data from an unpublished study-

by a graduate student at the University of Michigan (Betts, 

1984) and data from observations of teaching assistants at 

the University of Illinois. The stages VanPatten found are 

as follows: 

Stage 1 - omission of any copula 
Stage 2 - ser is chosen to perform most functions 
Stage 3 - estar appears with the progressive 
Stage 4 - estar appears with locatives 
Stage 5 - estar appears with adjectives of condition 

VanPatten (1987) attributes these stages to various 

universal cognitive processes. In stage one, the omission 

of the copula is explained by the process of simplification 

in conjunction with a principle of communicative value, 

which states that in order to reduce a grammar to the 

smallest number of rules possible, items which do not yet 

have communicative value will be deleted. This is similar 

to the deletion of the copula seen in the discussion of 

first language acquisition and pidgins and Creoles above 

(Thompson, 1991) . In stage two, simplification still takes 

place but through overgeneralization since the copula at 

least has a connective function, if not a semantic meaning. 

Recall that a system with one copula is not necessarily the 

most universal option but in the case of SLA a learner must 

first distinguish the functions of the copula before 

accurately using more than one. With English as an Ll this 
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information is not available through transfer. The choice 

to overgeneralize ser rather than estar is explained in 

VanPatten (1987) by the frequency of ser in the input 

learners receive, relative to the frequency of estar. The 

length of this stage is explained by the fact that transfer 

reinforces the overgeneralization of ser due to the 

similarity of the forms es and is. Many of these universal 

processes correspond to those discussed in relation to 

language change. 

Although VanPatten (1987) claims that the stages he 

found were due to a natural process of acquisition, this 

was not necessarily proven, since all of the learners were 

involved in the same classes with the same text and type of 

instruction. Furthermore, all subjects had the same LI and 

therefore transfer effects in stage two are not ruled out. 

To extend the universality of these claims, Ryan and 

Lafford (1992) conducted three interviews over the course 

of four and a half months with students in a study abroad 

setting. The stages which they found are very similar to 

VanPatten's: 
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Stage 1 - omission of a copula 
Stage 2 - overuse of ser with locatives and 

conditional adjectives 
Stage 3 - omission of estar with conditional 

adjectives 
Stage 4 - estar appears with progressive 
Stage 5 - replacement of zero-copula errors with estar 

where ser is required 
Stage 6 - estar replaces zero-copula with conditional 

adjectives 
Stage 7 - estar appears with conditional adjectives 
Stage 8 - estar replaces ser with locatives 

The primary differences between these two studies are 

the order of the acquisition of estar with locatives and 

conditional adjectives, respectively, and the strategy of 

replacement. Ryan and Lafford (1992) propose that 

replacement is the universal strategy by which a deleted 

item is replaced with a lexical item as the grammar 

develops. It is interesting to note that in addition to a 

stage where ser is overgeneralized, they found a stage for 

the overgeneralization of estar. The fact that this occurs 

immediately after the acquisition of the estar + 

progressive function supports the hypothesis that the 

progressive structure is the vehicle through which contact 

with English accelerates the extension of estar in Spanish. 

This is not because the progressive structure holds a 

special place in the process of change or acquisition, but 

rather because it is the structure where the greatest 

parallel exists between Spanish and English. Due to the 

strong correspondence between Spanish and English in this 
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area, the progressive structure may be particularly salient 

to a learner. This is because, as with the speech of 

bilinguals, the developing IL also embodies contact between 

the same two systems. It is likely that after the period 

of overgeneralization the restrictions for copula choice 

will begin to form part of the L2 grammar in a way that is 

similar across learners. Ryan and Lafford explained the 

difference in the order of acquisition of locatives and 

conditional adjectives as a by-product of the study abroad 

environment. They claimed that because expressions like 

esta abierto 'it is open* are important for students who 

are trying to adjust to a different daily schedule, these 

structures are acquired first. Although it is unclear that 

this is indeed true, it does point to the fact that 

expressions learned as lexical chunks or used with a high 

frequency by a learner can create a lexical bias. This 

obscures the true grammatical knowledge of a learner by 

bolstering the apparent accuracy with a particular 

construct. 

In order to further test the validity of the stages 

reported above, as well as their universality across 

different learning environments, Gunterman (1992) 

interviewed Peace Corps volunteers immediately after their 

in-country training and again a year later. The stages she 

found were similar to those mentioned above with a few 
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exceptions. She found no evidence of a stage where estar 

was omitted before adjectives of condition and thus no 

replacive stage in this context either. It is possible 

that this stage is brief and took place before her second 

interviews were conducted. She points out that the 

acquisition of each function may be related to the type of 

topic associated with each level. For example, beginners 

are often asked to describe themselves and their 

surroundings, whereas more advanced speakers are more 

likely to be asked to relate an event or provide their 

opinion of a particular topic. While the levels she refers 

to in her study are those of the Oral Proficiency 

Interview, they relate directly to Silva-Corvalan's (1994) 

Principle of Distance, since those topics which a learner 

is expected to discuss at early levels will be seen as 

closest to her or him. Thus, stages of acquisition may 

also reflect practical utility for language learners. 

Briscoe (1995) sought to investigate each of the 

functions of ser and estar and refine the respective stages 

of SLA even further. His study used oral data from a 

picture-based story-telling activity designed specifically 

to elicit each function. Briscoe's (1995) stages, 

described according to the functions he investigated, are 

given below: 
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Stage 1 - (lasts until the middle of the second year) 
ser/telling time, ser/profession, 
ser/copula, ser + de/origin, ser + 
de/composition, ser/impersonal expressions, 
ser/characteristic 

Stage 2 - (middle of the second year until fourth 
year) estar/progressive 

Stage 3 - (commences during the fourth year) 
estar/location 

Stage 4 - (soon after the fourth year) estar/condition 
Stage 5 - (at some point after the fourth year) 

ser/events (time), ser/events (location), 
ser/passive 

It is clear that these stages are in agreement with 

the studies above, further supporting the idea that there 

are certain tendencies that do not depend on text or 

teacher. Nevertheless, the subjects in all studies do have 

the same LI. 

Finneman (1990) examined the acquisition of ser and 

esCar in relation to markedness issues. Based on 

interviews conducted with three adults over the course of 

six months, Finneman found evidence for two types of 

learners. A form-based learner, one who focuses on formal 

features, such as graminatical number and tense, tends to 

favor the use of marked forms in formal domains and 

unmarked forms in semantic domains. This means that 

learners will use a marked form in a context where it is 

grammatical but are less likely to use a marked form where 

a semantic distinction exists. In contrast, a meaning-

based learner, one who focuses on semantic aspects of 

language, is more likely to experiment with marked forms 
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when they present meaning contrasts and use unmarked forms 

such as masculine, singular verbal inflections in formal 

domains. This study regarded ser as the unmarked form and 

estar as marked. Therefore, the form-based learners were 

more accurate for ser and for grammatical features, but 

less accurate for estar since they tended to overgeneralize 

ser to these contexts. The meaning-based learner was less 

formally accurate but showed less overgeneralization of ser 

where estar was required. Gunterman (1992), however, does 

find evidence of a meaning oriented learner who uses ser 

much more than estar, and this contradicts Finneman's 

results. In addition to the reservations ej^pressed earlier 

in regard to the issue of markedness as it relates to 

copula choice, Finneman appears to make generalizations 

that are too strong given Gunterman's counterevidence. 

Nevertheless, it does highlight the potential importance of 

accuracy in form as an influencing factor in variation. By 

including the notion of form-based accuracy in the present 

study, the strategies of learning referred to by Finneman 

can be explored in more depth. 

Another important issue raised in Finneman (1990) is 

the notion that general strategies of acquisition do exist. 

Indeed, these are the potential correlates to the factors 

that influence language change. Skiba and Dittmar (1992) 

discuss some of these constraints on the acquisition of 
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German. They claim that there are two types of processes 

involved, the acquisition of target language rules and the 

use of learner-specific creative processes of 

grammaticalization. They succeed in generalizing the 

latter group of processes into a series of stages. In the 

first stage, learners use expressions to state a 

relationship between objects and if the expression is 

unknown, they simply mention the objects. This appears to 

speak to both the omission of the copula and to the lexical 

biases exhibited in some of the other studies. The next 

stage involves combining known expressions and the 

development of modality. This should correspond to the 

overgeneralization of the copulas as well as a decrease in 

omission since the copulas express modality. In the final 

stage, morphology is refined and becomes more target-like. 

Skiba and Dittmar claim that where pragmatic or semantic 

rules of use are unclear, morphological marking is 

inaccurate. While these stages are said to relate to all 

learners, rather than a particular type, they too suggest 

that the interaction between meaning and form is important. 

The studies reviewed thus far show strong support for 

general stages of acquisition and suggest some general 

strategies which may explain the stages and relate them to 

other phenomena. Nevertheless, regarding pre-adjectival 

contexts, all studies mentioned above fail to divide 
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adjectives into classes: all adjectives with ser are 

considered characteristics and all adjectives with estar 

are considered conditions. Even though Briscoe (1995) 

mentions a number of semantic/pragmatic distinctions 

between ser and estar, he does not code his data 

accordingly. The aforementioned studies report on "errors" 

which are decided based on sentence level prescriptive 

rules and, thus, cannot distinguish innovative estar from 

impossible estar. Briscoe (1995) does note that during the 

first stage, the acquisition of ser/characteristic is most 

difficult since it is the only one that has a possible 

opposition with estar. He claims that the preference for 

ser is due to frequency and the value of being able to make 

general descriptions in learner speech. This may be a 

pedagogical artifact or it may reflect a general strategy 

of learning by which one begins the acquisition process by 

attempting to make general comments and descriptions about 

one's immediate world. This fact about learner speech will 

be important when considering how the principle of distance 

{Silva-Corvalan, 1994) applies in the data of the present 

research. 

Another important observation made in Briscoe (1995) 

is that during the third semester there is a dip in 

accuracy for ser/characteristic. This may indicate the 

point at which learners become aware of the opposition 
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between ser and estar based on features other than lexical 

items. In other words, students may begin to encounter a 

number of counter-examples for the material they had 

learned as lexical chunks. Briscoe does examine the errors 

in pre-adjectival contexts by looking at certain adjective 

classes and concludes that there is no evidence of a 

particular strategy for choosing ser or estar through the 

first four levels. Nevertheless, since he did not code for 

the ways in which ser and estar might contrast, this is not 

surprising. This is because the trend found in language 

change is not only related to the adjectives which exhibit 

the shift towards estar, but also the re-ranking of 

semantic/pragmatic constraints which make this possible. 

Without the acknowledgment of the various ways in which the 

two copulas might contrast (i.e. class versus individual 

frame of reference) , no effect for adjective type can be 

discovered. 

In addition to the features in the research on 

language change which suggest that adjective class may be 

significant in describing the SLA of copula choice, Sera 

(1992) provides psycholinguistic data which support this. 

She used a series of objects which varied in appearance to 

test the strength of effect of certain characteristics. 

Her subjects, twenty four native speakers of Spanish and 

twenty-four native speakers of English, were shown an 
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object, sometimes presented with the sentences "This is a 

wug. It is red and round.", and then asked to select the 

best 'wug' from a group of objects which varied from the 

test item along only one dimension (i.e. color). She found 

that shape, size, color and texture contributed with 

different degrees of strength to the classification of an 

object. In Spanish, the shape of an object contributed to 

its classification 88% of the time whereas texture, size 

and color, listed in decreasing order of strength, all 

contributed less than 50% of the time. Furthermore, when 

an attribute was mentioned with ser that attribute was more 

likely to be used in its classification than when not 

mentioned at all. Estar showed no such effect. This 

contrast is shown in the examples below: 

Este es un wug.... 'This is a wug' 
a. (with ser): es rojo 'it is red' 
b. (with estar): esta rojo 'it is red' 
c. (no mention): es/esta redondo 'it is round' 

For the examples above, condition a, where rojo is 

mentioned with ser subjects were more likely to include 

that attribute in its classification than in condition c, 

where rojo is not mentioned. In condition b, however, 

where rojo is mentioned with estar, subjects did not show 

the same effect. 

In a related Ll study with young children, also 

reported in Sera (1992), she found that when describing 
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objects, accuracy with estar varied more than with ser. 

Accuracy with estar begins lower (20% for ages 3 and 4), 

rises above that of ser for ages five and six, dips below 

again for ages seven and eight and remains considerably 

below at ages nine through eleven. In contrast, ser shows 

a steady increase in accuracy across time. Since estar is 

not the more accurately used of the two copulas, it is the 

frequency of estar in early child language, not the 

accuracy, which appears to correspond to the extension of 

estar in language change. 

There is only one study to my knowledge that codes SLA 

data for adjective type in relation to the SLA of copula 

choice. Ramirez-Gelpi (1995) analyzed the compositions by 

students at various levels at two separate points in the 

semester at the University of Southern California in an 

effort to show that the stages above are not universal, but 

rather reflections of the LI, textbook and syllabus to 

which learners are exposed. Despite her opposition to the 

explanations posed for the stages above, this study does 

confirm the general order of acquisition for ser and estar, 

as well as the finding that contexts in which ser and estar 

are in opposition are acquired late. What makes her 

findings interesting for the purpose of the present study 

is that she did code for the various syntactic, semantic 

and pragmatic correlates, citing evidence from Silva-
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Corvalan (1986) that all of these features are necessary in 

order to describe the monolingual distribution and, thus, 

ought to be included in acquisition studies as well. 

Nevertheless, Ramirez-Gelpi (1995) claimed that L2 

students are not affected by the same processes as the 

speakers in bilingual communities, but rather they are 

affected by formal teaching of the language and the Ll 

grammar (p.20). She claimed that this is because L2 

acquirers go from general towards specific, whereas the 

changes in bilingual communities are moving from specific 

towards general contexts. In light of the discussion 

above, this conclusion does not seem justified. The 

processes involved in acquisition, which have also been 

found in language loss, necessarily go in the opposite 

direction and thus the mirror image is evidence of the 

involvement of similar processes rather than distinct ones. 

If language loss progresses from specific to general, it is 

logical that learners go from general to specific. 

Furthermore, while L2 learners are influenced by their Ll 

(English), bilingual Spanish-speakers living in the United 

States are also influenced by English, and this is 

certainly a factor in language change. Finally, Greenberg 

(1991) pointed out that the claim that similar universal 

processes are involved in acquisition or language change 

does not require that the manifestation of each stage or 
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each process be identical. For example the Principle of 

Distance can make different predictions for SLA and 

language change and still be involved in each. The fact 

that the text or syllabus interacts with other processes is 

to be expected and does not necessitate that these are the 

only influences involved in acquisition, any more than 

contact with English is the only factor involved in the 

extension of estar. 

Since Ramirez-Gelpi (1995) did code for adjective 

type, along with semantic and pragmatic constraints, it is 

possible to compare her data with Gutierrez (1992) . The 

results for the percentage of use of estar when ser was 

expected, are given below for three levels of L2 learners. 

It will be recalled that Gutierrez found that age, size, 

physical appearance and evaluation are the most innovative 

contexts for estar. 

Spanish I Spanish II Spanish III 

description of 
a personality 66.7% 
size 
sensory characteristic 
evaluation 
physical appearance 

9.2% 
5% 

16.3% 23 .1% 
20% 
16.7% 
5% 
6.7% 

While the data above did not provide enough tokens to 

be significant (i.e. description of a personality at level 

I (66.7%) was only four tokens), the results suggest that 
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copula choice in certain adjectival contexts may be 

acquired at different rates. Since Gutierrez (1992) 

included evaluation and description of a personality in the 

same category, the similarities between the data are even 

greater. The fact that size does not appear until level 

three may imply that this is evidence of acquisition of 

native-like variation along with acquisition of native-like 

grammar. The distinction between acquisition of variation 

and acquisition of grammar played an important role in 

choosing the population for the present study, since 

learners with access to speakers who manifest this change 

in progress will allow for two possible explanations of the 

data. Given the similarities between the two sets of data, 

there exists the possibility that objectivity corresponds 

to ser and subjectivity to estar in both language change 

and acquisition data. This hypothesis is among those to be 

examined in the present investigation. 

A Theoretical characterization of ser/estar 

In the review of the literature above, it is clear 

that many of the studies conducted were carried out based 

on different views of how ser and estar should be described 

in the grammar. While some are based on theoretical views 

and others are written in opposition to a particular 

theoretical stance, the issue is generally the same for all 

researchers: Is the difference between the two syntactic. 



87 

semantic, or pragmatic? In order to make cross-

disciplinary connections, common theoretical ground must 

exist such that the description of the difference between 

ser and estar is compatible in both SLA theory and the 

theory of language change. Furthermore, a theoretical 

stance which does not account for data from these fields is 

of little value for relating to the work in this study. 

The purpose of this section is to review the work which has 

been conducted in the area of theoretical description of 

the differences between ser and estar in order to determine 

the most appropriate approach for the investigation of the 

second language acquisition of this distinction. Because 

most works include distinctions on more than one level, and 

since the distinction between levels may vary from one 

author to another, the key issue to be discussed here is 

which features proposed to distinguish these two copulas 

can serve to describe the relevant data. 

In terms of syntactic differences, De Mello (1979) 

states that while some forms of ser and estar are full 

verbs with lexical differences, the attributive use of ser 

is semantically empty, while the attributive use of estar 

still maintains some lexical meaning in that it indicates 

change. This would mean that in pre-adjectival contexts, 

ser is not a full verb while estar is at least more so than 

ser. This is a syntactic difference, because the 
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distinction between the two can be defined through 

different classification and different subcategorization 

constraints. If this is the case, it is hard to explain 

comparably high deletion rates for both ser and estar 

before adjectives as found by Thompson (1991) and Ryan and 

Lafford (1992) , since two greimmatically different items 

would not be expected to behave the same way in the same 

context. 

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that ser and 

estar differ in their syntactic behavior. Schmitt (1992) 

claims that the difference between ser and estar is that 

the former is underspecified with respect to aspect, 

whereas the latter corresponds to the resultant state of an 

accomplishment verb, which means that it is temporally 

bound. For example, estar in esta alegre 'she is happy' 

corresponds to the resultant state of the verb alegrarse 

'to get happy' whereas in the sentence es alegre 'she is 

happy' there is no such correspondence. Therefore, in 

predicative constructions with ser the temporal structure 

is a factor in the type of predicate it takes, not the 

copula itself. Schmitt provides four syntactic tests which 

distinguish ser from estar to support this claim. First, 

ser is used exclusively in pseudo-clefts and equative 

constructions where the copula plays no role in selection 

of a predicate and adds no aspectual content (i.e. Ella 
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es/*esta profesora). In addition, the expression hace una 

hora 'for one hour' can only be used with estar since only 

these predicates have a specified initial point of action 

(i.e. ella *es/esta alegre hace una hora). Third, the word 

casi 'almost' changes from modifying the adjective with ser 

to modifying the action with estar (i.e. es/esta casi 

bonita). In this way, estar corresponds to achievement 

verbs such that phrases like 'he almost built a house' are 

ambiguous. Casi interacts with the inherent aspectual 

information in the verb estar. The final syntactic test 

provided by Schmitt is that estar cannot be used in the 

progressive. While this is especially awkward in Spanish 

since the progressive is formed with estar and the 

progressive form would have to be esta estando 'is being 

+ing', in Portuguese the progressive is not formed with 

estar and this fact is still true. 

Lema (1995) also supports the conclusion that there 

are clear syntactic differences between ser and estar. He 

states that ser is the true copula, and is therefore 

aspectually empty, and estar is an aspectual auxiliary. He 

supports this with seven tests that can be applied to 

distinguish the two, some semantic and some syntactic. A 

fev; of these tests are similar to those presented in 

Schmitt (1992) and others are not applicable to the pre-

adjectival context. Only those that remain will be 
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discussed here. One such test is coordination, which 

occurs in structures such as * Pedro era astuto y [] listo 

para partir 'Peter was astute and ready to run' (Lema, 

1995, p.268). The sentence above does not allow gapping 

because the first predicate requires ser and the second 

requires estar. Another difference which Lema points out 

is that ser and estar behave differently with verbs of 

perception. Because perception verbs like ver 'to see' set 

a point of reference, they may take ser but not estar as a 

complement since the latter also has aspectual properties. 

This contrast is seen in the examples below taken from Lema 

(1995, p. 270): 

(ver + ser): Ella vio a Oscar ser mas cuidadoso que 
nunca. 
She saw Oscar being more careful than ever. 

(ver + estar): *Ella vio a Oscar estar trabajando/listo. 
She saw Oscar *be working/ *be ready 

The studies mentioned here show that there are 

distributional differences between ser and estar. In fact, 

most language textbooks attempt to teach this distinction 

by listing the possible contexts for each copula. 

Unfortunately, even though normative guidelines do provide 

useful boundaries for analysis, these syntactic tests are 

not necessarily the best way to approach data from SLA or 

language change. This is because novel uses, or 

ungrammatical uses, will not submit to these tests, since 
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the notion of ungraiimaticality used in these studies was 

more or less equivalent to 'a sentence which is not uttered 

by a native-speaker'. This sense of grammaticality is more 

variable for language learners, and thus, other mechanisms 

are necessary to explain learner's utterances. 

Furthermore, the general context to be examined is 

syntactically the same for each instance: copula + 

adjective. This makes the distinction between uses of each 

copula more difficult. Despite the problems with a purely 

syntactic approach to SLA of copula choice, any study which 

does not describe explicitly how it was decided which 

copula was acceptable for a given context has insufficient 

information as to what circumstances prompted the learner 

to make a selection. Thus, in order to identify the 

characteristics of a grammar at a stage in change or 

development, one must be able to describe the difference 

between ser and estar at that point in time. This requires 

information that includes and goes beyond distributional 

requirements. 

Nevertheless, as Lema (1995) points out, these 

syntactic and semantic tests which purport to show the 

aspectual and non-aspectual properties of estar and ser 

respectively, can be reinterpreted as an alternative 

explanation based on the semantic differences between the 

two. According to Lema, these can be described as 
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'permanent' in opposition to 'limited'. This type of 

distinction could be used to describe a stage of 

development of copula selection since a grammar could be 

described in terms of whether or not the semantic 

distinction was apparent in the data. This leads to another 

body of research which discusses semantic differences 

between these verbs. 

Higgs (1985), whose discussion is geared towards 

teaching this distinction more effectively, suggests that 

this is a specific vocabulary problem for learners. He 

suggests that the goal is to link meaning to form 

spontaneously. Nevertheless, this is difficult since there 

is not a convenient paraphrase to distinguish the two, and 

since in some situations they share identical 

constructions. According to Higgs, the basic communicative 

function of ser is not the notion of permanence but rather 

the identification, definition, and classification of a 

subject. In contrast, he claims estar is limited to one 

observation and/or a report, rather than the concept 

'temporary'. De Mello (1979) claims that the basic lexical 

difference between the two is that ser means 'to exist' or 

'to take place' whereas estar means 'to be located'. 

Roldan (1974b) agrees that ser denotes existence but claims 

that estar denotes 'permanence at locus'. In Roldan 

(1974a), it is argued that these copulas are variants of 
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the same verb but the distinction is the semantic one 

described above. She also claims that while ser is not 

necessarily empty it is more deletable than estar. This is 

contradicted by evidence reported earlier, all of which 

arose after her article was written. Despite the numerous 

examples in these studies, there are too many 

counterexamples for any of these lexical parameters to 

stand alone as the distinguishing characteristic between 

ser and estar. 

In response to the wealth of lexical distinctions 

posed for ser and estar, and their inability to account for 

all possible examples, Falk (1979) begins with a discussion 

of the number of these distinctions which have been posed. 

He cites at least ten distinctions including permanent/ 

temporary, inherent/circumstantial, and not susceptible to 

change/susceptible to change. Accordingly, he concludes 

that the length of the list itself and the number of 

disagreements it has caused is proof that this type of 

distinction is insufficient. He cites seven reasons why 

this type of distinction does not work. For example, there 

is a lack of shared definitions regarding each term, the 

rules are based on examples chosen in an ad hoc fashion to 

support the proposed distinction, and there is often an 

allusion to the subjective conception of the speaker to 

explain certain problems as in the phrase " the speaker 
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perceives this as inherent because...". Perhaps the most 

important objection Falk poses is that there is confusion 

between the semantic plane and the 'real' plane of an 

utterance. In other words, some differences can be 

explained by differences in the semantics of the two verbs 

and the adjectives with which they are combined, but others 

rely on 'real' or pragmatic factors. 

Out of this criticism, Falk (1979) makes a very 

important suggestion. He states that the perspective of 

the speaker can be imposed on a sentence through copula 

selection. As a result, whether the subject of the 

sentence is presented with class reference or within an 

individual frame of reference is a function of which copula 

the speaker selects. Franco and Steinmetz (1983, 1986) 

further support this observation by stating that this 

interaction with pragmatic features explains why a simple 

lexical dichotomy fails to adequately describe the 

distinction between ser and estar. They claim that the 

underlying phrase structure for predicate adjective clauses 

is (NP A) where there is no underlying copula. At the 

surface level, a copula is inserted based on the reading 

that a speaker chooses to impose on the clause. This means 

that it is not necessary to list two definitions for every 

adjective in the grammar. While the framework within which 

this approach is presented has since been updated, the 
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basic concept of the imposition of a frame of reference by 

the speaker is a valid suggestion. 

Although it is clear that pragmatic factors are 

central to explaining the difference between ser and estar, 

it should also be noted that these pragmatic features are 

no more adequate on their own than the syntactic or 

semantic distinctions. Instead, subcategorical information 

determines whether it is possible to select both copulas. 

Semantic information from both the copulas and the 

adjectives further limits the selection process. Then, if 

after all of these criteria have been weighed, it is still 

possible to select either copula, then pragmatic factors 

may interact in the selection of one copula over the other. 

It is most likely that this fact is what led Silva-Corvalan 

(1986) to describe the distinction as a bundle of features, 

some of which seem to represent semantic differences, while 

others exemplify pragmatic differences. 

Clements (1988) does a particularly good job of 

showing how these factors interact on many linguistic 

levels. The first difference between ser and estar that he 

mentions is that the former does not presuppose a 

connection to a point in time, whereas the latter does. 

This explains why estar has the basic meaning 'to be 

located' and ser has that of 'to exist' since the first 

meaning makes direct reference to a location (which can be 
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a point in time) and the second makes no such reference. 

Clements uses the feature [ + /- nexus] to represent this 

distinction. Where both ser and estar are possible, then 

the [+/- nexus] feature can be manipulated to represent a 

class ([-nexus]) or an individual ([+nexus]) norm. In this 

same way, estar can also imply connection to a point in 

time in a way which shows that an attribute is 

circumstantial and not a classifying characteristic. 

Clements says that pragmatically the [+nexus] feature 

involves a contrast based on beliefs and knowledge 

regarding previous experiences with the object being 

described (1988, p. 789). 

The second relevant variable for Clements (1988) is 

whether or not the adjective implies the resultant state of 

a verb. For example, the adjective abierto 'open' implies 

the result of the verb abrir 'to open' and can be said to 

be [+resultative]. Other adjectives which are 

[+resultative] are enfadado ('angry' from enfadarse) and 

despierto ('awake' from despertarse). These adjectives do 

not imply an individual norm, however, even though they are 

used with estar. This is because they focus only on the 

resultant state of the verb. In contrast, adjectives with 

the label [a resultative] allow the speaker to chose 

whether to use ser or estar and these are the adjectives 

that can be used with estar, to imply an individual norm. 
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Some examples of this type of verb are bautizado 'baptized' 

and casado 'married' where the focus can be placed either 

on the result of the verb or on the class norm. 

A final distinction for Clements (1988) is that 

between events and processes. A process corresponds to the 

traditional definition of an activity, a verb which is [-

telic], or does not have a clear beginning or endpoint. 

These process adjectives generally go with ser rather than 

estar. An example of this type of adjective is 'alto' 

(tall) since growing tall can be seen as a process without 

particular beginning and ending points. In contrast, an 

event includes both achievements and accomplishments, both 

of which are [+ telic], or have a concrete beginning and 

endpoint. Examples of this type of event adjective are 

those listed above with the feature [+ resultative] or [a 

resultative]. There also exists a class of verbs which are 

neither events nor processes. Among these are adjectives 

such as mortal 'mortal'. In addition there is a group of 

adjectives like gordo 'fat' which can be seen as the result 

of a process (getting fat) or the result of an event (got 

fat). These adjectives have three possible readings: 

class status (with ser), and result of an event or result 

of a process (with estar). Within the distinction between 

processes and events are subdivisions based on whether the 

process or event is unidirectional like 'tall' or bi
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directional like 'angry'. This is because getting tall can 

only move in one direction whereas getting angry can move 

in two directions, since a person can become less angry as 

well as more angry. Each adjective is marked for these 

features and this makes predictions about its usage with 

ser and estar since Clements claims that certain features 

must match in order for a sentence to be grammatical. 

The chart below shows the features which Clements 

(1988) links to each type of adjective for animate 

subjects. 

Type Resultative Example 

bi-directional event + abierto (open) 

unidirectional event a casado (married) 

unidirectional process a alto (tall) 

bi-directional event/process a gordo (fat) 

bi-directional process - sincero (sincere) 

-event/-process - mortal (mortal) 

For animate subjects, unidirectional event adjectives are 

[+resultative] as in el examen esta calificado 'the exam is 

corrected' and the notion of directionality relies on what 

the referent is. For example, El radio/plato esta roto 

'the radio/plate is broken' shows that the radio implies 

bi-directionality since we believe it can be fixed whereas 

the plate does not. Clements succeeds both in making 

testable predictions about ser and estar that can be 
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applied to SLA data as well as to the question of why some 

classes of adjectives are affected by the extension of 

estar before others. 

All of the characterizations of ser and estar 

discussed in this section were developed especially for 

Spanish. One way in which the distinction between ser and 

estar is linked to more general issues in linguistics is 

through the discussion of aspect. Smith (1997) discusses 

the parameter of aspect in universal terms and then applies 

these to a number of language specific cases. Using her 

theoretical approach, Lema (1995), Schmitt (1992), and 

Clements (1988), all of whom present distinctions between 

ser and estar based on aspect, can be unified to some 

degree with a discussion of universal properties of 

language. 

Smith (1997) claims that aspect varies along two 

parameters. These are situation type and viewpoint. 

Viewpoint is the way a speaker chooses to present a 

situation. It is distinguished as either perfective or 

imperfective and is generally expressed through 

morphological markings on the verb itself. This 

distinction is one of the factors Silva-Corvalan (1994) 

used to show a difference in modality. Situation type on 

the other hand, divides verb phrases and their arguments 

into five possible classes: States, activities. 
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accomplishments, semelfactives and achievements. 

Situations are classified along three parameters: dynamic 

vs. static, telic vs. atelic, and durative vs. 

instantaneous. 

A dynamic situation is one which is continually 

subject to a new input of energy (Smith, 1997, p, 19). For 

verb phrases, this difference can be seen in the 

distinction between he runs and he knew where the activity 

of running requires a constant input of energy whereas the 

state of knowing does not. In traditional grammatical 

terms, this parameter separates events from states. In the 

case of adjectives in combination with ser or estar, the 

same [-/+ dynamic] distinction separates es mortal "she is 

mortal' from esta tarde 'she is late' or esta enojada 'she 

is angry'. One benefit of this distinction over that in 

Clements (1988) is that it is now possible to see es 

inteligente 'she is intelligent' which is not dynamic as 

similar to es alto 'he is tall' which refers to the state 

of being tall, but unlike esta alto 'he is tall' which is 

dynamic since it is the result of the process of growing 

tall. This seems to correspond to Clements (1988) 

distinction [+/- resultative] since a dynamic copula + 

adjective would include an adjective that was the result of 

an event or process (e.g. angry). 

The second parameter, which categorizes situations as 
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telic or atelic, is also relevant to the discussion of 

copulas in Spanish. A telic situation is one which has a 

natural endpoint. It is shown in the contrast between the 

rock fell and the wood floated since the former has a 

natural endpoint (when the rock hits the ground) and the 

latter does not. In terms of its application to the copula 

+ adjective construction this parameter is equally useful. 

The feature [+/- telic] can distinguish between es 

inteligente 'she is intelligent' and es alta 'she is tall' 

which are both [- telic] on the one hand, and esta enojada 

'she is angry' which is [+ telic] on the other hand. This 

is the same parameter which Clements (1988) uses to 

distinguish between events and processes. 

The final parameter used in Smith's (1997) analysis is 

the contrast between durative and instantaneous. A 

durative verb constellation such as he ran four miles is 

one that takes time whereas an instantaneous situation such 

as he won the race does not (even though it may have taken 

time to run the race). This distinction seems difficult to 

apply to the copula + adjective construction since both ser 

and estar with adjectives seem to be durative. This can be 

seen in the contrast between he got angry which is [-

durative] and the corresponding copula + adjective 

construction he is/was angry which is [+ durative]. This 

distinction may not be marked by ser or estar or it may 
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determine when other verbs such as ponerse 'to become' 

should be used instead. 

From this discussion it can be seen that the aspectual 

differences described by Schmitt (1992) and Lema (1995) can 

be linked to universal parameters. By comparing the 

parameters provided by Smith (1997) with those given 

specifically for Spanish in Clements (1988), one sees that 

the distinction between events and processes, as well as 

that between resultative and non-resultative adjectives, 

are no longer necessary as language-specific parameters 

since they can be subsiamed under the [ + /- dynamic] and [ + /-

telic] parameters. In fact, what remains as a language-

specific feature for Clements (1988) is the uni/bi/non -

directional distinction which is still important for 

distinguishing adjectives like inteligente 'intelligent' 

and mortal 'mortal' since both are [- dynamic] and [-

telic] but inteligente is unidirectional and mortal is 

non-directional. The result of making the connections 

between Spanish particular theory and universal theory is 

the following modified version of Clements' (1988) table 

which shows the divisions between adjective types: 
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Example Type 
+/- dynamic +/- telic imi/bi/non-directional 

sincero 
mortal 

abierto 
casado 
alto 
gordo 

+ /-
+ /-

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 

bi 
uni 
uni 
bi 
bi 
non 

Returning to a discussion of the various levels of 

distinction between ser and estar, it appears that the best 

option for the present study would be to acknowledge 

differences between ser and estar on all three levels. 

Despite Briscoe's (1995) description of the pragmatic 

differences between ser and estar, he does not divide his 

data based on these differences. He did show, however, 

that syntactic functions appear to be learned before 

semantic ones. It may be that learners acquire each level 

of distinction at different rates, and the acquisition of 

the pragmatic distinctions, being the most subtle, is the 

most difficult. This coincides with data on change, since 

estar is not becoming accepted in other syntactic contexts. 

It is also possible that there is no recognized syntactic 

difference for second language learners between ser and 

estar in pre-adjectival contexts, since Ryan and Lafford 

(1992) and Thompson (1991) found that before adjectives -

both those of characteristic and of condition - the most 

common error was deletion of the copula. Gutierrez (1992) 

states that where estar is innovative, the meaning of the 
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adjective does not change. This means that the change in 

Spanish is moving towards estar with different semantic 

features where adjective meaning does not vary and where 

pragmatic features determine verb selection. This might 

prove to be an important parallel for learner data. From 

the discussion above, it is clear that the researcher's 

conception of the two different verbs has influenced the 

results of each study. In order to examine many of the 

distinctions between ser and estar before adjectives, as 

this study does, it is necessary to code the data for 

pragmatic features as well as for semantic ones. Since the 

syntactic context is the same for all of the data, i.e., 

verb + adjective, the role that syntactic differences play 

will be less important. There does exist the possibility, 

however, of addressing collocational differences within the 

data. 

Research Questions 

Now that the relevant research has been reviewed, 

signaling areas of potential investigation, the particular 

research questions for this study can be delineated. The 

first question relates to language change, the second to 

SLA research, and the third to grammatical theory. They 

are as follows: 

1. Does the study of copula choice in Spanish provide 

evidence for any of the universal processes, such as the 
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influence of semantic transparency, isomorphism (MacMahon, 

1994), and the principle of distance (Silva-Corvalan, 1994) 

found to operate in both language change and language 

acquisition? 

2. Using various classifications of adjective type, as 

well as coding data for a variety of pragmatic distinctions 

(i.e. features from Silva-Corvalan 1986, Smith 1997 and 

Clements 1988), what can be added to our knowledge about 

the stages of acquisition for English speakers acquiring 

the distinction between ser and estar before adjectives in 

Spanish? 

3. Given what is known about how ser and estar are 

changing, and how they are acquired by English speakers, 

what features included in this study to distinguish the two 

seem to best define copula distinction and, thus, inform 

grammatical theory? 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

The preceding chapter reviewed studies related to the 

topic of this study and identified several areas of 

consideration for the investigation of the SLA of ser and 

estar in Spanish and its relationship to language change. 

Just as research in both areas is based on theoretical 

assumptions within the respective fields of SLA and 

sociolinguistics/historical linguistics, so too are the 

methodologies representative of the research traditions in 

those areas of inquiry. In order to make connections 

between fields, it is necessary to use methods which are 

compatible with research from all relevant studies, not 

just those from a particular area. In the case of the 

present study, the methods used by sociolinguists such as 

Silva-Corvalan (1994) and Gutierrez (1992) were reconciled 

with the approach taken by SLA theorists like VanPatten 

(1987) and Briscoe (1995). Fortunately, this did not 

require great modification, and the results from this study 

should be readily applicable to the problem of connecting 

the two traditions. Each aspect of the methods employed in 

this study is outlined below with specific reference to how 

they relate to prior studies of all types. 

The research site 

The data for this study were gathered at Oyster River 

High School (ORHS) in Durham, New Hampshire. The school is 
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the only high school for the town of Durham and the 

neighboring towns of Madbury and Lee. A large portion of 

the student body has one or both parents employed by the 

University of New Hampshire, which is also located in 

Durham. While there are exceptions, most students come 

from upper/middle class families and plan to attend 

college. This high school consistently produces large 

numbers of students who score very well on the Advanced 

Placement and National Spanish Exams. Both of the teachers 

who asked their students to volunteer for this project have 

more than ten years' experience teaching at the high school 

and university level, and are to be credited with the 

history of success of ORHS in Spanish education. 

This research site was an appropriate choice for this 

investigation for many reasons. The description above 

shows that the students in this school are successful and 

therefore present the opportunity to study successful 

acquirers. The teachers and the administration are 

confident in their success and therefore willing to accept 

researchers into the classroom. The parents of these 

students are also involved in academics and are willing to 

allow their children to participate. Furthermore, the 

students have limited or no contact with native speakers of 

Spanish and thus it is possible to separate the acquisition 

of native-like usage from the acquisition of native-like 
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grammar since native-like usage is not the target for this 

group. Instead, the exposure to Spanish for these students 

comes from non-native speakers, as well as movies, texts, 

and videos of standard Spanish used in the instructional 

program. Unlike the students in Los Angeles in Ramirez-

Gelpi's (1995) study, these students do not have direct 

access to the change in progress among native speakers 

affecting the status of estar. 

In order to conduct this study, permission was first 

secured from the principal and from the head of the 

language department. Later, teachers were recruited to 

work as liaisons in requesting that their students 

volunteer and in helping to secure parent permission. All 

of this was done in writing before the on-site portion of 

the research began. Once students had volunteered, a 

master schedule was posted with times and dates for the 

students to meet with the researcher in a conference room 

in the school library. In addition to these meetings, time 

at the school was spent observing both teachers and the 

students in their classrooms to ensure that there were no 

relevant variables at this site that were excluded from the 

research. Since it is clear that syllabus, instruction, 

and text type have the potential to interact with 

acquisition, they will be described and included where they 

appear to account for differences between SLA and language 
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change processes. Details from those observations will be 

included when relevant to the results and discussion. 

The Participants 

Students at ORHS were recruited to participate through 

a letter given to them by their teachers [see APPENDIX A]. 

The volunteers came from four levels of instruction, second 

through fifth year. Because the middle school which feeds 

the high school offers Spanish instruction, most students 

begin high school at the second year level. All subjects 

were between the ages of 14 and 18. They were offered 

extra credit to participate in the study, but all students 

were volunteers. Although these subjects were younger than 

those in other studies by about four years, they are not so 

much younger that they should be considered child learners. 

The benefit of using these younger subjects is that they 

have reached a level of proficiency similar to those in 

other studies, but all have gone through the same program, 

which limits external sources of variation. In studies 

which examine college learners, the fact that the subjects 

come from a wide variety of high school experiences may add 

factors which cause variation. In addition to the 

knowledge about the school district mentioned above, a 

background questionnaire was distributed to each volunteer 

in order to identify other factors that might influence the 

data. 
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The background questionnaire requested information 

regarding students' gender, age, ethnicity and their 

parents' occupation [see APPENDIX B] . Each of these 

factors was coded with the data in order to ensure that 

they were not the source of some variation. In addition, 

the questionnaire asked about each participant's experience 

with Spanish in order to ascertain if she or he had 

experience with Spanish outside of the classroom, and/or 

contact with native speakers. Given the extensive use of 

the Internet by high school aged students, the 

questionnaire also asked if each volunteer used Spanish on 

the Internet (e.g., chat rooms). Finally the questionnaire 

elicited information about each student's school history. 

This included whether or not she or he had studied another 

foreign language, why she or he had chosen Spanish, and 

whether or not she or he expected to use Spanish after high 

school. Each student was also asked to provide her or his 

grade in Spanish class and to indicate whether or not this 

was the same grade she or he had received in other Spanish 

classes. All of the information from this measure was used 

to identify external sources of variation when analyzing 

the data. 

Materials for Elicitation 

During the course of a one-hour free period, 

volunteers were asked to complete three tasks: a semi-
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structured interview, a picture description task, and a 

contextualized judgment task. Each task was aimed 

specifically at creating a particular type of context for 

usage of the copulas and/or replicating methods used in 

another study. The analysis focuses on possible 

differences between tasks, as well as on overall trends 

which can be discussed more globally. Each of these three 

tasks is discussed here in detail. 

The semi-structured interview was used to begin each 

session and to replicate contexts in other studies. 

VanPatten (1987), Ryan and Lafford (1992), Gunterman 

(1992), and Finneman (1991) all use some form of interview 

to collect data. Most studies include descriptors such as 

'questions about their lives' to describe the content of 

the interview. In addition, Gunterman (1992) states that 

she used the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) guidelines so 

that the topics of her interviews were clear. Silva-

Corvalan (1986) also used this type of question to ensure 

that a class frame of reference was required (see chapter 

two, p.17), given that the content of the description is 

unknown to the interviewer. In line with these studies, 

this researcher began the interview by asking students 

about their families and friends and their activities at 

school. Because of the focus on the context expected to 

evoke copula + adjective, students were asked to describe 
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the people and things they spoke about as often as 

possible. This was done whenever possible with prompts 

such as Describela a ella 'describe her' to avoid using 

either copula. 

An important constraint for Silva-Corvalan (1986) and 

Gutierrez (1992) was the notion of subjectivity or 

circumstance. Because the contexts described above for the 

SLA research almost exclusively involved things unknown to 

the researcher, ser may be consistently chosen to signal a 

class frame of reference, and the context of subjectivity 

or circumstantiality may not be as prominent as it could 

be. In order to create contexts where estar was 

acceptable, Gutierrez created contexts where subjective 

comparisons are made, such as cQue caracteristicas piensas 

que tienen los norteamericanos? 'What do you think people 

in the United States are like?'. This type of question may 

elicit estar since the judgments of the speakers may be 

seen as circumstantial, or a by-product of living in a 

particular area, rather than of having an innate 

characteristic. 

In order to extend this type of question to this 

study, two types of questions were included in the 

interview. First, after describing her or his Spanish 

class and the people in it, as well as the types of 

activities done, each student was asked to describe what 
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they thought people in French or Latin classes were like. 

It was thought that this might prompt some known 

stereotypes which would be perceived by the students as 

circumstantial or subjective, as in the Gutierrez (1992) 

study. The second type of question was accompanied by a 

picture of a Spanish family. Students were asked to 

describe the extended family, their home and the 

personalities of its depicted members while comparing these 

to their own. This again creates a circimstantial context 

where most of the information is based on learned cultural 

information from class rather than first-hand experience. 

The distinction here between first-hand experience and 

learned information may also interact with the parameter 

which distinguishes ser as general, known information and 

estar as a report or observation. 

The interview may be described as semi-structured 

because it was an attempt to balance between casual 

conversation, which may fail to create the appropriate 

contexts for this study, and a formal interview, which 

prompts programmed responses. The interviews were 

conducted with a series of questions in mind, but each 

interview was slightly different given the responses of the 

participant. This type of interview situation enables 

comparison across subjects but also allows each student to 

talk about those subjects which interest her or him the 
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most. This type of interview format appears to correspond 

to those used in other studies. 

The picture description task was included in this 

study for two reasons. It is consistent with methods in 

other SLA studies, such as VanPatten (1987) and Briscoe 

(1995), and also within a short period of time creates 

contexts for adjective use and different pragmatic 

constraints. This may help broaden the range of topics 

discussed, despite the limited proficiency of some of the 

subjects. It is also the solution that Briscoe chose for 

dealing with the potential for insufficient tokens of a 

certain type. By including picture descriptions, it is 

possible to ensure that certain contexts are dealt with by 

nearly every subject. A key factor in work like that of 

Gutierrez (1992) is the distinction between individual and 

group frame of reference. Many of the pictures used in 

this task were also designed to create this type of 

contrast since in the second picture of a series general 

characteristics of the key actors are shared by the speaker 

and the researcher. 

The first picture to be described was one of the town 

of Durham in the early part of this century (see APPENDIX C 

for all pictures). [Recall that this is where the research 

was conducted]. The picture shows what is now Main Street 

with only one building and many rolling hills behind it. 
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This context has important features. There is the notion 

of change that is pervasive in any description regarding 

the past or present Durham. In addition, since the 

subjects knew that the researcher also lived in Durham, 

there was a shared knowledge which makes the individual 

frame of reference possible. The idea for this picture 

came from questions used in Gutierrez (1992), since he too 

returned to his home town and asked questions about how it 

had changed. It was believed that the picture in this case 

would be important for prompting more description. Also, 

because these subjects were still young, they may not have 

perceived more recent changes as sharply. 

The second picture had two parts. This picture, as 

well as those that followed, is a sketch rather than a 

photograph and is similar to those in Briscoe (1995). All 

of the pictures in a series were shown at the same time so 

that the student was able to use an individual frame of 

reference for the second, and so that it was clear that the 

person in the pictures was intended to be the same. In the 

first picture a boy is playing soccer in the rain, and in 

the second he is sick in bed. This creates a context where 

the description in the second picture is prone to 

Susceptibility to Change and where mental and physical 

states may be used in the description. For a native 

speaker of Spanish, the first picture would prompt 
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descriptions formerly classified as characteristics in 

other studies and the second would pronpt conditions. 

The third picture also had two parts, again shown 

together. In the first picture, a man and a woman are 

shown in two separate spaces, each talking on the phone to 

arrange a blind date. Above their heads is a bubble which 

shows the way they imagine each other to look. In the 

second photo the two meet in a restaurant and actually look 

a bit different than they had imagined. This picture gave 

students a chance to use many adjectives about physical 

appearance and personality. It created a class frame of 

reference but may have prompted estar in the second set of 

descriptions, since there is an element of surprise. 

Finally, the second picture could also have created the 

context where estar is used for adjectives which are 

unflattering and thus may have been seen as circumstantial. 

This picture tested the results in Silva-Corvalan (1994) 

and Gutierrez (1992) concerning circumstantiality and 

certain adjective classes. 

The final picture had four parts. The first box 

showed a boy and a girl playing, the second showed them 

getting married, the third showed them with children in 

front of their house and the final block showed the woman, 

now older, kneeling at the grave of her husband. This 

series created an individual frame of reference for the 
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last three blocks, and the notion of change in terms of age 

and physical appearance. In addition, the pictures served 

as prompts for lexical items such as casado 'married' and 

muerto 'dead' which may be hard to elicit in regular 

conversation. 

The contextualized grammatical judgment task was 

included in order to account for still more tokens which 

might not have appeared across subjects in a consistent 

fashion. Many of the language change studies include this 

type of task as well, but few examples were included in the 

actual publications of those studies. In the case of 

Silva-Corvalan (1986) the task included a list of sentences 

with a blank where the copula should be, and subjects were 

asked to fill in the copula which they felt was most 

appropriate. This, however, did not always give enough 

context (albeit intentionally) to decide how pragmatic 

features were implied in each item. The grammatical 

questionnaire used in Thompson (1991) to investigate speech 

was geared towards non-native speakers and is closest to 

the one used in the present research. In that study, 

subjects were told that they were directing their speech to 

a family employee who did not know Spanish well. They were 

given a particular situation, followed by a series of 

variations of the same sentence. They were asked to select 

the sentence which represented the best way to simplify a 
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particular utterance. 

In this study, the granunaticality judgment task was 

designed to be sensitive to adjective type, susceptibility 

to change and pragmatic concerns, such as frame of 

reference [see APPENDIX D] . It gave a context for each 

utterance to be judged, so that all variables were clear to 

the subject in each instance. The same sentence was 

presented with ser and with estar and subjects were asked 

to select one or the other, or to indicate that they liked 

both. In the right-hand coluran they were asked to use a 

Likert type scale to rate how sure they were of their 

answers. This was included to rule out guessing and to 

distinguish between varying strengths of judgment. The 

questionnaire randomly presented variations in frame of 

reference and adjective type, along with the order in which 

the ser sentence and the estar sentence were presented. 

There were fifteen items in the questionnaire which aimed 

to fill in gaps where insufficient tokens might have made 

interview data lananalyzable. 

Procedure 

When a student arrived at the library during the 

scheduled time, he or she was asked to take a seat in the 

library's conference room. The researcher explained the 

general nature of the tasks providing instructions for 

each. The instructions given were not necessary to 
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complete the task, but rather they were intended to put the 

student at ease by telling her or him what to expect. Such 

directives were provided in English and encouraged students 

to relax and feel free to be creative. Students were also 

told to speak close to the microphone in order to ensure a 

good recording. This was especially important during lunch 

time when background noise was at a higher level. The 

microphone was turned on during the initial instruction 

period so that each student could adjust to its presence. 

The conversation portion of the elicitation procedure 

began with the same question in Spanish for each student. 

From there, the interview proceeded according to the 

student's interests and responses. The picture description 

task followed the interview questions without breaking the 

flow of conversation. During both of these tasks, words 

were provided in Spanish by the researcher when asked. For 

example, if a student asked How do you say silly ?, the 

researcher responded with the word tonto (or tonta as 

appropriate). The researcher did not provide any form of 

the copula with the requested word. Although this 

prevented the researcher from giving clues or influencing 

the copula choice of a subject, it may have led to a higher 

rate of copula omission since oftentimes the subject 

repeated the word and continued without providing the 

copula which should have preceded it. 
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After each series of pictures had been described, the 

tape recorder was turned off. Students were given a copy 

of the grainmaticality judgment questionnaire and told in 

English to ask for clarification of the instructions and 

for help with unknown words. The order of presentation of 

these tasks was the same for all subjects and, thus, if the 

students improved across tasks, this may have been merely a 

reflection of their becoming more comfortable with the 

research situation rather than a function of the nature of 

each task. The reason for presenting each task in the same 

order was that the interview served as a warm-up for the 

other two tasks. In addition, the contextual!zed judgment 

task was written, and if it were completed in a different 

order, this would have interrupted the flow of 

conversation. It was believed that this order of 

presentation was best in terms of introducing a student to 

the research situation and developing a rapport which would 

lead from one activity to the next most comfortably. 

Coding the Data 

The data from the interview and all of the utterances 

from the picture description activity were transcribed from 

the tape-recording of the session. By transcribing the 

context surrounding the utterance of each copula, it was 

possible to code for both pragmatic and semantic features. 

All utterances coded contained the syntactic sequence 
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copula + adjective. Other strategies for adjective use 

were also noted and were included in the qualitative 

description of the data. Answers from the grammaticality 

judgment task were also coded, and because of the context 

within the task itself, it was also possible to use the 

same coding scheme for these items. Each aspect of the 

coding scheme will be discussed individually. 

Each set of data was coded for individual subject 

variables which might contribute to variation. Among these 

are gender, age, level of instruction, and grade received 

in the current course in which the student was enrolled. 

The background questionnaire was also used to screen 

students for ethnic or socio-economic differences which 

might have led to different types of performance. In 

addition, it served to ensure that no student had 

exceptional experience with Spanish outside the class. 

Thus, with the exception of week-long trips (usually only 

one or two per student) and infrequent conversations with 

classmates in Spanish outside class, no student included in 

the study had additional exposure. While many students 

reported that they knew a NS of Spanish, few said they 

spoke with that person in Spanish. These variables were 

monitored to verify that all participants had similar 

exposure to Spanish. They were used to create the profile 

of the subjects given at the beginning of the next chapter. 
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The data were coded for these variables, and since nearly-

all students fell into the same group, any anomaly resulted 

in the elimination of a participant rather than the 

addition of a coded category. 

Because all data were transcribed and coded with the 

same scheme, each instance of a copula was also coded for 

task type to ensure that one particular task did not 

account for a trend on its own. The data were coded as 

correct or incorrect based solely on their grammatical 

accuracy as well. This refers not to the choice of copula, 

but rather to inflectional features such as number and 

tense. The possible categories of this variable were 

Correct, Incorrect Tense, Incorrect Number, and Both 

Incorrect. This allowed for the examination of both types 

of errors individually. This particular category is 

relevant only for the oral data, as the contextualized 

grammaticality judgment task did not require students to 

produce any forms. 

Response Choice 

Although many studies code the data for accuracy in 

terms of copula choice, the discussion of grammatical 

characterization of the copula contrast in the preceding 

chapter has shown why this is problematic. Because Spanish 

grammar does not have clear unambiguous rules which can 

determine native speaker copula choice, any judgment on the 



123 

part of the researcher as to the appropriateness of a token 

would have to be justified in terms of the particular 

parameter that explains this decision. This is especially-

true in situations where the variables seem to conflict and 

one must be chosen over the other. In order to avoid this 

difficulty, each context where a copula could have been 

selected (based on the syntactic features: subject + 

+ adjective), was coded as a token of ser, estar, omission, 

correct other or incorrect other in response solely to 

which form was given. An example of correct other is Ella 

parece rubia 'she seems blonde' whereas an token which is 

incorrect other is a phrase like *Ella tiene rubia 'she 

has blonde'. 

This method of coding means that rather than analyzing 

the data in the framework of an error analysis which would 

investigate which variables caused errors with estar, the 

data can be used to find contextual factors which favor the 

use of estar, regardless of whether a native speaker would 

make the same decision or not. In this way, the variables 

on semantic and pragmatic levels can be combined to 

describe the patterns of usage in learner language. In 

keeping with the SLA research described previously, it was 

assumed that use of estar would increase as proficiency 

increased and that additional constraints would be involved 

in that choice as the learner's grammar became increasingly 



124 

complex. By analyzing the data in this way, it is possible 

to compare the path of acquisition of estar to the path of 

change of estar without relying on rigid grammatical 

criteria of varying success. 

A number of semantic factors were used to code the 

data for additional features. Each of these variables was 

based on judgments made at the sentence level only. Those 

which required more context are distinguished below as 

pragmatic features, The semantic variables can be divided 

into (1) features of the copula contrast, (2) features of 

the referent, and (3) features of the adjective. Each of 

these will be discussed here in terms of how the tokens 

were coded and what was hoped to be gained by looking at 

each categorization. 

Features of Copula Contrast 

While one might expect simply to code data for 

traditionally used features such as [+/- inherent] or [+/-

permanent], these features fail to apply to all instances 

of adjective use with copulas, and fail to describe copula 

choice in all situations. It is often difficult to decide 

whether a feature is permanent or not (e.g., weight). 

Instead, Silva-Corvalan (1994) makes use of traditional 

variables to define the semantic transparency of the copula 

choice. She uses the expanded set of features, which may 

apply to the adjective or the situation, in order to judge 
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whether copula choice can contribute to a change in meaning 

in a particular sentence. Among these features are 

inherent vs. circumstantial, imperfective vs. perfective, 

permanent vs. temporary, and independent of immediate 

experience vs. dependent on concrete experience. This 

change in meaning is described as a variation in 

'modality', In the above context, modality refers to the 

way in which the entire situation is interpreted as a 

result of the combination of a copula + adjective structure 

and a particular linguistic context. If the choice between 

ser and estar can be said to change the modality of the 

sentence for one of the above features, the token will be 

marked [+ different modality] . An example of such a 

sentence is Es/Esta bonita 'She is pretty' where the choice 

between copulas affects whether the trait is seen as 

inherent or circumstantial and whether this individual is a 

pretty person or whether the speaker is reacting to a 

particular instance, based on immediate experience and 

intends to simply "she looks pretty". In any case where 

two different readings can be construed based on copula 

choice, the choice is said to be more transparent than 

cases with no clear difference at all, but less so than in 

contexts where copula choice causes a change in the meaning 

of the adjective. 

In order to tease out other related types of 
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situations, the variables [+/- apparent synonymy] and [+/-

clear difference] are also included. The first feature 

refers to cases such as es/esta soltero 'he is unmarried' 

which would be coded [+ apparent synonymy], since there is 

not a difference of adjective meaning, nor modality, based 

on copula choice. This would represent an even less 

salient distinction, since there is no clear parameter or 

rule to distinguish the two. The variable [+ clear 

difference] refers to cases where the change in copula 

completely changes the meaning of the adjective. This is 

seen in sentences like es/esta verde 'it is green' where 

green can be interpreted as the color green with ser and as 

'unripe' with estar. These three factors; [+/- different 

modality], [+/- apparent synonymy], and [+/- clear 

difference] , were used to examine the role of semantic 

transparency in learner data. The contrast these features 

illustrate is seen below: 

[+/- different modality] 
Ella es/esta bonita 
she is pretty (contrast; always vs. iinpression today) 

[+/- clear difference] 
La manzana es/esta verde 
The apple is green/unripe 

[+/- apparent synonymy) 
Ella es/esta casada 
She is married (hard to see a contrast) 

Although the variable [+/- different modality] is 

important, it is very general, and Silva-Corvalan (1994) 
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used a number of factors to determine whether a token did 

or did not exhibit a change in modality. Among these are 

permanent vs. temporary or whether the attribute is 

susceptible to change, and independent of immediate 

experience vs. dependent on concrete experience. These two 

variables will be discussed later as they are pragmatic 

features. The distinction between perfective and 

imperfective corresponds to Smith's (1997) concept of 

viewpoint and was used to code the data accordingly. For 

tokens given in the past tense, the contrast between the 

preterit and the imperfect tenses was a useful criterion, 

but coding for present tense tokens was based on the 

meaning of the verb phrase itself. The only distinction 

not included in the present study is the contrast between 

inherent and circumstantial. This is because while it is a 

popular explanation in traditional textbooks, it is fairly 

subjective and, thus, difficult to code tokens according to 

set criteria. This is in line with Silva-Corvalan's (1986, 

1994) decision not to code for this variable. 

Features of the Referent 

The next semantic category, features of the referent, 

includes only one variable. This feature is [+/- animate]. 

Although Silva-Corvalan (1994) found no significant 

difference for this feature, it cannot be subsumed under 

other features, such as those of the copula choice or the 
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adjective class, since many changes in modality or 

adjective type can apply to both animate and inanimate 

referents. Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter One, 

Clements (1988) shows that this feature does help to 

explain differences in monolingual usage in other ways. 

Features of the Adjective 

Included as categories of the variable adjective type 

are classes which are derived from Silva-Corvalan (1994), 

Gutierrez (1992) and Ramirez-Gelpi (1995), as well as 

categories such as those described in Clements (1988). The 

adjective classes used to code these data, while similar to 

other studies, do present some modifications. This is due 

both to differences between studies and to conflicts within 

the categorization schemes of others. For example, for 

Silva-Corvalan, description includes only inanimate objects 

but evaluation includes both animate and inanimate objects. 

Ramirez-Gelpi (1995) includes the category description of a 

personality, which includes only animate referents but 

would be used to group some of the adjectives included in 

evaluation by Silva-Corvalan. 

An example of the difficulty of discrimination between 

classes within studies is seen in Silva-Corvalan (1994). 

While she classifies sucio 'dirty' as a description, she 

claims facil 'easy' is an evaluation and inocente 

'innocent' is placed under miscellaneous. Nevertheless, 



129 

each of these could be seen as a subjective evaluation of 

the referent. Provided that each adjective was classified 

consistently in the studies above, this does not negate 

their findings. The issue of replication however, 

necessitates that clear rules for the coding in this study 

be delineated, even if this means making modifications in 

the schemes of other studies. 

A total of ten adjective classes were used in this 

study, with an additional grouping of miscellaneous for 

those which did not fit within the scope of another 

classification. The categories age and size were used for 

both animate and inanimate referents. Physical appearance 

included only adjectives used to describe animate 

referents. For inanimate referents, the category 

description/evaluation included all other descriptions 

which were non-measurable. This eliminates the need to 

distinguish between descriptions and evaluations. The 

adjectives formerly included under evaluation for animate 

referents were included under description of a 

person (ality) . The suffix ality is written in parenthesis 

because this category includes adjectives such as animado 

'animated', which clearly refers to a personality, and 

those like inteligente 'intelligent', which may refer to a 

non-measurable characteristic of a person which is not 

considered part of their personality. 
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The rest of the adjective classes used to code the 

data in this study are similar to those in other studies. 

Color refers to animate and inanimate referents, mental 

state is only for animates and includes adjectives such as 

alegre 'happy' and enojado 'angry', and physical state 

includes adjectives such as enfermo 'sick' and muerto 

'dead'. The category sensory characteristic can include 

adjectives with animate and inanimate referents such as 

ruidoso 'noisy' and sabroso 'tasty'. The last category 

status includes moral, social, and class adjectives such as 

immoral 'immoral', casado 'married' and rico 'rich'. It 

should be stated that description/evaluation and 

description of a person(ality) are last resort categories, 

and any adjective which could be placed into another 

category was classified in that way. 

In addition to allowing the investigation of the 

pattern of diffusion of estar in SLA data, this type of 

classification presents other possibilities. For example, 

some of the adjective classes appear to coincide with the 

traditional parameters which distinguish ser from estar. 

For example, size, age, and physical appearance all seem to 

be circumstantial rather than defining or inherent 

properties. This correlation explains why these categories 

are innovative with estar in the same way that the notions 

of subjectivity or circumstantiality play a role in the 
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extension of estar. 

The variables used in this study that should be 

attributed to Clements (1988) and Smith (1997) are the 

following: [uni/bi/non unidirectional], [+/- dynamic], and 

[+/- telic] (see Chapter Two, pages 56-63). The 

directionality refers to whether to the verb underlying the 

adjective can move in only one direction as in old (to get 

old) or whether it can move in both directions as in fat 

(to get more/less fat). A token which is [non-directional] 

is exemplified by es inteligente 'she is intelligent' since 

there is no direction associated with the state of being 

intelligent. The variable [ + /- dynamic] was used to 

distinguish adjectives which were the result of a process 

or event from those that were not. Some adjectives such as 

alto 'tall' allow both interpretations and will be marked 

[dynamic] . In contrast, some adjectives such as abierto 

'open' ( [+ dynamic]), and sincero 'sincere' ([- dynamic]) 

do not allow both interpretations. Finally the variable 

[ + /- telic] refers to whether or not an adjective has a 

natural endpoint. Under this categorization, enojado 

'angry' is [+ telic] whereas alto 'tall' is [- telic]. 

These characteristics are included here under semantic 

distinctions because they were coded with respect to the 

meaning of the adjective, not the meaning of a particular 

context. In this way, the fact that an adjective may 
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represent a process or an event in a particular instance is 

not relevant, since the element of interest is that it has 

the capability of representing both. In combination, these 

features allow adjective classes to be broken down in a way 

that is different from the adjective classes described 

earlier. In the analysis of the data, the effect of these 

variables in relation to the use of estar was examined, as 

well as their interaction with the adjective classes 

described above. 

There are three more variables included in the coding 

of the data which require that the external context of the 

utterance be taken into account. These context-dependent 

pragmatic variables are [+/- individual], which refers to 

the frame of reference, [+/- immediate experience], and 

[+/- susceptible to change]. The distinction between 

individual and class frame of reference is based on whether 

or not both speakers have prior knowledge of the referent. 

If this is the case, an individual frame of reference, 

whereby the referent is compared to itself rather than to a 

class of objects, is possible. The frame of reference 

contrast is included in sociolinguistic studies and is seen 

as the first characteristic to be lost. Coding this SLA 

data for the same feature permits the investigation of the 

interaction of the frame of reference with other 

constraints in learner grammar. It might also help shed 
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light on the question of which semantic factors can be 

overridden to show contrasting reference and which features 

are never overridden. 

The variable [+/- immediate experience] refers to 

whether or not the speaker is describing a referent based 

on an immediate, concrete observation. A token such as as 

inteligente 'she is intelligent', may reflect a general 

belief not connected with a particular event, or it may be 

an observation of one's intelligence based on a concrete 

event. This feature is different from the frame of 

reference since the latter is imposed by the speaker and 

the former falls out of the speech context. How the intent 

of the speaker was interpreted is discussed in the next 

chapter. 

The last variable used for coding was [+/- susceptible 

to change]. This is considered a pragmatic feature, 

because it depends on the speaker's perspectival knowledge 

of the real world and the interaction of the referent 

meaning with that of the adjective. The fact that this 

feature requires more context in order to be correctly 

coded may also explain why, unlike most other parameters 

that distinguish ser from estar, it cannot be subsumed 

under other adjective classes. , This variable poses an 

additional external constraint which may help to account 

for the learner data and serve as a basis for comparison 
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with the sociolinguistic data. 

While the variables used to code the data in this 

study come from a wide variety of sources, they are all 

interrelated in such a way that they may interact in 

contributing to the use of estar. The results of the 

methods described here will be described in the next 

chapter. A summary of the variables coded in the data, 

together with the categories used to code them, is given in 

table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1 - Siunmary of Coding Scheme 
Variable Categoary 
Gender Female, Male 
Age 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 
Level of Instruction 2, 3, 4, 5 
Grade received A, B, C, D, F 
Task type Interview 

Picture 
Judgment 

Grammatical accuracy Correct 
Incorrect 
Wrong tense 
Wrong number 
Omission 

Response given Ser 
Estar 
Correct other 
Incorrect other 
Omission 
Both (on guestionnaire) 

Perfectivity +/- perfective 
Modality +/- different modality 
Sentence synonymy +/- apparent synonymy 
Adjective meaning +/- clear difference 
Referent animacy +/- animate 
Adjective class age 

size 
physical appearance 
description/ evaluation 
description of a person(ality) 
color 
mental state 
physical state 
sensory characteristic 
status 
miscellaneous 

Directionali ty unidirectional 
bi-directional 
non-directional 

Dynamicity +/- dynamic 
Telicity +/- telic 
Frame of reference +/- individual 
Dependence on 
experience 

+/- concrete experience 

Susceptibility to 
change 

+/- change 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Upon completion of the data collection and the 

application of the coding scheme, both described in the 

previous chapter, the data were submitted to both 

qualitative and quantitative analyses. The purpose of this 

chapter is to present the results of the analyses of the 

learner data by providing a description of the process of 

the analysis and the results that were obtained. The 

chapter begins with a description of the population that 

was included in the study along with individual 

characteristics and demographic information. The 

subsequent section describes modifications which were made 

to the coding scheme as it was applied and illustrates how 

each variable was defined using actual data. Later, each 

variable is discussed both in terms of qualitative 

observations and summative and statistical information. 

Each method of analysis will be described in conjunction 

with the variables to which it was applied. This chapter 

will provide a description of the data which is the 

foundation for the discussion of the conclusions made in 

the final chapter. 

The Population 

The students who participated in this study were 

enrolled in four different levels of Spanish instruction. 

Each student was grouped according to the level in which he 
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or she was enrolled, rather than by other factors such as a 

common test score. In order to be sure that this grouping 

was appropriate, and that each group contained similar 

learners, students were asked to complete a background 

questionnaire. This questionnaire provided information 

about both demographic and individual variables. Such 

information makes it possible to ensure a degree of 

similarity between each of the students so that their 

development may be discussed in terms of levels. It also 

makes it possible to discuss both internal and external 

factors which may contribute to certain features in the 

data. This section presents the information provided 

through the background questionnaires and discusses the 

implications of these variables for the results of the 

study. 

The first variable to be discussed here is gender. 

Because the students participated on a voluntary basis, 

there is some variation along gender lines between levels. 

This may also reflect the general trend for enrollment to 

be more female in the field of foreign languages. Because 

language courses above the first level, which is actually 

the second year of study, are elective, this is a viable 

explanation. Nevertheless, while the possibility exists 

that this study is actually a reflection of how young adult 

females learn language rather than how young adults in 
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general learn language, the discussion which follows shows 

that there are variables other than gender which account 

for the variation in response between learners quite 

adequately. Table 4.1 shows the number of students of each 

gender along with the level in which they were enrolled. 

Table 4.1, Gender by Course Level 
Level Females Males Total 
One 8 12 20 
Two 17 6 23 
Three 20 4 24 
Four 8 2 10 
Total 53 24 77 

Another variable which is often of interest in 

language learning is age. In this study, age correlates 

fairly directly with the level of coursework in which the 

student was enrolled. Additionally, the age at which each 

student began studying Spanish is similar across all 

learners. As a result, if younger learners are more or 

less adept at language acquisition, this effect will not 

surface in these data. This is because older learners will 

appear to be better language learners because they are 

enrolled in higher levels of coursework. There are no 

learners who began study significantly earlier or later 

than the others. Table 4.2 shows the age of the 

participants for each level. In Table 4.3 the data for the 

age at which students began to study Spanish and for where 

they studied Spanish are provided. 
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Table 4.2, Age by Level 
Level Age 14 Age 15 Age 16 Age 17 Age 18 
1 10 8 1 0 1 
2 0 8 11 4 0 
3 0 2 6 15 1 
4 0 0 0 4 6 
Total 10 18 18 23 8 

Given the results above for age across levels, the 

other information necessary to determine that learners are 

similar across groups is when they began studying Spanish. 

In the public school system where the research was 

conducted, students were able to start Spanish in seventh 

grade and continue in the eighth grade in order to complete 

the equivalent of one year of high school study. Some 

students chose not to begin until later so that they could 

focus on basic reading skills in English instead. Some 

students may have also chosen French and switched to 

Spanish when they arrived at high school. Most often 

however, students enrolled in Spanish Two, classified as 

Level One in this study, during their first year of high 

school. This was investigated by asking students when they 

began Spanish and if they knew another language. 

Another factor which might lead to variation is where 

students' previous study of Spanish took place. It was the 

goal of this research to find a group of learners that had 

a fairly consistent language learning background in order 

to be able to make valid inferences about language learning 

processes as well as about the possible effects of external 
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factors. Students were asked where they had taken Spanish 

coursework in order to ensure that not only did the 

learners begin studying at the same age, they also studied 

under similar conditions. This is important for research 

which relies on learners at various stages of development 

so that descriptions of levels of acquisition generalize to 

the entire group of learners. Table 4.3 shows where 

students studied Spanish and when they began to study 

Spanish for each level of enrollment. The age at which 

study began is classified into two groups here: Those who 

began as early as permissible in this school system (began 

in 7th) and those who began later in high school (began in 

HS) . The location of the students' studies is classified 

as in the study site only (OR only) or at the study site 

and elsewhere (other). 

Table 4.3, Beginning level and location by level 
Level Began Began OR only other 

in 7 th in HS 
1 18 2 20 0 
2 20 3 18 5 
3 23 1 24 0 
4 10 0 10 0 
total 71 6 72 5 

Another important factor in exploring variation 

between learners is their overall success in the course in 

which they are enrolled. The students' academic grade was 

used to ensure that learner types, such as 'good learners' 

and 'poor learners', did not predominate within any one of 
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the particular groups. Since students participated in the 

study on a voluntary basis, it is likely that only the more 

conscientious students volunteered. Possibly because of 

this, some levels contain only very strong students. The 

high performance among the higher levels of enrollment 

could also be a result of advanced training in Spanish 

since these groups contain even fewer students with low 

academic achievement. Furthermore, as the upper levels of 

coursework were considered elective, students who were not 

successful language learners presumably did not enroll in 

Spanish at all. Nevertheless, there are some students 

included who did not receive high grades in Spanish. 

Because of this, a regression of contextual features which 

included grade as a variable instead of including each 

individual student as a variable was run in order to ensure 

that the grade of the student did not explain variation 

within or between levels. It was found that treating each 

student as a variable instead of grouping students by grade 

allowed a more accurate description of the data. Table 4.4 

shows each level and the number of students who received 

each of the possible academic grades in their Spanish 

course. 
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Table 4.4, Grade received in Spanish by level 
Grade 

Level A B C D F Total 
1 4 6 9 1 0 20 
2 11 7 4 1 0 23 
3 12 11 1 0 0 24 
4 3 7 o 0 0 10 
Total 30 31 14 2 0 

One factor which was problematic in other studies in 

terms of making conclusions about internal processes of 

language change was the amount of contact students had with 

native speakers of Spanish. In some cases, it is not 

possible to tell whether student 'errors' are a reflection 

of processes of language learning or of the acquisition of 

the spoken norm in that region. It will be recalled that 

one of the motivations for conducting the research in an 

area which has little contact with Spanish was to avoid 

this type of bias. In order to ensure that students were 

not acquiring non-standard norms as a result of their 

contact with Spanish-speakers, students were asked about 

their contact with native speakers of Spanish, their use of 

Spanish on the Internet and the amount of travel they had 

done in a Spanish-speaking country. The results from each 

of these questions is presented in the chart below. 
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Table 4.5, Contact with native speakers of Spanish by level 
Level NS 

con
tact 

Inter 
-net 

weeks 
of 
tra
vel 

yes no yes no 0-2 3-5 5 + 
1 0 20 5 15 19 0 1 
2 3 20 3 20 19 3 1 
3 6 18 4 20 22 2 0 
4 0 10 2 8 10 0 0 
Total 9 69 14 63 70 5 2 

From this table, it is clear that few students had 

contact with native speakers of Spanish. In fact, the 

chart above represents the contact which students had self-

reported, but when each student arrived for the interview, 

the researcher asked questions to discern what type of 

contact each student actually had. Nearly all of the 

students who said they did have contact with a native 

speaker of Spanish named the same individual, a high school 

aged student whose grandmother lived with her and spoke 

mostly Spanish. When asked, most students said they did 

not speak in Spanish to the student nor did they visit her 

family. Only one student had actually spoken Spanish to 

the grandmother. Other students named people whom they had 

met but maintained no contact with. One student named his 

Spanish teacher, claiming she was from Spain, even though 

she is a native speaker of English with no Spanish-speaking 

heritage. In summary, the assumption that these students 

had little contact with native Spanish speakers appears to 

be largely correct. 
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Students were asked to report on their use of Spanish 

on the Internet as well. These responses showed that many 

of the students had used the Internet to do research for 

their Spanish class for term projects or reports. 

Nevertheless, very few students participated in chat rooms 

or actually interacted in Spanish. While the Internet 

provides these students with additional texts, rarely are 

these texts informal and there is little conversational 

interaction taking place via this technology. 

The final variable, reported in Table 4.5 is the 

extent to which each student had traveled in a Spanish-

speaking country. Of all of the students, fifty had never 

been to a Spanish-speaking country. Of the one-third of 

the students who had traveled to another country, many had 

participated in school sponsored trips. One such trip to 

Costa Rica focused on biology and did not require students 

to be taking Spanish in order to go. Another trip was 

sponsored by the Foreign Languages Department and took 

place in Spain. On this 10-day trip students lived with 

families for most of the time and did speak Spanish. These 

students were all enrolled in Level Three or higher. The 

rest of the travel mentioned was comprised of family 

vacations or athletic team travel. None of the students 

had spent more than one week at a time in a Spanish-

speaking situation, such as living with a family. Again, 
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this variable shows a group of students with very limited 

contact with the Spanish-speaking world. 

A final personal variable which may have contributed 

to variation in the data was motivation. Students were 

asked if they enjoyed Spanish and if they planned to study 

or use Spanish in the future, in order to gauge how they 

felt about language study. This was done in order to avoid 

basing conclusions on learners who felt differently about 

studying Spanish. The data presented in Table 4.6 show 

that students were mostly enthusiastic about language study 

and planned to study Spanish in college or use Spanish in a 

work situation afterwards. Students were allowed to select 

the option 'sort of for both questions. Interestingly, 

the explanation given for selecting this choice was very 

much in line with the pressures of high school. Answers 

such as "I don't live for Spanish but its o.k." were 

common. These were generally good students who were 

expecting to score well in the class even though their 

interests lay elsewhere. Table 4.6 shows the results from 

this portion of the background questionnaire. 

Level En j oy-
ment 

Future 
Plans 

yes no ok yes no maybe 
1 11 4 5 13 5 2 
2 16 3 4 17 3 3 
3 15 3 6 20 3 1 
4 7 0 3 8 2 0 
Total 49 10 18 58 13 6 
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The data outlined above show that the students who 

participated in this study are a fairly homogeneous group. 

They are strongly motivated and do well in school. They 

began learning Spanish at the same age, and have gone 

through the same curriculum and learning contexts. They 

have had little contact outside of the classroom with 

spoken or written Spanish. While they represent different 

age levels, age is a reflection of the level of instruction 

in which they are enrolled. They have traveled very little 

in Spanish-speaking countries. This information shows that 

a discussion about characteristics associated with various 

levels of proficiency is possible since the students went 

through similar external learning procedures. It also 

shows that commonalties between learners can be said to 

arise from the types of input received and the pedagogical 

means by which they learned Spanish or from internal 

language processes. 

The Application of the Coding Scheme 

This section describes some issues that arose in the 

process of applying the coding scheme to the data, 

including the need to clarify terminology and refine the 

definitions of certain variables. While some modifications 

were made, most of the process involved making definitions 

more specific rather than actual changes. The initial 

effort to apply the coding categories quickly showed that 
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definitions had to be made clear enough to assure the data 

would be coded consistently. The revisions described here 

were decided upon after coding the data from students in 

the lowest level of enrollment, henceforth Level One. 

Notes were taken during the coding process and explicit 

decisions were made regarding areas where the assignment of 

more than one variable was possible. Level One was then 

recoded and the following levels were coded according to 

the same scheme. A spot check was also conducted after the 

completion of coding at each level. Along with a 

discussion of each of the particular variables and 

categories which was modified, the discussion below 

includes examples and observations about the coding scheme 

and the data. 

One of the first modifications of the coding scheme to 

be made was for the feature of Semantic Transparency. 

Silva-Corvalan (1994) used the feature [+/- different 

modality] to code for cases in which a contrast in 

modality, expressed through a contrast between ser and 

estar, was allowed versus cases which did not allow such a 

contrast. She also included the characteristics [+/-

apparent synonymy] for contexts where the use of either 

copula seemed to have the same meaning and [+/- different 

meaning] for contexts where the choice between copulas 

determined the meaning of the adjective. One aspect of 
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this coding which is redundant is that both [different 

meaning] and [apparent synonymy] code cases where the 

contrast between copulas is allowed. Furthermore, the 

feature [-different modality] where no contrast is allowed 

between copulas, groups all of the contexts which require 

ser, and all of the contexts which require estar, into one 

category. Because of this, it is preferable to have one 

variable with many categories in order to include all of 

the above information. It is especially appropriate to 

treat Semantic Transparency as a single statistical 

variable since the studies on language change deal with 

this constiruct as a single conceptual variable. 

In order to make these divisions clearer, Silva-

Corvalan's categories described above were collapsed into 

one variable called Modality. The categories were coded in 

the following way: 

1. contrast is allowed 
3. ser is required 
4. ser and estar are both allowed but with synonymy 
5. meaning difference occurs with contrast 
6. estar is required. 

Because these changes were made after the data had 

been coded for the Level One, the list above does not 

contain a category which corresponds to the number two. 

This revision makes it possible to analyze Semantic 

Transparency as one united concept (Modality) and to 
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examine the effect of each possible context together, 

rather than as separate categories. 

A second area which required greater specification was 

the coding of adjective categories. Each adjective was 

coded according to the context in which it appeared, not 

according to the adjective itself. This means that the 

same adjective was coded differently depending on the 

context in which it appeared. Included here are some 

examples that occurred for the same adjective in different 

contexts. The adjective bianco 'white' appeared as 

referring to race and was categorized as Status. It also 

appeared as a color for hair and was categorized as Color 

with the features [+ susceptible to change] and [bi

directional] since hair color can change and it can become 

whiter or less white. In contrast, when bianco appeared as 

the color of a car it was coded as Color but with the 

features [-susceptible to change] and [non-directional] 

since car color is not generally perceived as susceptible 

to change and one's car would not go through a process of 

becoming whiter or less white. Another interesting 

adjective is morena 'dark', which can refer to natural skin 

tone, hair or eye color or the result of tanning. This 

allows for variation in how the adjective is coded, since 

skin tone is not susceptible to change whereas being tan 

is, and since moreno would be coded as Color for hair but 
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as Physical Appearance for a tan. Each of these adjectives 

demonstrates the variation which can exist for one lexical 

entry depending on its context or reference. 

Two of the characteristics which depended on pragmatic 

context presented a different type of question. In the 

case of the variables [+/- perfective] and [+/- individual 

frame of reference] it was sometimes necessary to make 

extensive inferences about what the speaker intended. For 

example, when looking at a photo of a family, the 

perfective context is possible in the sense of 'they were 

happy right then' . But this is not necessarily the only 

possibility, since 'they seem like happy people' is also 

possible. Because of cases like this, it was decided that 

where a perfective reading or an individual frame of 

reference was pragmatically possible, they would be coded 

as [+perfective] and [+individual frame]. This means that 

it was not necessary to guess what the speaker had intended 

and it also means that estar was not necessarily the only 

possible accurate response. Instead, this method of coding 

marked the context as a possible one for estar provided 

that other features also warranted its use. 

Another interesting observation that arose in the 

process of coding the data was the interaction between 

Animacy and Adjective Class as they were defined in this 

study. One adjective that demonstrates this well is rica 
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'rich' . When rica is used to refer to food it is 

classified as Sensory Characteristic but when it is used to 

refer to a person it is classified as Status. What is 

interesting is that the meaning of the adjective is not 

variable in either context even though it is quite 

different in the two distinct contexts. In other words, 

the variation between ser and estar has little to do with 

the change in meaning for this adjective and it is, thus, 

different from the adjectives with a meaning change 

mentioned above. In the case of the 'rich person' the 

Modality is coded as [contrast not allowed, ser required] 

despite the fact that other meanings are available in other 

contexts. Nevertheless, as applied to food, both ser and 

estar are allowed depending on whether a speaker intends to 

imply that the food in a particular restaurant is generally 

good (ser) or whether the speaker means that this 

particular meal 'tastes' good at that moment (estar). It 

is not possible to change the meaning of the adjective in 

either case. It will mean 'rich-tasting' with either 

copula and therefore this context would be coded [contrast 

allowed] unlike the case above. In the case of the 

adjective rica, whether or not the referent is Animate has 

an effect on other variables. 

One area where the classification of adjective type 

seemed to overlap was between the categories Size and 
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Physical Appearance. Previous research (Silva-Corvalan, 

1994 and Gutierrez, 1992) found that both categories 

favored innovation. As a result, the division between the 

two is less likely to skew results than the division 

between other categories that might have different effects 

on the usage of estar. Nevertheless, consistency required 

deciding whether height and weight were Size or Physical 

Appearance. Although the decision is largely arbitrary, 

height would be coded as Size and weight would be coded as 

Physical Appearance, since height was judged less likely to 

reflect a personal evaluation of one's appearance than 

weight. In addition to the possibility of subjectivity 

playing a role with adjectives of Physical Appearance, 

weight is more likely to change than height and Physical 

Appearance is often viewed as Susceptible to Change. 

The revisions described above were made in order to 

ensure consistency in coding so that patterns which surface 

in the statistical analysis would not be the result of 

inconsistencies in coding. In addition, where effects were 

not found, variation in coding would not explain the lack 

of effect. In later sections the data are presented in 

light of these variables and the number of tokens of each 

which appeared in the data are given. 

Initial Analysis. Elimination of subjects 

After the completion of the coding, all numerical 
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values for each variable were entered into a database. 

Once the data were compiled, it was necessary to examine 

the data to ensure that students within a particular level 

behaved similarly. It was also desirable to show that each 

student was exposed to a similar number of each type of 

context and had the same number of opportunities to use 

estar in a variety of contexts. Although free conversation 

and picture description cannot possibly create identical 

contexts for each speaker, they should be relatively 

consistent between learners. 

In order to test the consistency between subjects 

within levels, the category coded for Response was 

collapsed into two variables. Originally this variable 

allowed six possible responses: Ser, Estar, Correct Other, 

Incorrect Other, Omission and Both. The option Both was 

only allowed on the contextualized questionnaire and thus 

represents very few tokens. This category was collapsed 

into the variables Estar and Other thereby lumping the five 

responses listed above except estar into one. The reason 

for doing this was that the goal of this analysis is to 

determine the factors favoring the use of estar and this is 

done statistically by comparing tokens of estar to all 

other tokens. 

After recoding the Response variable, the data from 

each level were coit±)ined to create a table which held 
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aggregate values for each student for every variable. This 

means that each student was represented by one row in the 

table, rather than a row for each token they provided. In 

each row, the fraction of the total tokens in which they 

were exposed to a particular variable was provided. 

Combining the tokens for each student in this way allows a 

comparison between students within one level. 

In order to evaluate the degree of similarity between 

students, a histogram for each variable was obtained. Each 

histogram is a bar graph which shows where the values for 

each student (the fraction of tokens which represent a 

particular variable) fall in relation to the values for 

other students. The statistical package used in this study 

also provides a line which represents the curve within 

which the majority of the data points should fall. This 

makes it possible to examine the values for each student 

for each variable to determine whether a normal curve was 

present. 

In cases where the data points fall within the curve, 

it can be inferred that students were exposed to similar 

situations in regard to that particular variable. For 

example, for the students in level two, the histogram 

showed that for Individual Frame of Reference, students 

fell within the normal curve, thus confirming that they 

were exposed to similar contexts and showing that they 
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behaved in a similar way. Histograms where the data fall 

within the normal curve and where the data points do not 

are included in APPENDIX E for the sake of comparison. 

In cases where one student falls well outside the 

curve, and thus does not behave like the others, it is 

necessary to examine the data to discern why that is the 

case. The examination of histograms for each variable 

served to identify certain students who behaved differently 

in a number of contexts. It should be noted that there was 

a wide degree of variability between learners in general. 

A student who behaved differently in only one context was 

generally included in the later analysis. In contrast, 

students who showed variation for a number of contexts were 

examined in more detail. Of these students, five were 

eliminated because there was a clear methodological reason 

for the variation they exhibited. Each of these cases is 

discussed below. 

For the group of students in Level One, only one 

student was eliminated from the data. This student had a 

high number of adjective contexts for Size and a very high 

use of estar. An examination of her interview transcript 

revealed that she had a very limited vocabulary and relied 

heavily on a small number of adjectives, such as grande 

'big'. Furthermore, this student had recently switched 

from French to Spanish and there was evidence of other 
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types of confusion. For example, she used a copula form 

which does not exist in French or Spanish which sounded 

like the Spanish word y 'and' and may have been related to 

the form est 'it is' in French. Because she did not behave 

like other students, and it was possible to explain why, 

this student was eliminated from the data. 

One student in Level Two was also eliminated. This 

student showed a high frequency of the adjective class 

Sensory Characteristic and a low number of tokens of the 

adjective class Mental State relative to other students at 

this level. In addition, this student had a high number of 

Non-directional adjectives and was the third lowest in 

number of tokens of estar. These differences may be a 

result of methodology, but she had also lived for three 

years in Mexico City when she was younger. Her Spanish was 

no more grammatical than other students at that level but 

much more fluent. Because the difference in her background 

may have been an influencing factor in the variation in her 

performance, she was eliminated from the analysis. 

Two students at Level Three showed high variability. 

The first showed large numbers of tokens of the adjective 

class Physical State, tokens which were [+dynamic] , tokens 

of estar and tokens which were [+perfective]. Given the 

high frequency of these types of contextual features it is 

not surprising that the number of tokens of estar was also 
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high. Nevertheless, this student performed differently 

from the other students on a large number of variables. 

The most likely reason for this is that the researcher was 

more familiar with this student and had spent time talking 

with her outside of the interview situation. The 

transcript of the interview shows that the types of 

questions asked during the free conversation portion of the 

session differed from those used with other students, since 

questions such as 'can you describe your sister' would have 

been artificial. This student was therefore eliminated 

from the data pool on the basis of these methodological 

effects. 

Another student in Level Three presented other 

differences from the group. This student showed a high 

number of omissions and very low grammatical accuracy. 

Even though this student was less accurate, he did not show 

evidence of different strategies in terms of estar use. 

Nevertheless, because the level of accuracy of this student 

fell so far below the other students at this level, he was 

eliminated. 

Finally, at Level Four, one student showed a high 

total number of tokens for the free conversation task 

relative to the other two tasks and a low number of tokens 

for the adjective class Physical Appearance. Because the 

picture description task and the questionnaire were geared 
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towards creating subjective responses based on 

characteristics such as Physical Appearance, this 

difference may well have changed the statistical results 

significantly for this group, given its small size. 

The use of the aggregate data chart and the histograms 

for each variable at each level allowed the elimination of 

students whose behavior diverged radically from other 

students at that level. No student who behaved differently 

presented a case where it was not possible to explain the 

difference in behavior by examining the transcript of the 

conversation. In addition, each level still contains a 

fair amount of variability but the learners who may have 

unduly influenced the statistical results were eliminated. 

Once the decision was made to eliminate these five 

students, the initial qualitative and quantitative analysis 

of the data was begun. The following section begins the 

presentation of these results. 

Results and Statistical Analysis 

This section presents the results of the study from 

both a descriptive and statistical point of view. The 

results are grouped under headings for each contextual 

variable. Under each heading two tables are given for each 

contextual feature. The first table presents the percent 

of the time estar was used in that context. The second 

shows which effects were considered significant and what 
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relationship they have with the usage of estar. Since each 

level was analyzed separately, only descriptive conclusions 

about the differences between the levels can be drawn. 

After a description of each variable and a review of the 

coding possibilities, the results of the statistical 

analysis will be presented. 

The statistical test used in this study was a multiple 

stepwise regression. This test works by gradually adding 

factors from the pool of variables until it reaches a 

satisfactory description of the influences on the choice to 

use estar or another copula, such as ser or parecer 'to 

seem'. This means that each variable was considered in 

terms of its relationship to the use of estar in 

conjunction with the influence of the other contextual 

variables. Once completed, the regression analysis 

provides an 'equation' which includes all of the variables 

necessary to best describe the usage of estar at that 

level. The reason for this choice of test is that what is 

of interest in this study is the frequency with which estar 

is used in certain contexts. The absence of a decision 

about the "correctness" of each instance makes tests which 

compare student scores impossible (i.e. the ANOVA). The 

results from the regressions are included in the appendix 

for each level. Nevertheless, each variable will be 

discussed here individually in terms of its significance at 
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each level, and the data about that variable will be 

presented for all four levels in a single table. 

The regression provides information as to whether each 

variable was significantly helpful in describing the use of 

estar, and whether the variable favored the use of estar or 

favored the use of other copula choices. This latter 

information is described as the 'direction of the effect'. 

Because the data in the tables which discuss significance 

and direction of the effect come from four separate 

statistical regressions, one for each of the levels of 

enrollment, there are certain limitations on how the data 

can be interpreted. As a result, it is very important to 

know that the actual numerical value assigned to each 

variable to represent its significance in determining the 

usage of estar is only comparable qualitatively across 

levels. It is not possible to compare an effect of .02 at 

Level Three to an effect with significance of .03 at Level 

Two and claim that the variable is more significant for one 

level than the other. Instead, only the direction of the 

effect and the fact that it is or is not included in the 

equation is relevant. This is because the equations for 

each level include different variables and all of the 

numerical results are based on the interaction of that 

variable with the others included in the equation for that 

level. 
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Finally, it is possible that there exists a 

significant correlation between a variable and the use of 

estar but that the variable was not included in the 

equation. This is because it may be that other variables 

which are included in the equation are better descriptors 

of copula choice. Thus, only those variables which 

together best describe the usage of estar are included in 

the equation provided by the regression analysis. Each of 

these possibilities will be discussed in reference to 

particular variables. 

The chapter will conclude with a discussion of each of 

these variables as part of the complex of factors which 

favors the use of estar. When compiled, the result is a 

description of the variables involved in copula choice 

decisions for each level. These descriptions will be 

compared in order to discuss the general process of the SLA 

of ser and estar. 

Student Response bv Level 

Each token was coded for the possible types of 

Response given in a copula + adjective structure. In 

addition to the selection of ser (1) or estar (2) by the 

speaker, a speaker might also include a different correct 

verb (3) such as parecer 'to seem', an incorrect 

alternative (4) such as mirar 'to look at', or the student 

may have omitted the copula entirely (5). Response choice 
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(6) was only available on the questionnaire when students 

selected the option 'both' rather than feeling strongly 

about one of the two copulas in particular. Although these 

variables were collapsed into the categories Estar and 

Other in order to run the regressions, the full range of 

variables is important for establishing certain patterns of 

learner behavior at a qualitative level. The chart below 

shows the number of times each of the six possible choices 

was chosen by level of enrollment. 

Table 4.7 Percent of each response type by level 
Level ser estar correct 

other 
in
correct 
other 

omis
sion 

both 

1 62.9 20.7 0.5 1.6 13.3 1.0 
2 68.8 19.5 0.5 2.0 8.3 0.9 
3 67.2 23.6 3.5 1.8 3.0 0.9 
4 63.5 25.9 5.1 1.4 3.5 0.6 

From Table 4.7 there are certain important 

observations that can be made. First, although omission is 

fairly high at the first level of enrollment included in 

the study, the percent of copulas which are omitted drops 

steadily across levels. This is congruent with the other 

studies of the SLA of ser and estar (VanPatten, 1987, Ryan 

and Lafford, 1992), which showed that beginners omit the 

copula before they move to the next phase of development 

where ser is overgeneralized. The fact that these students 

exhibit similar behavior to that of students in other 

investigations is important in validating consistency in 
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methodologies across studies. 

Although the Level Four actually shows a slightly 

higher percentage of omission than Level Three, the 

frequency with which copulas are omitted by students in 

these two levels probably does not differ significantly 

from native speech. For example, the question 'What is 

your mom like?' may prompt the response 'uh, my mom, uh 

...smart, funny, very nice' as opposed to 'My mom is smart, 

funny, and very nice' in native speech in both English and 

Spanish. As a result, native speakers would be expected to 

omit some copulas in extended discourse samples. This is 

different from the omission seen in beginners which is not 

driven by the speech context. In the case of these data, 

the noteworthy changes in the rate of omission occur across 

the first three levels, not later on. These changes show 

that in regard to omission of the copula, students in this 

study behaved similarly to learners of Spanish in other SLA 

research. 

The next important observation to be made is that 

frequency of the use of ser does not change across levels 

but the frequency of the use of estar does. Although the 

use of ser decreases slightly across levels, it is lowest 

at the first and fourth levels and thus there is not a 

pattern of increasing nor decreasing usage as proficiency 

increases. In contrast, estar does increase slightly 
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across levels of development, gradually increasing with 

proficiency. It is important to highlight the fact, 

however, that while estar increases across levels, it does 

not do so drastically. The contrast between the usage of 

the two copulas points to two conclusions. First, the 

extent to which ser is used at a particular level of 

proficiency is not indicative of one's ability in Spanish. 

Instead, it is the other features such as omission rates, 

usage of estar and avoidance strategies which reflect one's 

level of proficiency. Secondly, because the rate of usage 

of estar does not show large change across levels, it will 

be necessary to look at how estar is used in addition to 

how often it is used. Only by looking at other contextual 

variables can the use of estar across levels be adequately 

characterized. 

The final observation which can be made from these 

numbers is that while the frequency of correct avoidance 

strategies increases across levels, the frequency of 

incorrect avoidance strategies first increases and then 

decreases. At Level One, the number of incorrect copular 

verbs other than ser or estar is low, as is the number of 

correct copular verbs other than ser or estar. This 

coincides with the point of development at which omission 

is common and ser is overgeneralized. Given VanPatten's 

(1987) claim that the omission of ser is due to the lack of 
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communicative value associated with it at that stage of 

learning, it is logical that students would not use other 

copulas in order to avoid having to distinguish between the 

two main copulas. This is because a student at this level 

is more likely to omit the copula altogether in an effort 

to focus on lexical items which bear more salient content 

information. Only once students are aware of the existence 

of both of the copulas as meaning-bearing elements will 

they begin to omit them less and to avoid them in contexts 

when they are in contrast. 

This conclusion is further supported by the fact that 

once the use of estar begins to increase and omission rates 

begin to decrease, the number of attempts to use other 

verbs instead of the copulas in Spanish also increases. At 

first, when avoidance strategies increase, the number of 

incorrect attempts rises with the number of correct 

attempts. Only at the third and fourth levels does the 

number of incorrect avoidance strategies decrease while the 

number of correct avoidance strategies increases. In part, 

the incorrect attempts at avoidance of the copula are a 

result of lexical confusion between the verbs parecer 'to 

seem' which is an appropriate option and the verbs mirar 

'to look at' and buscar 'to look for', which are not 

correct in adjectival structures. Table 4.8 presents 

information on the actual avoidance strategies selected by 
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learners at each level. 

Table 4.8, Avoidance strategies by level 
Level Correct other Incorrect other 
1 parecer + adjective 

sentirse (feels) + 
adjective 

it, its + adjective 
mirar + adjective 
looks, seems + adjective 
ion, me + adiective 

2 ponerse (become) + adj. 
parecer + adjective 

hay (there is) + adj. 
mirar + adjective 
aparecer (appear) + adj. 
seems + adiective 

3 parecer + adjective 
ponerse + adjective 
sentirse + adiective 

mirar + adjective 

4 parecer + adjective 
sentirse + adjective 

buscan + adjective 
tener (to have) + adj. 
mirar (only 1 student) 

Table 4.8 shows several interesting changes across 

levels of development. First, the use of English copulas 

and other verbs only occurs in the first two levels and not 

at all in the second two. Students at this level are 

trying to express meaning which is slightly different from 

ser as a copula but have yet to learn equivalents for 

'seems' or 'looks' and have yet to discover that estar can 

also encompass these meanings in certain contexts. As a 

result, they codeswitch and use the English alternative. 

Another important change across levels is that by the 

second level all of the incorrect alternatives are 

grammatically accurate. At the first level, some of the 

forms that occur are not only inappropriate but also 

grammatically incorrect as well. By the second level, even 

the choices which are lexically inappropriate are 
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grammatically accurate in terms of their person and number 

markings. In addition, they are verb forms which students 

have learned in other contexts and have extended to the 

copula + adjective structure. By the second level of 

proficiency students are working within a Spanish framework 

to express the meaning of the copula. 

It is also noteworthy that the variation in strategies 

decreases with proficiency. At the early levels each 

student seemed to have a fairly individual strategy for 

avoiding copula distinctions even if this included a 

mixture of more than one of the possibilities mentioned 

here. In contrast, by the third and fourth level, most 

students were able to use the same avoidance strategies and 

the difference between students was more likely to be the 

frequency with which they avoided the contrast between ser 

and estar rather than the way in which they avoided it. 

A final observation about avoidance strategies in 

these data is that it appears that new vocabulary has the 

potential to surface as an incorrect avoidance strategy 

until its proper function is learned. For example, mirar 

'to look' is learned fairly early in the acquisition 

process and, thus, it appears at the first level as an 

incorrect avoidance strategy. Nevertheless, since this 

verb is learned early, the frequency with which it was 

misused decreased across levels and by the fourth level 
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only one student was still using mirar as an incorrect 

avoidance strategy. In contrast, buscar 'to look for' is 

more difficult to learn since it includes the meaning of 

the preposition 'for' in the verbal meaning and should take 

the form verb + noun, rather than verb + preposition + 

noun. It takes many years for learners to use the verb 

correctly rather than pairing it with the prepositions 

por or para, both meaning 'for'. Because buscar takes 

longer to learn, it does not appear as an incorrect 

avoidance strategy until the later levels since less 

proficient speakers of Spanish would avoid the verb buscar 

as much or more than the copula distinction. 

Although the data in this section do not deal with 

statistically verifiable differences between levels, it is 

possible to make important observations based on them. A 

qualitative examination of these differences between 

learners at different levels of proficiency, shows that the 

omission of copulas by learners in this study paralleled 

that of learners in other SLA studies. In addition, the 

learners in this study gradually increased both their use 

of estar and evidence of their awareness of the copula 

contrast through their efforts to avoid it. These findings 

make it possible to generalize these results to other 

learners since the basic characteristics of these learners 

are in line with those of learners in other studies. In 
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addition, such results justify the need to look at 

contextual features since alone, these figures do not 

adequately characterize copula choice at each level. 

Contextual variables 

As discussed above, the categories for the variable 

Response were conflated into the categories Estar and 

Other. This makes it possible to analyze the contextual 

features which play a role in the choice to use or not use 

estar. Along with the binary feature of [+estar] and 

[-estar] all other features were entered into the 

regression analysis. Each of the contextual variables in 

this study will be discussed below both qualitatively and 

in terms of their statistical significance in the decision 

to use estar. Through the discussion of each individual 

variable, this chapter presents the foundation for the 

characterization of the acquisition of estar at each level 

of development in Chapter Five. 

Task Tvoe 

It will be recalled that the data from each student 

was collected through three different tasks: (1) a guided 

interview, (2) a picture description activity and (3) a 

contextualized questionnaire. Each token was coded for the 

task during which it was uttered. The percentage of the 

tokens for each of these tasks in which a speaker chose to 

use the verb estar was tabulated and is presented in Table 
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4.9. Each row represents the data for all of the students 

in that level of enrollment and each column represents a 

different task type. 

Table 4.9, Percentage of estar for each task type by leve!. 
Level Interview Picture 

Description 
Questionnaire 

1 5.7 16.5 38.9 
2 4 12.4 46.4 
3 9.8 19.4 48 
4 11.8 18 52.6 

The percentage figures above point to several 

interesting observations. As was expected, estar was used 

less frequently during the interview task than in the 

picture description or questionnaire tasks. This is 

logical since the reason for including the second two tasks 

was to create more opportvmities to use estar than would be 

possible in free conversation. While the interview was 

geared as much toward serving as a warm-up and a manner of 

investigating background as it was toward creating contexts 

for estar, the picture description and the contextualized 

questionnaire were specifically designed to provide 

contexts where estar was possible and where speakers would 

need to make certain decisions about copula choice. 

Furthermore, the questionnaire was designed such that 

nearly every item represented a context where a contrast 

between ser and estar was possible and this greatly 

increased the number of times where estar could be used 

appropriately. For this reason, the questionnaire shows a 
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much larger percentage of estar than the other two tasks. 

Not only do the percentages above appear to be quite 

different for each task above, the regression analysis 

showed that the variable Task was significant (n<.05) at 

every level in determining the usage of estar. The 

conclusion v;hich one should draw from the figures above is 

that each task created a different number of opportunities 

to use estar. It is also possible that students behave 

differently on each task due to other sociolinguistic or 

affective factors, such as the degree of attention paid 

(Tarone, 1988) or audience design (Bell, 1984). 

Nevertheless, this cannot be the sole source of variation, 

given the differences in the number of opportunities to use 

estar in each task. 

Another interesting trend seen in the percentage 

figures above is that while each task shows a steady 

increase in the usage of estar across levels, the 

questionnaire task represents the largest and most steady 

increase. All tasks reflect the general tendency, 

discussed previously in reference to the response variable, 

that usage of estar increased gradually across levels. 

Nevertheless, this effect was not nearly so pronounced when 

all of the data was examined together. Table 4.9 shows 

that for the questionnaire, the increase in usage of estar 

was quite patterned. This too is logical since the 
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questionnaire task was precisely where the greatest 

opportunities existed to use estar and this task had the 

most potential to reveal the subtleties of developing 

constraints. Again, the difference in performance might be 

enhanced by other speech factors, but these are not likely 

to be the lone factors in explaining the behavior of 

speakers on each task. 

As mentioned above, the contextual variable 'task' was 

found to be significant in determining the behavior of 

estar at each level of enrollment. Table 4.10 presents 

data from the individual regressions run for each level of 

enrollment. It shows which task types had significantly 

different effects from the average effect of that variable 

in terms of the usage of estar at each level. When the 

multiple regression analysis deals with variables that are 

categorical it recodes the data so that the categories 

will not be interpreted as integral nor continuous. This 

in turn limits the conclusions that can be made. Only the 

significance of the contextual feature as a whole and the 

significance of the variable as a whole and direction and 

significance of all categories except the last can be 

discussed. Because of this, the column directly to the 

right of the one which indicates level in each table gives 

the significance of the contextual variable as a whole and 

subsequent columns give the significance and direction of 
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the effects of each individual category within that 

contextual variable except for the last category. Where 

the effect was significant (i.e. n < .05), the value of the 

significance is shown. A value of n <.00 is the strongest 

effect possible. Where there is no correlation, the table 

includes the word 'no'. A positive effect is one that 

favors estar. The direction is shown in parenthesis after 

each significant variable. 

Table 4.10, Results of the multiple regression for 
Task type by level 

Level TASK TYPE Interview Picture 
Description 

1 .0000 no .0036 (pos) 
2 .0000 no .0000 (pos) 
3 .0000 no .0000 (pos) 
4 .0000 no .0000 (pos) 

Table 4.10 shows that task type was considered to be 

significant in the prediction of the usage of estar at all 

levels. Given the discussion above, the result is not 

surprising since there is a consistent difference in the 

frequency with which estar was used that can be explained 

methodologically. What is of interest, however, is that 

when compared to the average effect of all categories, the 

picture description task behaves significantly differently 

from the average effect of all categories. It was seen 

above that at all four levels, the picture description task 

favors the use of estar. This too can be explained 

methodologically if one considers the nature of the 
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pictures. Each picture was designed to create a situation 

where estar was needed and which would not arise in casual 

conversation. As a result, it is possible that estar was 

used in situations that had only one or two of the favoring 

constraints present and this made the task effect 

significant. This is exemplified by the picture in which a 

woman is standing by the grave of her husband. In the 

phrase esta muerto 'he is dead' estar is required. 

Nevertheless, this copula + adjective context is [-telic], 

[-susceptible to change] , [-dynamic] and [-dependent on 

experience]. In essence, this example does not meet many 

of the requirements for the usage of estar and since it 

rarely occurred in the other task types, it would explain 

why when taken in conjunction with the other contextual 

features, the picture description category would be seen to 

significantly favor the use of estar. 

A final observation is that there is no apparent 

difference in the effect of task type between levels of 

enrollment. This means that as one learns to speak Spanish 

better, or as one learns to use estar more frequently, 

there is no change in the way that task type predicts the 

usage of estar. Methodologically, this is a good result 

since it means that the task type was not related to the 

acquisition of Spanish. In fact, since the effect was the 

same qualitatively for all levels of enrollment, it is 
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appropriate to examine other factors which might explain 

the differences between students rather than being forced 

to identify methodological biases. 

Grammatical accuracy 

The next variable to be discussed is grammatical 

accuracy. It is important to establish that this is not 

related to accuracy in copula choice since the data were 

not coded for this. Instead, this variable was used to 

code each token for accuracy in person, number and tense, 

as well as to account for omission. The percentage of the 

tokens in which estar was chosen for each context are 

reported in Table 4.11. Included in parentheses in the 

first colvimn, along with the number of each level, is the 

percentage of grammatically accurate tokens of all copula 

types (i.e. ser and estar). 

Table 4.11, Percentage of estar for grammatical 
accuracy by level 

Level, 
overall 
accuracy 

Correct Incorrect Wrong 
tense 

Wrong 
number 

Omission 

1 (83.5) 23.3 0 100 (1) 48 (12) 0 
2 (90.2) 21.5 0 0 11.8 

(2) 
0 

3 (96) 24.2 100 (1) 50 (1) 27.3 
(3) 

0 

4 (96.1) 27 0 0 0 0 

The most salient observation to be made here is that 

only the category 'correct' has enough tokens of estar to 

show meaningful percentages. This is because there are 
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very few tokens of estar in any of the other categories. 

The numbers in parenthesis next to each percentage show the 

actual number of tokens in each of the smaller categories. 

In addition to the fact that there are few tokens of estar 

in any one error category, it also appears that there is no 

particular error type to which estar is related. For 

example, estar does not seem to be more likely to appear in 

number errors than in tense errors. 

A more interesting result is seen in the overall 

percentage of correct tokens shown in the first column by 

each level. These percentages show that even the students 

at the lowest level in this study were fairly accurate. 

This means that even though students may not use the 

correct copula in the correct context, this is not a direct 

result of lack of grammatical accuracy and a need to pay 

attention to other features in the language. This is 

interesting in light of language learning theories that 

state that students appeal to meaning first and then to 

form, if one considers that in this case the form is 

accurate while there is still a great deal of variation in 

the usage of the two copulas. 

In contrast, it is possible that once students have 

arrived at a high level of grammatical accuracy (90 percent 

or higher) they are able to begin experimenting with 

meaning contrasts and attending to other language details. 
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This hypothesis coincides with the increase in usage of 

estar overall. Interestingly, the increase in the 

frequency of estar does not appear to cause an initial dip 

in grammatical accuracy which then levels out as usage 

becomes more stable. This may be evidence for a more 

modular learner grammar in which meaning distinctions do 

not interact directly with grairanatical ones. Of course, 

given the discussion in Chapter Two about the various ways 

in which the copula contrast in Spanish may be 

characterized, this conclusion will need to be examined 

further in conjunction with the other contextual features. 

From the data in Table 4.11, it appears that at each 

level nearly all instances of estar are included under the 

Correct category. Since most of the instances of ser are 

also included under this category, one would not expect 

grammatical accuracy to be a very good predictor of the 

usage of estar at any level of proficiency. Nevertheless, 

Table 4.12 shows that at each level the contextual variable 

'accuracy' was included in the equation arrived at by the 

multiple regression analysis. The results from this test 

for the variable 'accuracy' are included in the table for 

each level and for each category except for omission, since 

the last category is not shown. 
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Table 4.12, Results of regression for grammatical 
accuracy by level 

Level ACCURACY Correct Incorrect Wrong 
tense 

Wrong 
number 

1 .0000 no no no no 
2 no no no tokens no no 
3 no no no no no 
4 no no no tokens no tokens no 

The results shown in Table 4.12 are quite interesting 

since with the exception of Level One, there was no 

category within the variable 'grammatical accuracy' nor was 

the variable itself found to have a significant effect on 

the usage of estar. Despite this, the variable was 

included in the regression as a helpful contributing 

predictor of the usage of estar. It is possible that the 

very low number of tokens in many of the categories 

contributed to this result since the likelihood of estar 

being used in any of them was quite low. In addition, the 

response categories used in this regression were Estar and 

Other. This means that all omitted copulas were included 

in the Other category along with instances of ser. 

Therefore, it is possible that the correlation between the 

category Omission as an error type and the category Other 

which includes Omission as a response type have created an 

unwanted relationship. Finally, it is also possible that 

enough of the errors were related to ser in comparison to 

estar that the category is helpful in predicting usage of 

estar but the effect of each individual category is not 
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great enough to be seen as significant in isolation. This 

could be tested in future research by comparing only ser 

and estar in relation to accuracy or by conflating all 

error types into the Incorrect category. In the case of 

this study, however, those categories would be undesirable 

in the discussion of the effect of other contextual 

variables on the usage of estar. Within the scope of this 

study, it is not possible to determine which of the above 

hypotheses explains the result obtained. 

Perfectivitv 

Each token in this study was coded for the contextual 

variable 'perfectivity' as either [+perfective] or 

[-perfective]. It will be recalled that perfectivity 

varies according to the frame within which a statement is 

presented such that perfective tokens are those which are 

seen as a closed or completed event shown in a specific 

moment in time. In contrast, a token which is imperfective 

presents an event as ongoing and incomplete. One of the 

primary distinctions between ser and estar previously 

proposed is that they can be distinguished by this 

contextual feature. Table 4.13 shows the percentage of 

usage of estar for this variable at each level of 

proficiency. 
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Table 4.13, Percentage of estar for perfactivity by 
level 

Level +perfective -perfective 
1 42.7 6.8 
2 42.6 3.4 
3 44.5 4.9 
4 47 5.4 

It is clear from the results above that estar is used 

much more frequently in perfective contexts than in 

imperfective ones. Another interesting result is that the 

degree to which learners obey this constraint is fairly 

high from the very beginning. Even at Level One, students 

have clearly included the perfective feature (or some 

equivalent) in their grammar. Nevertheless, as the 

frequency with which estar is used across levels and the 

proficiency of the speaker increases, so too does the 

percentage of estar that is used in perfective contexts. 

In contrast, the frequency with which estar is used in 

imperfective contexts seems less stable. It appears to dip 

at various points in development, although possibly not 

significantly. It is possible that these instances 

represent errors with copula choice or cases such as esta 

muerto 'he is dead' discussed above that constitute 

exceptions to the general tendency to use ser in 

imperfective contexts. The degree to which each category 

was found to be significant for predicting the usage of 

estar will be discussed below. 

Table 4.14 shows the results from the multiple 
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regression analysis for perfectivity at each level in terms 

of its contribution to the prediction of the usage of 

estar. The output from the regression for binomial 

variables is slightly different from that presented in the 

tables above for multi-variate features. Table 4.14 shows 

the significance of the variable Perfectivity as a whole in 

the column directly to the right of that which indicates 

level of proficiency and the direction of the effect of the 

category [-perfective] in the column farthest to the right. 

Again, a positive effect favors estar. 

Table 4.14, Results of regression for 

Level PERFECTIVITY -perfective 
1 .0121 neg 
2 .0000 neq 
3 .0000 neq 
4 no NA 

The statistical data above show that perfective 

contexts favor estar, and, conversely, that imperfective 

contexts do not favor estar. Given the visual differences 

in the percentages of usage of estar shown in Table 4.13, 

this is not surprising. Taking the two tables together, it 

is possible to conclude that perfectivity plays a role in 

determining the use of estar at all levels of proficiency. 

This result will prove interesting in the discussion of 

universals of language acquisition in the next chapter. 

The only result in the Table 4.14 which needs to be 

explained is the fact that at Level Four, perfectivity does 
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not show a significant effect even though it is included in 

the equation given by the multiple regression. It is 

possible that at this level, the group of contextual 

features which predict the use of estar are slightly 

different. Since this statistical test includes all of the 

contextual features in conjimction, it is likely that there 

are simply other features which have a more significant 

effect on the usage of estar and this makes the effect of 

Perfectivity less salient. Because of the large number of 

tokens for this variable in each of the possible 

categories, it was possible to run a chi-square test on 

only the variable Perfectivity and these tests showed that 

Perfectivity was significant at the level of 0.0000 for all 

four levels of proficiency. Thus, only when considered in 

conjunction with other factors does the significance of 

this effect decline. 

Telicitv 

The next contextual variable to be discussed is 

Telicity. As discussed in Chapters Two and Three, a telic 

token is one with a clear endpoint such as 'he is angry' 

and a non-telic token is one where there is no clear 

endpoint such as 'he is nice'. The percentage of the time 

where estar occurred for each of the two categories of the 

variable telicity are given in table 4.15. 
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Table 4.15, Percentage of estar for telicity by level 
Level +telic -telic 
1 52 15.5 
2 48.6 14.5 
3 62.9 17.9 
4 53.2 21.1 

Table 4.15 shows that estar occurred with fairly high 

frequency in [+telic] contexts and much less frequently in 

[-telic] contexts. Since this too was proposed as a good 

characteristic for distingxiishing between ser and estar in 

terms of their usage, this distribution is not surprising. 

What is most interesting in the table above is that there 

does not seem to be any sort of patterned change across 

levels of proficiency. In fact, the percentage of tokens 

of estar in [+telic] contexts at Level One and Level Four 

are quite similar while the ones in between are quite 

different and work in two different directions. It appears 

that while telicity correlates with the distinction between 

ser and estar, there is not a patterned change that 

corresponds to increasing proficiency. The table below 

which presents the results from the regression equation 

further supports this conclusion. 

Table 4.16, Results of regression for telicity by level 
Level TELICITY -telic 
1 Not in equation NA 
2 Not in equation NA 
3 .0518 neg 
4 Not in equation NA 

The table above shows that telicity is not considered 
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to be helpful in describing the usage of estar at any but 

one level. Only at level three is it shown that [-telic] 

contexts do not favor estar. This result can be explained 

in two ways. First, it is possible that telicity as a 

contextual variable does not describe the difference in 

usage of ser and estar for learner speech. Second, it is 

also possible that the telicity variable is closely related 

to another variable and thus the effect of telicity is seen 

to be insignificant in describing learner behavior. Both 

of these possibilities will be discussed in Chapter Five in 

relation to the use of telicity as part of a grammatical 

theory of ser and estar. 

Dvnamicitv 

The contextual feature Dynamicity refers to whether or 

not the token implies a constant input of energy. In a 

dynamic situation, such as 'angry' it is inferred that in 

order to remain angry one must constantly add 'angriness' 

to one's emotional state. In a non-dynamic situation, no 

such input of energy is necessary. For example, one can be 

tall without putting any energy into that characteristic. 

The percentage of time that estar was used in each of the 

categories for this variable is presented in Table 4.17. 
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Table 4.17, Percentage of estar for dynamicity by level 
Level H-dynamicity -dynamicity 
1 56.9 12.2 
2 54 12.5 
3 56.5 14.3 
4 58.9 16.6 

As with Telicity, the variable Dynamicity shows that 

dynamic situations coincide with a more frequent usage of 

estar when compared to non-dynamic contexts. Furthermore, 

when compared with the average usage of estar in all 

contexts for a particular level, dynamic situations show a 

much higher percentage of usage of estar and non-dynamic 

situations show a considerably lower percentage than the 

average usage. Although the percentages for dynamicity do 

not appear to be as unstable across levels as those for 

telicity, there is no clear change across levels of 

proficiency. Thus, the only conclusion to be made from 

these data is that estar is used with a higher frequency in 

dynamic contexts for all learners included in this study. 

In order to see whether this influence is significant in 

conjunction with the other contextual variables, it is 

necessary to examine the equation provided by the multiple 

regression. The results from this analysis for the 

variable dynamicity are shown in Table 4.18 for all levels 

of proficiency. 
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Table 4.18, Results of regression for dynamicity by level 
Level DYNAMICITY -dynamicity 
1 .0338 negative 
2 .0000 negative 
3 .0000 negative 
4 .0299 negative 

Table 4.18 confirms that not only is there an apparent 

correlation between dynamic situations and the usage of 

estar, this trend is a significant predictor of the usage 

of estar at all four levels of enrollment. The negative 

direction of each effect reported above shows that in non

dynamic situations the usage of a copula other than estar 

is favored to a significant degree at each level. The 

relationship of this factor to telicity will be discussed 

later since it is interesting that two seemingly similar 

characteristics would differ so greatly in terms of their 

significance as predictors of the usage of estar. 

Directionality 

The variable Directionality had three possible 

categories: Unidirectional, Bi-directional, and Non-

directional. These categories refer to the directionality 

of the adjective in each context. For example, an 

adjective such as 'happy' is bi-directional since one could 

become happy or unhappy many times. In contrast 'tall' is 

unidirectional since one does not change heights in the 

same way they change moods. Non-directional adjectives are 

those that refer to classifications such as race or 
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ethnicity since no possible directionality can be 

construed. The frequency with which estar was used in each 

of these contexts for each level of proficiency is 

presented in Table 4.19. 

Table 4.19, percentage of estar for directionality by level 
Level unidirectional bi-directional non-directional 
1 14 22.8 15.7 
2 9 21.8 24 
3 19 24.2 24.7 
4 16.9 28 18.5 

The percentages presented above do not appear to 

support any hypothesis about directionality in general. 

None of the percentages given seem to diverge widely from 

the average usage of estar. In addition, there does not 

appear to be any trend across levels with respect to 

unidirectional or non-directional tokens. While it does 

appear that bi-directional tokens increase slightly across 

levels and fairly steadily, it is not clear that this is 

significant. Furthermore, it is likely that this merely 

coincides with the steady increase in use of estar across 

levels. It should also be mentioned that while the bi

directional category seems to be the most stable across 

levels, it has a much larger number of tokens than the 

other two categories at every level of enrollment. Table 

4.20, which presents the results from the regression 

analysis, also provides information about the role of 

directionality in the learner data. 
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Table 4.20, Results of regression for directionality 
by level 

Level DIRECTIONALITY unidirectional bi-directional 
1 .0509 no .0147 (pos) 
2 not in equation NA NA 
3 .0043 .0339 (neg) .0177 (pos) 
4 not in equation NA NA 

The results presented in table 4.20 are interesting in 

that the feature directionality is not included in two of 

the four levels; however, the difference between these 

levels cannot be attributed to acquisition, because the two 

levels for which directionality is included as a 

significant predictor are not consecutive. This confirms 

the qualitative observation above that there does not 

appear to be a steady trend across levels. The reason for 

this could be that directionality interacts with other 

features to predict the usage of estar, which changes the 

effect it has at each level. It is possible that some of 

the characteristics that predict usage of estar at certain 

levels are not present at other levels and thus 

directionality is included to add to the predictive 

strength of the equation. The best way to examine this 

will be to relate the changing influence of directionality 

to the other factors which vary between levels. This can 

be done once a description of the significant predictors at 

each level has been provided in chapter five. 

Another interesting result is that for both levels 
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where directionality is included in the equation as a 

significant predictor, it is the category 'bi-

directionality' which favors estar to a degree that is 

significantly different from the other categories. This is 

not surprising since distinctions such as permanent versus 

temporary coincide with the distinction between adjectives 

which can move in two directions and thus change more 

frequently. In addition, adjectives where the contrast 

between copulas is possible are often bi-directional, such 

as 'happy' or 'fat'. Both unidirectional and non-

directional adjectives are most likely to be coinmon with 

ser. Nevertheless, unidirectionality was only shown to 

favor copular verbs other than estar to a significant 

degree at Level Three. The fact that this variable was 

only significant at two non-consecutive levels will need 

further attention, but the fact that bi-directionality 

favors estar and unidirectionality does not when these 

variables are significant is not surprising. 

Modality 

Silva-Corvalan' s (1994) semantic transparency, was 

called Modality in this study since the degree of semantic 

transparency is a result of varying contrasts in modality. 

It will be recalled that this variable was obtained by 

collapsing the variables taken from Silva-Corvalan's (1994) 

study into a single variable. It will also be recalled 
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from the beginning of this chapter that there are five 

categories: 

1. contrast is allowed (with alegre "happy") 
2. ser is required (with inteligente "iteligente') 
3. ser and estar both allowed but with synonymy 

(with casado 'married') 
4. meaning difference occurs with contrast 

(with listo 'intelligent/ready') 
5. estar is required (with lleno 'full') 

It should be clear that categories three and four are 

actually tokens where both ser and estar are allowed so 

only tokens where both are allowed but there is no synonymy 

nor meaning difference were included in category one. The 

percentage of the copula + adjective tokens in which estar 

occurred are presented in table 4.21. 

Table 4.21, Percentage of estar for Modality 
type by level 

Level Contrast Ser only Synonyiiy Meaning 
difference 

Estar 
only 

1 20.5 10.2 61.5 27.1 41.7 
2 19.9 10.5 60 10 32 
3 23 .1 10.1 66.7 31 68.8 
4 24.7 10.9 76 37 65 

One of the most striking observations that can be made 

given the percentage distributions in Table 4.21 concerns 

the accuracy rates for usage of estar at each level. While 

an overall increase in the usage of estar was shown in 

Table 4.7, and while a high level of grammatical accuracy 

was also shown in Table 4.11, the percentage figures in 

Table 4.21 show that students are still not proficient with 

the copula choice. In contexts where estar is required, it 
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was correctly used about two-thirds of the time by students 

in Levels Three and Four. While there is a clear 

improvement overall across levels (but a plateauing by 

Level Three) , these second language learners still have 

more acquisition ahead of them. It should be noted, 

however, that relative to the number of tokens in other 

categories, the numbers in the Estar Only category are 

quite small. They range from twelve to forty-eight total 

tokens. Level Three had forty-eight, which was shown to be 

the most accurate level, and perhaps a larger number of 

tokens would show slightly higher accuracy for each level. 

Another interesting result is that the number of times 

estar was used in a context that only allowed ser remained 

quite stable across levels. This is especially interesting 

since it does not support the findings of other acquisition 

research, such as that of Ryan and Lafford (1992) , in 

regard to the stages of development. Their study claimed 

that ser was at first overgeneralized, and then after estar 

was introduced it too was overgeneralized for awhile. This 

should imply that estar would be used at some point with 

greater frequency even in ser-only contexts and this was 

not the case. It is possible that the stages described 

above were based largely on a change in behavior where a 

contrast is allowed even though ser was preferred, but the 

percentage figures in Table 4.21 for the category 'contrast 
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allowed' do not support this either. In fact, that 

category merely reflects a slight increase in usage of 

estar over time. Since there is evidence of omission in 

the early levels, it is not likely that all of these 

learners had already passed this stage. Furthermore, since 

they use estar with increasing accuracy and frequency, it 

is clear that they have reached the stage where estar has 

been introduced and they are learning to refine the 

constraints that determine correct usage of that copula. 

Table 4.22, which presents the results of the 

regression analysis for the variable Modality, will provide 

more information for the preceding discussion. 

Unfortunately, since the output of the regression does not 

give the significance or direction of the effect of the 

last category, the 'estar-only' category cannot be further 

discussed. Nevertheless, it is clear that this category 

contributes to the effect of the overall category of 

modality. The table shows the significance of the 

predictive ability of the variable Modality in conjunction 

with the other variables and the significance of the effect 

of each category in comparison to the others. 
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Level MODALITY Contrast 
allowed 

Ser only Synonymy Meaning 
difference 

1 not in eq. NA NA NA NA 
2 not in eq. NA NA NA NA 
3 .0015 .0135 

(pos) 
.0077 
(pos) 

not sig. not sig. 

4 .0005 .0004 
(pos) 

.0002 
(pos) 

not sig. not sig. 

It seems logical that modality is a predictor of 

learner's usage of estar only at higher levels of 

proficiency, since a certain degree of knowledge about the 

language is required in order to distinguish between 

different categories of use and since only after a certain 

level of exposure to a language could one develop 

categories for less frequent situations such as those where 

meaning changes or synonymy are possible. It is also 

probable that Modality includes many of the distinctions 

partially represented by other contextual variables and so 

only after a more unified grammar is acquired does a 

feature which combines these notions become a significant 

predictor of behavior. 

What is surprising however is the direction of the 

effects at the two levels where modality is a significant 

predictor of estar. For both Levels Three and Four, not 

only does a context where the contrast is allowed favor 

estar, so too does a context where only ser is allowed. In 

Table 4.21, it was seen that this second category contains 

an occurrence of only 10 percent usage of estar. This 
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result cannot be explained methodologically nor by the 

grammatical features of Spanish since this context should 

be the least likely to favor the usage of estar. The only 

explanation is that because of the numbers of tokens 

included in each of the categories, the significance values 

have been skewed. In all but one of the categories which 

are significant there are well over 200 total tokens. In 

contrast, for the categories which are not significant, no 

group has over 100 tokens and one is as low as twelve. 

Because of this, only the result that modality is 

significant as a predictor of usage of estar seems 

reliable. No conclusion should be made about which 

categories within this variable favor estar. 

AdHective class 

Each token in this study was coded for the variable 

adjective class. This variable has a total of eleven 

possible categories: 1. Size, 2. Age, 3. Physical 

Appearance, 4. Description/Evaluation (inanimate), 5. 

Description of a Person(ality), 6. Color, 7. Mental State, 

8. Physical State, 9. Sensory Characteristic, 10. Status, 

and 11. Miscellaneous. The percentage of occurrence of 

estar for each of these adjective classes is presented in 

Table 4.23. 
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Table 4.23, Percentage of estar for adjective class by-
level 

Level Size Age Phys. 
App. 

Desc./ 
Eval 

Desc. 
of Per. 

Color 

1 8.9 20.7 11.3 12.5 6.6 12.8 
2 12.6 14.3 13 .3 6.9 5.7 23.1 
3 12 18.7 17.1 8.8 6.8 22.3 
4 15.1 15.8 19.8 8.6 13.2 18.5 

Table 4.23, Continued 
Level Mental 

State 
Physical 
State 

Sensory Status Misc. 

1 45.5 69.2 35.9 40.6 0 
2 42.1 58.6 46.7 47.1 0 
3 46.9 65.7 59.6 43.9 50 
4 47.5 70 52.6 47.6 100 

Of the adjective classes shown above, those that are 

of most interest are the ones which show a higher or lower 

rate of occurrence of estar than the average occurrence of 

estar for each level. For example, Description/Evaluation 

of an inanimate object shows a low occurrence of estar as 

does Description of a Person(ality) . Both of these 

categories refer to descriptions which are frequently 

presented in imperfective frames and give general 

descriptions that do not represent dynamic, telic nor 

changing conditions. As a result, these adjectives are 

logically less likely to appear with estar. These 

adjectives also overlap greatly with contexts where only 

ser is allowed. 

In contrast to the two categories above which have low 

occurrences of estar, the classes Mental State, Physical 

State, Sensory Characteristic, and Status show higher rates 
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of estar. The first two categories, Mental and Physical 

States, represent a large portion of tokens which require 

estar, including expressions such as esta triste 'he's sad' 

and esta enfermo 'he's sick'. In both cases it is clear 

that many of the conditions for estar are met. With the 

category Sensory Characteristic, estar is also likely to be 

preferred in native speech. One reason for this is that 

examples where one reacts to food are often included here 

and the reactions to the food at a particular moment such 

as esta picante 'its hot' are prevalent. Finally with the 

category Status, one might expect to find more tokens where 

ser is present since many adjectives in this category such 

as catolico 'Catholic' or bianco 'white' would be paired 

with ser in native speech. The reason that this category 

shows such a high number of tokens with estar is that in 

this study the phrase esta casado 'he is married' was 

extremely frequent since one of the pictures included a 

picture of a young couple getting married. The high 

frequency of estar with adjectives of Status may therefore 

be an artifact of the procedures in this study. 

Another interesting result is that while the frequency 

of estar for each adjective class gradually increases 

across levels for most categories, it does not do so for 

all of them. This is evidence of acquisition since 

adjectives which do not allow estar should show decreasing 
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effects across levels despite an overall increase in usage 

of estar. The two adjective classes which show this trend 

are Age and Description/Evaluation of an inanimate object. 

The adjective class for Description/Evaluation was 

discussed above in reference to why this adjective class 

would tend to have few tokens of estar. The fact that the 

nuxt±)er of tokens decreases across levels shows that 

learners are improving in terms of their accuracy with 

copula choice since many of the constraints would have to 

be overridden in order to make estar grammatical in most of 

the contexts represented by that category. 

The other category which does not show a steady 

increase in the frequency of estar across levels is Age. 

This category starts at Level One with nearly average (as 

compared to the overall percentage of usage of estar for 

all contexts) usage of estar for that level and then dips 

and rises and dips, eventually ending up well below the 

average usage for the highest level. These results are 

interesting for two reasons. First, while Age is 

traditionally expressed with ser almost exclusively, the 

use of Age with ser violates many of the other constraints 

proposed to explain the difference between the copulas in 

Spanish. Age is susceptible to change, it is telic, it is 

often perfective, and it allows a contrast in modality. 

Because of this it is not surprising that this category 
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would seem unstable as acquisition occurs and it is also 

logical that the endpoint of the fluctuation is a result 

that is below the average usage of estar. The second 

reason that this result is noteworthy is that this is one 

of the adjective classes that Silva-Corvalan found favored 

estar, and it therefore appears that the results for these 

learner data will be relevant to a discussion of the 

relationship between acquisition and language change in the 

next chapter. 

In addition to these qualitative observations, further 

discussion is possible given the information from the 

multiple regression analysis presented in table 4.24. 

Again, the last adjective class, Miscellaneous, will not 

appear in the table. Since there were no tokens for the 

category Miscellaneous for two of the levels the results 

for Status will also be omitted in the output and can be 

discussed only in terms of the general effect of adjective 

class as a whole. The abbreviation 'nosg' represents 

categories which did not reach significance at that level. 

A 'p' or an 'n' after the value for a particular category 

represents a positive or negative effect respectively. 
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Table 4.24, Results of regression for adjective class 
by level 

Level ADJEC
TIVE 

Size AGE Phys. 
App. 

Desc./ 
Eval. 

Desc. 
of Per. 

1 .0000 nosg nosg nosg nosg nosg 
2 .0000 .0166n nosg . OOOOn .0006P nosg 
3 .0044 nosg .0029n .0091D nosg nosg 
4 not in equa tion 

Table 4.24, Continued 
Level Color Mental 

State 
Physical 
State 

Sensory 
Charact. 

Status 

1 nosg nosg •OOOOn .0002p NA 
2 .OlVln .0136P nosg .OOOOp NA 
3 nosg .0397P nosg nosg nosg 
4 not in ecfuation 

Table 4.24 shows that at all levels except Level Four, 

Adjective class served as a significant predictor of the 

usage of estar. The reason that Adjective class does not 

appear in Level Four may be due to an increase in the 

number of adjectives within each class that are known by 

the learner resulting in more exceptions to general 

tendencies, or it may be that Adjective class is actually 

subsumed under other constraints once a learner has refined 

his or her grammar to a certain degree. This will be 

discussed in terms of changes in the factors which were 

included in the equation for each level, which will be used 

to develop stages of development in Chapter Five. 

One of the reasons that many of the adjective classes 

were not found to be significant may be due to the fact 

that given the niimber of adjective classes it is possible 

that each represents too small a number of tokens to show a 
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significantly large effect on its own. Nevertheless, of 

the adjective classes which were found to be predictable, 

most are fairly logical. For example, at Level Two, Size 

and Color were found to favor copulas other than estar. 

This is true at Level Three for the category Age as well. 

In contrast, Description/Evaluation at Level Two, Mental 

State at Levels Two and Three, and Sensory Characteristic 

at Levels One and Two, all favored the use of estar. 

There are two results which do not follow expected 

patterns. First, Physical Appearance appears to favor ser 

at Level Two and estar at Level Three. This is an 

interesting result since ser would most likely be used 

more frequently in conservative modes of native speech. It 

may be evidence that students are experimenting with estar 

in a perfective or circumstantial mode. This result may 

show that learners start with the idea that ser expresses 

characteristics and then begin to gradually experiment with 

more pragmatic and context-bound uses. Unfortunately since 

this variable is not included in the equation at the next 

level, it is not possible to discuss this progression 

across time. The other result which merits discussion is 

the fact that at Level One, Physical State does not favor 

the use of estar. This is most likely evidence that this 

category is hard to learn and students are not yet aware 

that they should use estar with adjectives such as enfermo 



201 

'sick' and muerto 'dead'. This also explains why this 

result was only obtained at the first level. The role that 

is played by all of the adjective classes will be important 

for the discussion of the relationship of these data to 

data from language change. 

Animacv 

The variable Animacy refers to whether or not the 

referent which is described by the copula + adjective token 

is living or not. The results for the usage of estar in 

each of these contexts is presented in Table 4.25. 

Table 4.25, percentage of estar for yiimacy by level 
Level Animate Inanimate 
1 22.8 15 
2 19.3 20.2 
3 27.7 17.3 
4 30.6 17 

Of interest in Table 4.25 is the fact that there is a 

fairly large difference between the first two levels and 

the second two in the usage of estar. Although the 

percentage of usage in inanimate contexts does not change 

too much across levels, there is a large jump in the 

frequency of estar in animate contexts between the first 

two levels and the second two. This may reflect a similar 

result to that discussed above with the adjective class 

Physical Description where learners start with a 

conservative grammar and then experiment with estar in 

contexts where a contrast is allowed or where other 
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pragmatic factors outweigh the clausal ones. The degree to 

which this change helps to predict the usage of estar will 

be discussed following table 4.26 which presents the 

results of the regression for each level. 

Table 4.26, Results of regression for animacy by level 
Level ANIMACY Inanimate 
1 not in equation 
2 not in equation 
3 not in equation 
4 .0008 neg 

Table 4.26 suggests that while there is an apparent 

jump between the frequency of estar tokens between Levels 

Two and Three, this characteristic is not as helpful as 

others in describing the usage of that copula. The most 

interesting result above is that only in Level Four, where 

Adjective class was not included in the equation, was 

animacy included. This means that at Level Four, Animacy 

in conjunction with the other contextual factors is more 

helpful in describing the usage of estar than a similar 

equation which contains Adjective class would be. This 

shift will be discussed in reference to other differences 

in the stages of acquisition in Chapter Five. 

Frame of Reference 

The variable Frame of Reference involves the way in 

which a speaker chooses to present information 

pragmatically. If a speaker uses a Class frame of 

reference, he or she makes a statement that characterizes a 
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referent in comparison to a group. For example, el es alto 

'he is tall' given with a Class frame of reference means 

that the referent is tall relative to other people. In 

contrast, if the same sentence is given with an Individual 

frame of reference, the statement means that he is tall 

compared to the last time I saw him. The referent is 

compared to himself. As stated at the beginning of this 

chapter, any instance where an Individual frame of 

reference was possible was classified as [+individual], 

since this avoids the difficulty of having to guess at what 

each speaker intended to say. The percentage of tokens in 

which estar was used in each of these categories is 

presented in Table 4.27. 

Table 4.27, percentage of estar for frame of reference 
by level 
Level Individual Class 
1 42.2 9.1 
2 47.2 7 
3 53 9.9 
4 56.2 11.8 

It is clear that the Individual frame of reference 

prompts estar much more frequently than the Class frame of 

reference. As with other variables, this was an expected 

result. What is interesting about the data above is that 

while Class frame of reference shows little change across 

levels, the Individual frame of reference shows a steady 

increase in tokens of estar across time. For the Class 

frame of reference, only Level Four seems to show an 
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increase. This could be due to the fact that other 

contextual features have begun to be recognized as prompts 

for estar and in some cases the Class frame of reference is 

not the most salient feature. In the case of the 

Individual frame of reference, it can be concluded that the 

feature is relevant even at the beginning levels and the 

increase in frequency of estar across levels reflects the 

overall increase in usage of estar. Table 4.28 contributes 

further to the discussion since it provides the information 

from the regression analysis for this variable at each 

level. 

Table 4.28, Results of regression for frame of 
reference by level 

Level REFERENCE Class 
1 not in equation 
2 not in equation 
3 .0129 neq 
4 .0163 neg 

These data suggest that although the steady increase 

of estar in Individual frame of reference contexts appears 

to take place across all four levels, this variable is a 

significant predictor of the usage of estar only at the 

higher two levels. In both cases. Class frames of 

reference were found to favor copulas other than estar. 

This means that at the lower two levels, there are other 

contextual factors which are better predictors of learner 

speech. What is useful for the discussion in the 

subsequent chapter is the fact that both of the effects 
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shown are consecutive. The possibility that this 

characteristic is one that is acquired and not universal 

will be discussed. In addition, it will be interesting to 

see if other features are replaced in favor of Frame of 

Reference or if this feature is simply more subtle and 

represents the addition of pragmatic features to learner 

grammar. Given the results above. Frame of Reference will 

be included in the description of learner grammar only at 

the higher two levels. 

Susceptibility to change 

The variable Susceptibility to Change refers to 

whether or not the attribute is seen to be a characteristic 

which can change or not. For example, alto 'tall' is not 

susceptible to change whereas gordo 'fat' is. Although 

this is a characteristic of the adjective itself, the 

decision as to whether or not the attribute is susceptible 

to change depends on pragmatic information as well. The 

percent of the tokens for each category in which estar 

appeared is given in Table 4.29. 

Table 4.29, Percentage of estar for susceptibility 
to change by level 

Level Susceptible Not susceptible 
1 29.1 11.4 
2 24.9 12.5 
3 34.2 12.5 
4 36.2 13.7 

Although instances where the attribute is susceptible 

to change show a higher percentage of usage of estar, these 
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niiinbers are not as different as those for some of the other 

characteristics such as Frame of Reference or Perfectivity. 

In fact, the percentage of usage in susceptible contexts is 

not much higher than the average percentage of usage for 

estar. Another interesting difference for this variable is 

that both susceptible and non-susceptible contexts show an 

increase in usage of estar over time. It is possible that 

even though this is the way students are taught to 

distinguish between the two copulas in most textbooks, this 

difference is not as salient as others statistically. 

Table 4.30, which provides the relevant results of the 

regression analysis for this variable, supports this 

conclusion. 

Table 4.30, Results of regression for susceptibility 
to change by level 

Level CHANGE Not susceptible 
1 .0012 neg 
2 not in equation NA 
3 not in equation NA 
4 not in equation NA 

Table 4.30 shows that only at Level One is 

Susceptibility to Change a helpful predictor of the usage 

of estar. This is interesting because it suggests that 

students do not internalize the textbook rules as they 

develop their own L2 grammar, but rather they devise a much 

more complex set of constraints when deciding whether or 

not to use estar at any level. Since this constraint is a 

significant predictor only at Level One, this suggests that 
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as the learner's grammar develops other contextual 

variables more adequately describe the usage of estar. As 

was suggested by the numerical data in Table 4.29, this 

constraint does not show the same strength of contrast that 

other contextual variables do. 

Dependence on Experience 

The final variable to be reported is whether or not 

the copula + adjective token presents information that is 

Dependent on direct Experience or whether it is based on 

general knowledge instead. The sentence Que bonita estas 

"how pretty you are (you look)' exemplifies this contrast, 

since in this case the comment is based on a direct 

sighting of the referent rather than general knowledge of 

her beauty. Table 4.31 presents the data for percentage of 

tokens in which estar was used in each category. 

Table 4.31, Percentage of estar for dependability on 
experience by level 

Level Dependent Independent 
1 26.3 7 
2 26.7 4.9 
3 30.9 8.5 
4 33.7 9.3 

This variable shows that in contexts where the 

information stated is dependent on immediate experience, 

estar is used much more frequently. In the case of 

dependent contexts, not only is estar used more often than 

the average usage of estar , it also increases steadily 

across levels. In contrast, very few tokens of estar 
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appear in contexts which are not dependent on immediate 

experience and these numbers do not appear to increase 

steadily across levels. Instead, there is a dip at the 

second level and then the Third and Fourth Levels increase 

slightly. It is possible that this dip at the second level 

reflects the fact that other constraints are being tested 

or that a particular transitional grammar is being 

employed. This can be examined more easily when juxtaposed 

with the other constraints that are significant at each 

level. The table below provides the statistical 

information for this variable. 

Table 4.32, Results of regression for dependence on 
experience by level 

Level DEPENDENCE ON EXP Independent 
1 .0233 neg 
2 .0003 neg 
3 not in equation NA 
4 .0081 neg 

The results above show that at all but Level Three, 

Dependence on Experience is a significant predictor of the 

usage of estar when taken in conjunction with other 

contextual variables. Furthermore, in contexts where there 

is not dependence on immediate experience, estar is not 

favored. Because the percentage of usage appears to be 

similar at Level Three to the other three levels, it should 

be concluded that this variable does not behave differently 

at the third level, but rather other variables are more 

useful in predicting the behavior of estar. To test this, 
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a chi-square test showed that this variable in isolation is 

significant for Level Three usage of estar. Thus, the 

difference between levels is best discussed in terms of all 

of the variables which are seen to be significant at a 

particular level. This will be done in the following 

chapter. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to present the various 

data collected in the study in a qualitative and 

quantitative manner and to discuss methodological and 

contextual reasons for these results. Each variable was 

discussed in isolation so as to establish certain 

individual patterns for the usage of estar. It is this 

information upon which the discussion in the next chapter 

will be based. Variables will be discussed in Chapter Five 

in terms of patterns across variables. The discussion will 

center on groups of contextual variables that work together 

to answer the research questions posed at the end of the 

second chapter. Thus, the following chapter will present a 

unification of the information provided previously. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This final chapter provides a discussion of the 

research questions initially posed in Chapter Two, on the 

basis of the data reported in Chapter Four. The first step 

in the analysis of these results is to describe each level 

of acquisition in terms of constraints on estar for second 

language learners of Spanish. These descriptions will then 

be discussed in terms of their relationship to previous SLA 

research on the stages of acquisition of ser and estar. 

Once each level is described and situated in the field of 

SLA, the universal processes proposed as part of the 

acquisition process will be discussed. 

Upon concluding the discussion of results of the 

acquisition of copula choice in the present study, the 

relationship of these findings to both language change and 

grammatical theory can be weighed. Such a discussion 

involves connecting the data from this study to the 

universal processes involved in language change and to the 

data from studies of the changing role of estar in Spanish. 

It will be recalled from Chapter Two that a relationship 

between acquisition and language change could be 

exemplified at least two ways. First, the data may show 

evidence of a universal principle of language change at 

work in second language acquisition. Second, they may 

exhibit evidence of stages of acquisition which are mirror 



211 

images of the stages of language change. Finally, since 

the strongest grairanatical theory should incorporate both 

language change data and acquisition data, the features 

which were proposed to distinguish ser from estar 

grammatically will be evaluated. The end result of this 

discussion is an understanding of the common ground which 

is shared by the three areas of study. 

Levels of acquisition and constraints on the usage of estar 

The results from the statistical tests reported in 

Chapter Four provide information as to which features were 

found to be significantly helpful in predicting the usage 

of estar at each level, and to what degree. From these 

results, it is possible to cortpile a list of features which 

were evidently relevant to learners in their choice of 

whether or not to use estar at each level of enrollment. 

The descriptions of the levels are different from the 

stages in other studies for three reasons. First, the 

descriptions do not represent any information about ser. 

Instead, they tell which factors helped a learner to decide 

to use estar when it was chosen for each level of 

development. Furthermore, they tell us nothing of the 

contexts when estar was not chosen since both ser and 

omitted tokens were coded as 'other' for this statistical 

test. This fact will be important when situating this 

research in the context of the field of SLA investigation. 
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The second difference between the descriptions of 

levels proposed in this study and stages seen in other SLA 

research is that this study does not include information on 

the accuracy of the choices made at each level. Because 

the data were not coded for correctness of copula choice, 

it is not possible to identify the level at which estar may 

be said to have been acquired. The descriptions proposed 

here include the constraints that were apparently 

determinant of the choice of whether or not to use estar at 

each level. This discussion does not address whether such 

constraints, interacting as they do at each level, lead a 

learner to make the correct choice. Thus, the discussion 

which follows will be oriented toward particular 

constraints as opposed to rates of success in various 

contexts. 

The third and final difference follows from the fact 

that rates of success are not included in the data. Other 

SLA research has proposed various stages of development 

based on the achievement of certain rates of success. In 

contrast, the levels in this study refer only to the level 

of instruction. These levels are not a result of certain 

patterns which emerged in the data. This means that the 

'stages' in this study refer to an outside construct and 

the possibility exists that each level contains more than 

one actual stage, or that two levels may be included in a 
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single stage. As a result, the following discussion 

centers on the changing role of certain constraints across 

levels of enrollment, rather than the changing role of such 

constraints associated with varying levels of success with 

the copula choice. Table 5.1 presents the acquisition of 

constraints on copula choice at each level of development. 

The factors which were found to be significant predictors 

in conjunction with the other factors at that level are 

marked in the table with an X. 

Table 5.1- Constraints on usage of estar at each level 
Constraint Level 1 level 2 Level 3 Level 4 
Grammatical Accuracy X X X X 
Adjective Class X X X 
Modality X X 
Animacy X 
Susceptibility to Change X 
Dependence on Experience X X X 
Directionality X X 
Dynamicity X X X X 
Perfectivity X X X X 
Frame of Reference X X 
Task X X X X 
Telicity X 

Table 5.1 makes it possible to compare the effects of 

certain contextual features across levels. In cases where 

there is a consistent change from the presence of a 

constraint to its absence in the usage of estar, or where 

the opposite is true, it is possible to observe a change 

which occurs with development. For example. Susceptibility 

to Change is relevant only at Level One whereas Frame of 

Reference and Modality become important at later stages. 
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In other instances, a constraint is shown to be present at 

every level. The three contextual constraints for which 

this is true are Dynamicity, Perfectivity and Grammatical 

Accuracy. These features can therefore be discussed in 

terms of universals or transfer from English to Spanish. 

Other features, such as Telicity or Directionality, which 

do not show continuous involvement at one or more levels, 

will require more explanation. The rest of this chapter 

will use the information in Table 5.1 to weigh the 

proposals in other studies mentioned in Chapter Two and to 

address the research questions set forth there. 

Relationship of this studv to previous SLA research 

As was stated earlier, the description of each level 

in Table 5.1 is different from those in other studies. 

This is because it shows the changing constraints on the 

usage of estar during development of L2 proficiency, rather 

than changes in accuracy in that usage. Nevertheless, it 

is important to show that these levels fit within the 

larger SLA research framework in order for their results to 

be generalizable. Furthermore, many of the strategies and 

universal processes of learning which have been proposed 

should also be represented here. In fact, in some cases, 

it is possible to make further inferences about the 

appropriateness of explanations of learner errors posed in 

other studies. The purpose of the subsequent section is to 
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discuss the position of this study within a larger research 

context and to evaluate previous claims made about 

acquisition, and copula choice in particular, which were 

based on other types of information, such as the stages of 

acquisition of ser and estar. 

Stages of acquisition 

It will be recalled that VanPatten (1987) found five 

stages for the acquisition of copula choice. These are 

repeated here: 

Stage 1 - omission of any copula 
Stage 2 - ser is chosen to perform most functions 
Stage 3 - estar appears with the progressive 
Stage 4 - estar appears with locatives 
Stage 5 - estar appears with adjectives of condition 

The first stage was omission where no copula was used and 

only the content words were stated. The second stage was 

the over-generalization of ser even in contexts where estar 

should have been used. The third stage was the acquisition 

of estar + progressive and the fourth was the acquisition 

of estar + locative. The final stage was the acquisition 

of estar with adjectives of condition. One difference 

between these stages and the stages of Ryan and Lafford 

(1992) is the order of the last two stages. The other 

major discrepancy is that Ryan and Lafford found evidence 

of a stage of overgeneralization of estar. Because the 

general order of stages in both of these studies have been 
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confirmed in a large nijmber of studies, it is important to 

show how the present study relates to those findings where 

relevant. Moreover, because there is some disagreement 

about the order of the stages which involve estar, the data 

from this study provide a closer look at that aspect of the 

acquisition of copula choice. 

As with the studies cited above, the present study 

confirms a stage where the copula is omitted entirely and 

then is gradually replaced with a lexical copula. This is 

shown in the fact that the rate of omission decreases 

across levels (see Table 4.7). This fact demonstrates that 

the learners in this study began at a stage similar to that 

of learners in other studies. It also shows that learners 

reached a stage which was fairly advanced by Level Four 

since omission was nearly non-existent. Nevertheless, in 

these data it is more appropriate to describe Level One as 

one where omission is one available strategy, but there is 

no point at which omission is an isolated stage and, thus, 

the only strategy available to the second language learner. 

Because learners in Level One in this study had already 

studied Spanish for a year, it is not possible to tell 

whether they passed through a stage of total omission prior 

to Level One or not. Nevertheless, it is possible that the 

stage of omission actually represents a stage at which 

omission is the most prevalent strategy but not the only 



217 

strategy used. This is because some copula + adjective 

structures would have been learned as lexical chunks and, 

thus, in these cases omission would not occur. 

Although it is clear that ser is used in some contexts 

where estar should be used, the results from the current 

study also are interesting in light of the second stage of 

overgeneralization (VanPatten, 1987, Ryan & Lafford, 1992). 

This is because they do not show a period of time 

immediately after the decline of omission rates where only 

ser is used. Furthermore, from the time when omission 

occurs fairly regularly to the time where it occurs at a 

rate similar to native speech, there is no point at which 

the usage of ser increases (see Table 4.7) . This does not 

mean that ser is not overgeneralized. What it does mean is 

that ser is never overgeneralized to the extent that estar 

is non-existent in the grammar at any point in time. It is 

possible that estar is only used in contexts where it was 

learned as part of a set phrase (i.e. esta bien 'its 

fine'), but there is no point in these data that shows 

learners are unaware of the existence of the other copula. 

Again, the data in this study conform to the stages 

proposed by VanPatten (1987), but they point to the fact 

that the strategy which is used to describe the stage is 

one of many, and may be the most characteristic of that 

stage, rather than the most prevalent at that level of 
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development. 

VanPatten's next two stages (Stage III: The 

acquisition of estar with progressive structures, and Stage 

IV: the acquisition of estar with locative phrases) are not 

relevant for this study. This is because not only were the 

data not coded for these contexts, few instances exist for 

these cases given the fact that the methods in this study 

were geared toward the acquisition of adjectival 

structures. Therefore, there is no evidence here which 

confirms or refutes findings from other studies. 

Despite the fact that the data examined for this study 

provide no information on the acquisition of locative 

structures, the information gleaned on acquisition of 

adjectival structures with estar may shed some light on the 

disagreement about the order of acquisition of these two 

structures. Ryan and Lafford (1992) claim that the 

difference between their stages and those in VanPatten 

(1987) are a result of different learning environments. 

They claim that in the study abroad environment, the estar 

+ adjective of condition structure, as in esta abierto 'it 

is open', is pragmatically more salient and therefore 

learned more quickly. It is possible however, that the 

source of this difference is actually an artifact of 

including estar + condition as one single characteristic. 

Since it is clear from the data in the present study 
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that many different features are involved in copula choice 

at all levels of development, it is feasible that what is 

reflected in the disagreement in the order of stages is 

actually a difference in which contextual features were 

salient in a particular research situation. For example, 

Dependence on Experience appears to be a part of the 

decision making process on usage of estar even at Level 

One. Because this variable is relevant to a situation 

where esta abierto would be used, the usage of estar would 

surface as more accurate in a study where contexts of this 

type were frequent. In contrast, a picture description or 

story-telling activity would not rely on this contextual 

feature to prompt estar, but might rely on other features 

such as a difference in Modality or Frame of Reference 

which are not part of copula choice decisions until later. 

Given these differences, it is possible that the order of 

acquisition of the two constructs is not actually different 

between the learners in the two studies. Instead, the 

types of tokens which were elicited in the respective 

research contexts may have differed and this might have 

caused an apparent difference in paths of acquisition when 

all estar + adjective contexts were included in a single 

category. 

It can be seen that the data in this study do not 

conflict with the stages proposed in prior research. This 
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shows that the methods employed in the current research 

were successful in creating a similar context for 

investigation. Nevertheless, some of the stages proposed 

can be refined in order to reflect the acquisition of 

copula choice more clearly. Perhaps the most interesting 

observation made based on the data from the current study 

is that the frequency of usage of ser does not reflect a 

particular level in development. In fact, the frequency of 

ser does not increase across time, even after omission 

drops, and the frequency of estar increases gradually 

across time rather than changing categorically from absence 

to presence. Each stage is a reflection of learner 

strategies, such as omission or overgeneralization, that 

are present in combination with others at a specific point 

in time and, thus, characterize that level of development. 

Universal strategies 

In addition to the examination of the stages proposed 

in other studies, it is possible to examine some of the 

universal strategies which were proposed to explain those 

data. Both VanPatten (1987) and Ryan and Lafford (1992) 

associate certain general strategies or processes with the 

stages of acquisition of copula choice. These general or 

universal processes include omission and 

overgeneralization, each of which are types of 

simplification, and replacement. In addition, there is a 
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great deal of discussion in the research literature about 

the relationship of meaning to form in acquisition, e.g., 

Skiba and Dittmar (1992) and Finneman (1990). Given the 

amount of detail the current study provides, it is possible 

to discuss each of these strategies further. Moreover, if 

these general strategies appear to hold true for all 

learners, they provide a basis for the link between second 

language acquisition and language change. The following 

sections address each of these topics in terms of their 

connection to the data in the present study as well as 

their potential for universality. 

Simplification 

As mentioned above, there are two types of 

simplification that seem to be involved in the acquisition 

of copula choice. Both of these, omission and 

overgeneralization, will be discussed here in greater 

depth. It will be recalled that Silva-Corvalan (1986) 

describes the process of the expansion of estar as one of 

simplification. This means that the result of the 

discussion here is important in the examination of 

parallels between change and acquisition which will take 

place later. 

As discussed above, omission, the first stage of 

acquisition of copula choice, proposed by both VanPatten 

(1987) and Ryan and Lafford (1992) is confirmed by the data 
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in the present study. Although there is no evidence in the 

present study for a level at which omission is the only 

strategy used, the fact that it occurs at much higher rates 

at lower proficiency levels shows it to be a strategy that 

represents lower stages of acquisition. VanPatten (1987) 

claims that this is a result of the Principle of 

Communicative Value. This strategy is used in response to 

a learner's need to reduce a grammar to the smallest number 

of rules possible when the acquisition process is begun. 

Because the copula does not carry meaning for the learner, 

it is deleted in favor of other lexical items which carry a 

greater semantic communicative load. 

The data in this study add interesting information to 

this explanation. At Levels One, Three, and Four the 

evidence shows that there are eight or nine contextual 

variables which are relevant in predicting the usage of 

estar. At Level Two however, this ntimber dips to six. It 

is possible that at this point, learners are attempting to 

arrive at a grammar for the copula contrast and, in order 

to do so, they have reduced the number of contextual 

features so as to make the distinction more manageable. 

The initially higher number of operating constraints could 

be a result of the acquisition of holistic lexical phrases 

which represent a number of distinctions but where copula 

choice is not part of the grammar of the learner. The 
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usage of estar at the first level may actually reflect the 

acquisition of lexical chunks which included a copula. 

In addition to the evidence for simplification seen 

through the rates of omission of the copula and the number 

of constraints which are relevant at each level of 

development, the contextual constraint 'Susceptible to 

Change' is also representative of simplification. This 

constraint is only relevant at the first level of 

proficiency (see Table 5.1). It is likely that this is a 

result of the way in which copula distinction is presented 

in a textbook, as a contrast between permanent and 

temporary characteristics. As a result, the strategy of 

relying on this one constraint is a type of simplification 

of the grammar being acquired since a native-like grammar 

would actually rely on several more subtle constraints 

instead. Nevertheless, since this distinction leads 

learners astray in examples such as esta muerto 'he is 

dead' and soy joven '1 am young', this constraint, albeit 

simple, is quickly replaced with more helpful guidelines 

despite their lack of simplicity. Thus, both in terms of 

the number of constraints present at each level of 

development, and in the types of constraints present, there 

is evidence from the present study for a strategy of 

simplification. 

The strategy of overgeneralization was also proposed 
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by VanPatten (1987) and Briscoe (1995) as a form of 

simplification. What is of interest in regard to this 

strategy is the choice of which copula to overgeneralize. 

Although the data in this study do not show a stage at 

which the usage of ser increases as omission decreases, 

there is evidence of a steady increase in the usage of 

estar (see Table 4.7) . The implication is that where estar 

is used at higher levels of proficiency, either ser or 

other avoidance strategies were used in its place at lower 

levels. VanPatten (1987) claims that the choice to 

overgeneralize ser is based on the frequency of this copula 

in learner input and its similarity to the English form 

'is' which facilitates transfer. Briscoe (1995) states 

that this choice may reflect a general learning strategy or 

it may be a pedagogical artifact since learners begin by 

making general comments and descriptions of their immediate 

world. 

Interestingly, while one may begin by making 

descriptions about her or his immediate world, the 

methodology in this study, as well as that in VanPatten 

(1987) and Briscoe (1995), required students to comment 

about both the immediate world and a less immediate 

environment represented in the pictures. The results in 

the present study show that the constraint 'Frame of 

Reference' becomes important in the usage of estar only at 



225 

Levels Three and Four. Therefore, whether this result is 

caused by current pedagogical approaches or by a general 

learner strategy, there is evidence to support the idea 

that a speaker's ability to address more than one frame of 

reference in a second language is one that takes time to 

develop. This shows that a speaker's world may be 

simplified to only represent one frame of reference at the 

beginning of the acquisition process. This concept will be 

especially important in the discussion of language change 

data since frame of reference was a relevant characteristic 

in Silva-Corvalan's (1986) stages of development and since 

this feature in her data is explained by her proposed 

\iniversal, the Principle of Distance. 

Replacement 

Another strategy proposed in Ryan and Lafford (1992) 

to explain the stages of acquisition is that of 

replacement. This is the strategy by which a deleted item, 

such as the copula, is replaced with a lexical item as 

learner grammar develops, or an overgeneralized lexical 

item is replaced with a more specific one. Ryan and 

Lafford found that after the stage of copula deletion, 

there was a stage where ser was used to replace the omitted 

copula and was consequently overgeneralized to all 

contexts. The data in the present study provide evidence 

for a slightly different type of replacement. At no point 
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in these data is there total omission nor does the use of 

ser increase from one level to the next. Instead, rates of 

omission gradually decrease across levels, and rates of the 

usage of estar gradually increase. 

The type of replacement shown in the present study is 

that of the replacement of contextual features which 

determine the use of estar with other contextual features 

which are more appropriate in the mind of the learner. For 

example, the feature 'Susceptible to Change' is used only 

at the earliest level since despite the fact that it is an 

easy distinction to make, it does not handle a number of 

the cases of ser and estar with adequate accuracy. Another 

example of this replacement is the change from the use of 

all adjectival categories to the distinction between 

animate and inanimate referents. Since this strategy 

replacement takes place at the highest level it is not 

possible to say if this will again be replaced by Adjective 

Class as further modifications of the learner grammar are 

made. In summary, these data show that replacement may 

actually refer to the influence of contextual features as 

opposed to the replacement of one copula + adjective token 

(an omitted copula) for another (overgeneralized ser) 

unconditionally. 

Relationship of meaning to form 

The relationship of the semantic features of a grammar 
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to morphological or syntactic features has been the site of 

a great deal of discussion in relation to second language 

acquisition. One important issue is whether grammatical 

accuracy precedes semantic accuracy such that markings for 

person and number in Spanish would need to be acquired 

before learners began to experiment with the distinction 

between ser and estar. Another related issue is the 

possibility that there exists certain types of learners who 

are more inclined towards semantic distinctions or towards 

morphological accuracy. A final topic is the discussion of 

stages of acquisition in terms of general grammatical 

features such as the shift from the use of lexical phrases 

to the rebuilding of known phrases to create novel 

meanings. Each of these matters will be addressed here 

based on the data from the present study. 

Finneman (1990) proposes that there are two types of 

learners, a form-based learner and a meaning-based learner. 

The former is one who focuses on using the appropriate 

morphological markings, sometimes at the expense of using a 

riskier semantic distinction. In contrast, a meaning-based 

learner is often less accurate morphologically and more 

willing to take risks in order to make meaning 

distinctions. In relationship to the ser and estar 

contrast, a form-based learner would use ser and have 

fairly accurate markings for number and person whereas a 
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meaning-based learner would try to use estar when 

appropriate but might be less accurate morphologically. 

The data in the present study provide two arguments against 

this theory. 

First, these data show that in terms of grammatical 

accuracy, all of the learners at all levels are fairly 

accurate. Furthermore, the accuracy for which the data in 

the present study were coded was not shown to be a 

significant predictor of the usage of estar at any level 

except for the second one. Finally, it is clear by the 

continued increase in the usage of estar across levels that 

learners are still modifying the contextual constraints by 

which they distinguish ser from estar. This means that 

while learners appear to be grammatically accurate with 

little variation, they are not all at the end of the 

process of modifying the meaning contrast between ser and 

estar. Thus, it appears that in general these learners 

have mastered form before meaning. 

The second argument comes from a more direct attempt 

to identify particular strategies or paths of acquisition 

within the groups at each level. In terms of the data for 

each group, it appears that there are general trends for 

experimentation with the usage of estar that are shared. 

There is no evidence for a split between learners in each 

group, some of whom are using one type of strategy and some 



229 

of whom are using another. Instead, at each level of 

development there is a great deal of individual variation. 

The variable 'student' proved to be a significant predictor 

of the usage of estar at each level. Nevertheless, the 

data show that the variability between learners cannot be 

aggregated into groups of learners who approach meaning or 

form differently. On the contrary, these data show that 

each learner is experimenting with the same constraints in 

a slightly different way from other learners. Thus, it is 

possible that the way each individual learner approaches 

meaning distinctions is different, but there is no evidence 

for two strategy groups and, given the high level of 

accuracy of all learners in terms of grammatical markings, 

there is no evidence of a link between those forms and the 

meaning distinction between ser and estar. 

There are two possible ej^lanations for the results on 

the relationship between meaning and form discussed above. 

First, the data in the present study consist of tokens that 

are largely in the present tense. It is possible that 

tasks which forced learners to speak in more difficult 

tenses would show that some learners were more 

morphologically accurate than others and that in turn some 

acquirers were progressing more smoothly with the semantic 

aspects of copula distinction. 

A second, much larger, problem arises with any effort 
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to relate meaning and form in data from the present or 

other similar studies. That is that the number and present 

tense markings are completely unrelated to the contrast 

between copula choice. It would be no less logical to 

compare the acquisition of the copula distinction to the 

acquisition of gender markings on the adjectives in the 

same context. As a result, the fact that the two do not 

seem linked is reassuring rather than alarming. A more 

reasonable comparison might be to examine how markings for 

the imperfect tense in contrast to the preterit tense 

compare to the acquisition of ser and estar. This contrast 

is more relevant since both distinctions are based, 

although not exclusively in the case of copula choice, on 

the [+/-perfective] distinction. In this situation, there 

might be evidence for learners who are more apt to mark 

this contrast morphologically before they show the contrast 

lexically and vice versa. In the present study, however, 

this is not possible and, thus, the lack of any evidence 

for the connection of meaning to form is not surprising. 

Despite the problems with the discussion of meaning 

and form mentioned above, there is one other area of 

discussion that warrants attention. Skiba and Dittmar 

(1992) proposed general stages of acquisition that, while 

based on German data, are intended to generalize to other 

languages and grammatical features. During the first 
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stage, learners express a relationship between two objects 

with a set expression, learned as a chunk, or by simply 

mentioning the two objects. This corresponds to the data 

in this study since the use of lexical expressions explains 

the high number of constraints that appear to be in use at 

Level One as well as the fact that there is no evidence for 

a period of exclusive omission. The mentioning of two 

objects with no other lexical material corresponds to the 

omission of the copula which is shown to be prevalent at 

earlier stages and to decrease across levels. Skiba and 

Dittmar's first stage is confirmed by these and other 

copula choice data in Spanish. 

The second stage proposed by Skiba and Dittmar (1992) 

is one where learners begin to experiment with a 

combination of known lexical phrases and where modality is 

developed. The data from the current study on avoidance 

strategies shows that the number of avoidance strategies, 

even incorrect ones, rises and then decreases (see Table 

4.8). This may well represent a stage in which learners 

are using new combinations of lexical items from phrases 

already learned. In this case, the combination of some of 

the phrases with adjectives results in an incorrect 

utterance but is still evidence of progress from memorized 

lexical chunks towards creation of new phrases with already 

learned material. The issue with modality in this stage is 
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more complicated since modality, such as perfectivity, is 

marked both grammatically in verb endings and lexically 

through copula choice. It is clear, however, that as the 

number of incorrect avoidance strategies increases, 

learners are aware of a need to distinguish between the two 

copulas. In essence, they may be becoming aware of the 

ways in which Spanish distinguishes modality. 

Unfortunately, the lack of tokens in the past tense makes 

comparison between copula choice and morphologically marked 

modality distinctions impossible. Nevertheless, it can be 

said that the data in this study appear to support the 

universality of the second stage proposed by Skiba and 

Dittmar. 

The final stage proposed by Skiba and Dittmar (1992) 

is one in which morphology is refined. They claim that 

where pragmatic or semantic rules are unclear, morphology 

is inaccurate. As was discussed above in reference to the 

findings for grammatical accuracy and for copula 

distinction in the present study, it is not possible from 

these data to confirm nor refute this stage. The reason 

for this is that the data which were obtained on 

grammatical accuracy are not necessarily relevant for the 

semantic/pragmatic distinction of copula choice. This 

stage does not imply that where verbal distinctions are 

unclear, then grammatical markings on this verb form are 
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inaccurate, but rather the grammatical markings which are 

relevant to this distinction are inaccurate. As a result, 

further research would be necessary to test this claim. 

The discussion above has shown that the data from the 

present study confirm a number of universal strategies set 

forth in other studies. There is support for stages of 

omission, overgeneralization and replacement. 

Nevertheless, these data show that there is a wealth of 

detail in the description of these strategies which has 

previously been omitted. As a result, omission is not 

actually a stage but rather a strategy used at earlier 

stages of acquisition of copula choice and 

overgeneralization is actually a result of the elimination 

of some contextual constraints at early levels so that the 

grammar is more manageable. The stage of replacement is an 

addition of contextual constraints, or the replacement of 

over-simplified constraints in favor of more useful ones. 

In summary, these data present evidence for a number of 

universal processes with which to address the question of 

the relationship between second language acquisition and 

language change. 

Relationship to data from studies of lancmaae change 

The preceding discussion, which outlined a number of 

apparent universals in the process of language acquisition, 

provides data with which to test the hypothesis that 
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language acquisition and language change are related. What 

follows is a discussion of the findings from research on 

copula choice as a change in progress for monolingual 

speakers as each relates to the acquisition data 

highlighted in Chapter Four. Where universal processes 

have been hypothesized to explain change, they will be 

evaluated in light of the data from the present study. 

Among the topics included in the discussion below are the 

stages of loss and acquisition, the role of adjective class 

and animacy and the role of semantic transparency. After 

these specific results from language change research are 

compared to the acquisition findings reported earlier, this 

section will conclude with a discussion of the possible 

universals involved in both processes. 

Stages of change and stages of acquisition 

Giacalone Ramat (1995) claims that second language 

acquisition is a continuous process of acquiring 

constraints as learners move away from initial lexical 

categorization. Additionally, she claims that language 

change is the loss of constraints along an opposite path. 

In order to evaluate this claim, the data from the present 

study can be compared to the findings based on similar data 

from research on language change. The stages which Silva-

Corvalan (1986) proposed for the extension of estar in the 

copula + adjective structure are repeated below. It will 
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be recalled that Gutierrez found the same stages of loss 

for monolingual speakers in Mexico. 

Stage I Stage II Stage III 

S estar A (S) estar A estar A 
individual frame 
susceptible to change susceptible to change 
circumstantial attribute circumstantial attribute attribute 

S = s\ibject referent, A = attribute 

The stages above show a transition from a grammar in 

which the use of estar is constrained by many contextual 

features to one where estar can be used to introduce any 

attribute without conditions on the context in which it 

appears. The levels of acquisition in the present study 

can be related to these stages of change with a few 

modifications. First, there is no beginning level at which 

learners introduce all attributes with estar. Nor does 

such a level exist where ser is used exclusively. Second, 

both the acquisition of copula distinction and the loss of 

this distinction involve the extension of estar. Learners 

are faced with the task of adding constraints that allow 

the use of estar in more contexts and the expression of 

more difficult contrasts, whereas monolingual speakers show 

a change in their use of the copula via a loss of 

constraints which restrict the use of estar. As a result, 

the processes will not be mirror images of each other since 
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the endpoint of the change is not the beginning nor 

midpoint of the acquisition process and since both changes 

are moving towards a more widespread usage of estar. 

Instead, what can be compared is the relative order of the 

acquisition or loss of constraints on the usage of estar. 

A final consideration is that the feature 

'Circumstantiality' was only used in the language change 

study since it was believed to be too difficult to 

interpret in the research situation of the present study. 

The reason for this is that Silva-Corvalan (1986) coded 

tokens where a reaction or observation was made that was 

not believed to be part of one's general description. For 

example, in certain contexts, esta calvo 'he is bald' was 

marked as circumstantial as was esta grande 'he is big'. 

The former was believed to be unflattering and regarded as 

circumstantial rather than defining. The latter was 

believed to be based on a reaction to one's appearance and 

not a general description. It should be pointed out that 

each of these examples could also have been marked as non-

circumstantial in certain pragmatic contexts. Because this 

judgment was not possible for all tokens, nor was it 

possible to infer a speaker's intentions, the feature was 

not used in the present study. As a result, only the other 

two features provided in Silva-Corvalan's stages can be 

compared. 
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In the acquisition data in the present study, 

Susceptibility to Change was used in early levels but not 

in later ones, and Frame of Reference was only used to 

determine usage of estar at the two higher levels of 

development. The greatest difference between the stages 

set forth in the present study and those in the language 

change research is that there is no point in the process of 

acquisition where both of these features have a significant 

effect on the usage of estar at the same time. In the 

language change data however, both are present at earlier 

stages and are lost at different stages of the change. 

Despite this difference, there are characteristics of each 

contextual variable which show a relationship between 

language change and language acquisition. 

The fact that the contextual feature Susceptible to 

Change played a role in the usage of estar only at early 

levels of development is interesting since this would imply 

that it is easy to acquire but it is then lost again as 

learner grammar becomes more specific. Given the fact that 

in the language change data this characteristic is lost 

late in the process, it would be expected that this feature 

would be acquired early and maintained. What is not 

expected is that this feature would be acquired early and 

then siibsequently replaced. 

There are two possible explanations for this result. 
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First, it is possible that the variable Susceptible to 

Change is present at the higher levels of development, but 

is not as helpful in predicting the use of estar as are 

other variables. This would mean that Susceptibility to 

Change is a variable which learners use but which is not as 

specific as the combination of other variables. Moreover, 

when a chi-square test was run for each level of data on 

only the variable in question, the effect of Susceptibility 

to Change on the usage of estar was significant at all four 

levels, not just Level One. This means that Susceptibility 

to Change appears to be acquired early and remains a good 

predictor of the usage of estar despite the fact that other 

variables are even more accurate descriptors of this usage 

at later levels of development. 

An additional explanation, which corresponds in part 

to the one above, is that the language change data show 

Susceptibility to Change to be a significant predictor at 

all stages only because there were not other features 

included in the study. Thus, if other features which are 

even more specific had been included. Susceptibility to 

Change might have been no less present at each level, but 

it would be less important at levels where the grammar 

regarding copula choice is still very complex. Thus, at 

the stage one above, rather than including only 

Susceptibility to Change with two other variables, it may 
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have been possible to include many more and one might see 

that Susceptibility to Change appears as a significantly 

relevant feature only after other features have been lost. 

Each of these explanations goes with the other and 

contributes to the argument that the behavior of this 

contextual feature in the process of language change is 

related to its behavior in the process of second language 

acquisition. 

The other variable which can be compared between the 

two fields of research is Frame of Reference. It will be 

recalled that this characteristic allows a speaker to 

distinguish between the class and individual frame of 

reference by selecting ser or estar respectively. Silva-

Corvalan (1986) found that this characteristic was lost 

quite early, between the first and second stages. In 

contrast, the present study has shown that the feature 

becomes useful as a predictor of the usage of estar only at 

Levels Three and Four. This feature appears to illustrate 

an even clearer connection between SLA and language change 

than the one. This is because this feature is lost early 

and acquired late, just as those who propose a connection 

between acquisition and change would predict (i.e. 

Giacalone Ramat, 1992). 

Although only two of the three characteristics which 

were used in the language change research are available for 
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comparison with the present study, it appears that there is 

a clear relationship between language acquisition and 

language change. The following discussion will add further 

data for discussion of the connection between these two 

fields. Afterwards, the universals which have been 

proposed to explain the behavior involved in the process of 

language change will be discussed below in terms of their 

ability to explain phenomena in both change and acquisition 

processes. 

Contextual features of the change in progress 

In addition to the stages which have been proposed to 

describe the process of the extension of estar taking place 

in both monolingual and bilingual communities, other 

contextual features have been studied. These features are 

said to give even more detail about the path of the change 

that is taking place. Among these features are Adjective 

Class and Animacy, as well as the varying degrees of 

Semantic Transparency that exist in a copula + adjective 

structure. The purpose of the following section is to 

examine the results from language change research regarding 

these variables in order to relate the data from the 

present study. This discussion will serve to add further 

impetus to the parallels drawn above before continuing with 

a discussion of the universal processes which might serve 

as an explanation for such commonalties. 



241 

Adjective classes 

In research on language change, both Silva-Corvalan 

(1986) and Gutierrez (1992) found that certain adjective 

classes were more likely to prompt innovation with estar 

than others. These classes include Size, Physical 

Appearance, Age and Evaluation. In addition, for the 

populations included in the research in Los Angeles by 

Silva-Corvalan (1986), Color and Perception were also found 

to promote innovation with estar. It will be recalled that 

innovation is any use of estar where the copula ser would 

normally occur in more conservative speech. As with the 

stages of acquisition above, there are a few areas which 

must be considered before evaluating the link between the 

behavior of the data in the present study and that reported 

for language change. 

First, an adjective category that is considered 

innovative in language change would be related to one in 

second language acquisition that did not favor estar at 

higher levels of acquisition but showed a degree of 

instability at earlier levels of development, or at some 

point in the grammar formation process. Secondly, some of 

the categories used to code the language change data differ 

from those used in the present study. Thus, one category 

may incorporate two categories in the other study or such 

categories may overlap. This will be discussed as 
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relevant. Finally, a category which was found to 

significantly favor estar in learner data may not be 

related to innovation at all since some such categories may 

simply be more likely to be correct with estar in 

traditional speech. Given these two considerations it is 

possible to examine the data in search of parallels between 

the process of second language acquisition and language 

change. 

In regard to the percentage of the time which estar 

was used in each of the adjective class contexts, both 

Description of an Inanimate Object and Description of a 

Person(ality) showed low rates of estar. These categories 

are generally used with ser in more traditional grammars 

due to their frequent use in imperfect frames and with 

adjectives which only allow ser. This means that even low 

percentages of usage of estar in language change data would 

be seen as innovative. Because of this, one would not 

expect the percentage of occurrence of estar to be higher 

than average in these contexts in second language data. In 

fact, one would expect that the more accurate a learner 

becomes, the less likely they are to use estar in these 

contexts at all. It is therefore not surprising that the 

occurance of estar for these two categories is lower than 

in other categories. 

In contrast to the adjective classes described above, 
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the classes Mental State, Physical State, Sensory-

Characteristic and Status show higher than average rates of 

usage of estar. As was explained in Chapter Four, each of 

these classes favors estar because there are a number of 

contexts which fall in each class that are appropriate with 

estar. It is not possible to say that these classes are 

innovative nor unstable with estar. 

The most interesting frequency data for adjective 

class in the present study is that for Age and 

Description/Evaluation of an Inanimate Object. This is 

because the frequency with which estar is used in each of 

these classes does not increase steadily across levels as 

it does with other adjective classes. This means that 

neither of these classes follows the general trend of 

acquisition of copula choice by which learners gradually 

use estar more often as development progresses. Instead, 

these categories show that new constraints which have 

allowed estar to progress into other contexts are not 

producing the same effect here. It is noteworthy that both 

of these adjective classes were found to be innovative in 

the research on language change. It is possible that just 

as these categories allowed estar to be extended in 

language change, they resist that extension as acquisition 

progresses. In this sense, there is a relationship between 

the two studies. Nevertheless, it is not possible to 
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explain why only these two categories showed this effect, 

as they were not even the two most salient of those cited 

in the work on language change. 

The other source of information about adjective class 

comes from the statistical tests outlined in Chapter Four. 

The first result that warrants discussion is the fact that 

Animacy and not Adjective Class appeared as a relevant 

predictor at the highest level of proficiency. It is 

possible that in less innovative varieties of Spanish that 

adjective class shows no effect on usage of estar as well. 

What is more likely, however, is that the assumption that 

the beginning points and endpoints for the processes of 

second language acquisition and for language change are not 

the same. Instead, it is more likely that Animacy has in 

fact subsumed the effect of all of the relevant adjective 

classes since Age, Physical Appearance, and to a large 

degree Size are all connected to animate referents. 

There are also a few individual effects which stand 

out in the results reported in Chapter Four. For example, 

Size was found to favor the usage of copulas other than 

estar to a significant degree at the second level of 

proficiency but not at the other levels. This is 

interesting because Size was shown to be innovative for 

estar in the data on language change. Although one would 

expect a mirror effect for language change, that should 
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mean that the effect of favoring estar occurs early in 

acquisition and late in language change or vice versa. It 

does not mean that the opposite effect should be found. 

This same problem exists at the third level of proficiency 

with the variable Age, which showed to be significant in 

predicting the use of copulas other than estar. While in 

both cases it is possible that the significant effect of 

favoring copulas other than estar is preceded by a stage 

where there is less stability and estar is not favored, 

there is not evidence for nor against this hypothesis. 

Another noteworthy result is that at Level Two the 

category Physical Appearance favors copulas other than 

estar and at the third level it favors estar. This result 

is more in line with a comparison between language 

acquisition and language change since this shows 

instability with that particular category. Therefore, 

Physical Appearance, which traditionally would be used 

mostly with ser becomes a possible category for estar as 

the Frame of Reference constraint is acquired. 

Interestingly, it is the Frame of Reference constraint 

which enables learners to see estar as a possibility and it 

is the loss of the same constraint which causes native 

speakers to extend the use of estar to inappropriate 

contexts as defined by more conservative grammars. This 

interesting connection will be discussed further in regard 
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to the universals that have been proposed to explain this 

particular constraint and its role in language change and 

second language acquisition. 

Animacv 

In her research on the extension of estar, Silva-

Corvalan (1986) found no effect of the Animacy of the 

referent on copula choice. Since this study was also coded 

for this feature it is possible to compare results. Rather 

than looking for opposite effects, one would expect that 

this characteristic would be true for both language change 

and language acquisition. The reason for this is that the 

effect of animacy is constant in language change since it 

is statistically insignificant at all levels. It is not a 

feature which changes in significance as the extension of 

estar progresses. If the results for second language 

acquisition were different, then one would have to conclude 

that the role of Animacy in language acquisition is not the 

same as its role in language change. 

The results from the present study show that Animacy 

was only found to be a significant predictor of the 

behavior of estar at the highest level of development when 

considered in conjunction with the other contextual 

variables. This was explained earlier as the overlap 

between the features of Adjective Class and Animacy whereby 

the categories of Adjective Class which favor estar are 
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most often animate. Nevertheless, the results in the 

present study show that when considered alone, rather than 

with other contextual variables, the effect of the variable 

Animacy is shown by a chi-square test to be significant at 

all levels except for level three. Unfortunately, this 

undermines the explanation that it is the overlap between 

Adjective Class and Animacy that causes Animacy to shift to 

importance at Level Four and which obscures the effect of 

Animacy at earlier levels. Since Animacy is not a 

significant predictor of either the usage or non-usage of 

estar at Level Three, even when considered in isolation, 

then the relationship between the two features is not so 

clear. In turn, the relationship of the variable Animacy 

in language change and second language acquisition is 

clearly not the same, but it is difficult to explain why. 

For the purpose of this study, it will not be possible to 

claim there is any patterned relationship between language 

change and second language acquisition based on the 

contextual variable Animacy. 

Semantic Transoarencv 

The concept of Semantic Transparency has been used in 

language change research to explain which contexts are most 

susceptible to change. In Silva-Corvalan's (1986) study it 

was found that where a semantic contrast was possible there 

was a seventy-two percent chance of innovation. This was 
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much higher than the percent chance of innovation for other 

types of contexts. In order to test this claim on the 

second language acquisition data, each context was coded 

for the variable Modality with following categories: 

1. A contrast is allowed between ser and estar 
2. Ser is required 
3. A contrast is allowed and this causes a meaning 

difference in the adjective 
4. A contrast is allowed but with near synonymy 
5. Estar is required 
6. Both are acceptable (in questionnaire only) 

The categories which are relevant for the discussion 

of the relationship of second language acquisition to 

language change are contexts in which the contrast is 

allowed. This is because in cases where a contrast is 

allowed, in addition to being those contexts which favor 

the extension of estar soonest, the appropriate use may be 

harder to learn for second language speakers and, thus, 

learned later. 

It will be recalled that in the present study the 

contrast in modality was found to be a significant 

predictor of the usage of estar only at the two higher 

levels of proficiency. It will also be recalled that the 

individual effects for some of the categories within the 

variable Modality had so few tokens that the results are 

difficult to interpret. In addition, Silva-Corvalan (1986) 

showed that certain contexts favor estar but she did not 
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provide stages through which different generations of 

bilinguals pass as the extension of estar progresses. The 

combination of these limitations means that a discussion of 

the comparison of the paths of change in language change 

and language acquisition, and a discussion of the degree to 

which certain contextual categories favor estar in each 

type of process is not possible. Instead, what can be 

concluded is that for language change, the decision to use 

ser or estar is different for each type of Modality 

category. In addition, for language acquisition. Modality 

becomes important in determining copula choice at later 

stages of acquisition. This means that Modality plays a 

role in each type of process, but no further comparison of 

the type of role it plays appears possible. 

Summary of contextual similarities 

The preceding section has shown that in terms of 

stages of acquisition, there are two features which are 

common to both language change and second language 

acquisition research. These are Susceptibility to Change 

and Frame of Reference. Each contextual variable appears 

to behave according to similar properties such that the 

former is acquired early in SLA and lost late in language 

change and the latter is acquired late and lost early. 

This is illustrated in Table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2, Comparison of constraints in SLA and 
language change 

Language Process Susceptibility to 
Change 

Frame of 
Reference 

SLA learned early learned late 
Change/loss lost late lost early 

In addition to the conclusions based on stages of 

acquisition, two of the categories of the variable 

Adjective Class showed an interesting relationship between 

lancfuage change and language acquisition. 

In the present study, both Age and 

Description/Evaluation were shown to be innovative in 

language change and were shown to resist an increase in 

frequency of usage of estar in second language acquisition, 

unlike other adjective categories which showed a steady 

increase across all levels of development. Furthermore, 

the category Physical Appearance was shown to favor copulas 

other than estar at the second level but to favor estar at 

the third level. This too parallels language change data 

since this category, which was found to be innovative in 

language change, is unstable in acquisition. 

Interestingly, however, the extension of estar with 

Physical Appearance increases at the more advanced level of 

development just as it increases for each stage of language 

loss in Silva-Corvalan's research and therefore, while 

similar principles may be said to be at work, the change 

does not move in the opposite direction for each type of 
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data. 

The other two variables, Animacy and Semantic 

Transparency, or Modality contrasts, produced less clear 

results. While Silva-Crovalan (1986) found no effect for 

Animacy at any level, the present study showed that Animacy 

was significantly related to the usage of estar at all but 

one level. This does not show any clear parallel between 

language change and second language acquisition. Finally, 

it was shown in language change processes that the degree 

of Semantic Transparency that exists when a contrast in 

modality is possible but a clear meaning distinction does 

not exist, favors innovation with estar. In contrast, it 

was shown that this same type of distinction was 

significant in predicting the usage of estar only at Levels 

Three and Four. Nevertheless, it is logical that a learner 

would need a certain amount of exposure to the language 

before acquiring the ability to recognize a possible 

meaning or modality contrast. Thus, it can be concluded 

that Modality is relevant for language loss and language 

acquisition, but it does not necessarily play the same or 

an opposite role in each process. 

Relationship to universal processes of lancruaae change 

Now that the similarities and contrasts between data 

from research on language change and the data from the 

present study have been outlined, it is possible to discuss 
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which universals might explain these results. If a process 

is truly universal, it should be able, in conjunction with 

other universals, to explain both similarities and 

differences. The following discussion includes both 

internal and external forces on language change which have 

been proposed by researchers in various fields. Each of 

the proposed universals included below was outlined in 

greater detail in Chapter Two. 

Internal processes . 

Silva-Corvalan (1990) describes the extension of estar 

as a change with internal causes that are accelerated by 

language contact. Among the processes internal to the 

language, she proposes that there exists an imbalance or an 

incompleteness in the language system which prompts the 

reanalysis of an item. She supports this claim in two 

ways. First, she shows that a contrast in Modality creates 

a context where innovation with estar is more likely. 

Thus, where the contrast between the two copulas is 

permissible but the meaning difference is not relatively 

salient compared to contexts where the contrast is not 

allowed or where the contrast results in a meaning change 

for the adjective, there is a sufficient degree of rule 

opacity to motivate change. 

The other result from language change data which 

supports the claim that this change is motivated by rule 
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opacity internal to the language is the fact that the 

change can be described as a loss of constraints moving 

toward a situation where there are no constraints which 

regularly determine copula choice. In early stages of 

language change there is a context with a relatively low 

degree of contrastive salience that is governed by a number 

of constraints. As language change proceeds, the contrast 

becomes less complex and has fewer contextual constraints 

involved. The direction of this change and the way in 

which it progresses supports the claim that this change 

takes place in order to simplify a grammatical contrast 

which is very complex and where rule opacity is high. 

Of the universal processes of language change cited in 

MacMahon (1994) , semantic bleaching, isomorphism, the 

transparency principle, and grammaticalization are all 

relevant to the explanation of language change and to the 

linking of that change with second language acquisition. 

The first, semantic bleaching, refers to the process by 

which a meaning distinction becomes less and less salient 

and is eventually lost. In the case of the extension of 

estar, the distinction between the two copulas becomes less 

clear and this results in a simplification of the 

constraints upon which the contrast is based. The end 

result is a bleaching of the meaning of estar such that it 

appears to be equivalent to ser in some contexts. This 
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process appears to work in second language acquisition but 

in the opposite direction. 

As shovm with the data from the present study, the 

process of acquisition of the contrast between copulas 

involves reevaluation and further specification of 

contextual constraints which determine usage. At the 

beginning stages of acquisition, the copula has so little 

meaning it is often deleted, whereas at the more advanced 

levels of development more complex and more numerous 

strategies are used to determine which copula should be 

used. A specific example can be found in the constraint 

Frame of Reference. This constraint is lost early in 

language change and, thus, leads to the bleaching of the 

meaning distinction created by contrasting copulas. In 

addition, it is acquired late in second language 

acquisition and added in order to further restrict the 

meaning of the copula choice. Thus, the universal 

principle of semantic bleaching seems to illustrate a 

relationship between language acquisition and language 

change in the context of copula choice in Spanish. 

Another relevant principle of language change is the 

role of isomorphism. It will be recalled that isomorphism 

is the one-to-one correspondence between meaning and form. 

In general, parts of language which meet this condition are 

less likely to change than those which do not. In the case 
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of copula choice, it is clear that each copula represents a 

variety of subtle meaning contrasts in addition to 

representing the basic concept of referent + adjective. 

Therefore it appears that isomorphism can be evaluated in 

terms of form to basic function or form to subtle meaning. 

This means that a discussion of the simplest possible case 

actually has two levels. 

In addition to the complication of the two possible 

levels of discussion, when considering isomorphism it is 

important to consider the fact that a single copula system 

is not necessarily the simplest case. Thompson (1991) 

cautions that the tripartite copula system is actually 

quite common. What is relevant to the discussion here is 

the fact that despite the other contexts for the copula, 

such as locative or the passive voice, the present study 

and the studies reported here for language change deal only 

with a single context. Thus, the extension of estar should 

not imply that movement towards a single copula system in 

Spanish would achieve the greatest degree of 

simplification. 

Despite these complications, the principle of 

isomorphism in the case of language change is relevant. 

This is because a movement towards estar (or ser) indicates 

a movement towards an elimination of meaning contrasts 

which would lead to a single function associated with a 
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copula, rather than its association with more subtle 

meaning contrasts as in traditional grammars. This would 

mean that the subtle meaning contrasts would be eliminated, 

or included in a single copula which performs the entire 

referent + adjective function. As a result, this principle 

may well contribute to the explanation of the extension of 

estar since a move towards a single copula in this 

functional context would be a simplification of the 

grammatical rules. In turn, this principle may also 

explain the difficulty that second language learners have 

with this contrast. Furthermore, it supports a stage of 

overgeneralization of ser since it explains why learners 

are likely to select a single lexical item to perform a 

particular function until other distinctions are clearer 

and results in this single function being divided into 

subsets with clear meaning contrasts. 

The major weakness with an explanation that relies 

exclusively on isomorphism lies in the beginning and 

endpoints of this process in both language change and 

language acquisition. Silva-Corvalan (1986) did not find 

that ser was lost completely at end stages of this change. 

Rather, she found that speakers do not maintain 

distinctions between the two and that estar is used to 

introduce any attribute in the final stages of language 

change, but ser is still used some of the time in these 
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same contexts. This does not necessarily mean that there 

is no explanation of the contexts in which ser was 

maintained even in the final stages of change. Instead, 

maintenance of ser could be explained by a variable such as 

Adjective Class where certain categories do not favor 

innovation. Thus, while the number of meaning distinctions 

with which each copula is associated in this context is 

greatly reduced, the number of copulas permissible in this 

functional context is still two, rather than one. 

In the data from the present study, the same is 

probably true. Learners tended to increase their usage of 

estar over time and to move away from an overgeneralization 

of ser, but it is likely that learners did not ever begin 

at a point where estar was not used at all since many 

expressions may have been learned as lexical chunks. This 

is not possible to prove in the present study since Level 

One did not include true beginners. Nevertheless, this 

would mean that while isomorphism explains the difficulty 

of this contrast, as well as the direction of change and 

the learner strategies in second language acquisition, it 

also illustrates the limitations of a purely internal 

explanation. 

The Transparency Principle is also proposed by 

MacMahon (1994) as a universal of language change. This 

principle is closely linked to semantic bleaching and it 
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states that if a distinction in language is unclear, that 

distinction will disappear. In the case of the extension 

of estar, it is true that where the semantic contrasts 

between the two copulas in Spanish are very subtle and 

often unclear, as with the context of referent + copula + 

adjective, change is taking place. In fact, the semantic 

bleaching of estar is occurring as a result of the 

disappearance of a non-transparent contrast. This is 

tightly linked to Silva-Corvalan's modality contrasts where 

she found that in contexts where a contrast was allowed 

between ser and estar there was a much greater chance of 

innovation. 

It can be seen that this principle is helpful in 

illustrating the process of second language acquisition as 

well. In a contrast such as that of copula choice where 

the rules are not transparent, the Transparency Principle 

explains the difficulty of acquisition of this structure. 

It also supports the hypothesis that some of the strategies 

used by second language learners are reflective of forces 

internal to a language. In this case, the lack of 

transparency in this context leads learners to test a 

number of simple hypotheses such as overgeneralization 

(VanPatten, 1987) and reliance on a single basic strategy 

such as Susceptibility to Change before a more complex and 

accurate grammar develops. 
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The final process involved in language change that 

merits discussion here is that of grammaticalization, the 

process by which lexical items evolve into grammatical 

markers which are reflected in morphology or syntax. In 

the case of the data from language change, a lexical item 

becomes associated with a particular grammatical function 

and over time changes and comes to be known as a 

morphological marker. This process was illustrated in 

Chapter Two by the shift from the periphrastic future in 

Spanish to an analytical future tense. Since most changes 

are cyclic, this type of change also necessitates that 

grammatical contrasts lose their meaning so that the need 

for the association with a lexical item exists in the first 

place. 

In the case of language loss, the opposite change is 

seen whereby a grammatical distinction, such as in the 

contrast between the two copulas in Spanish, is lost. As a 

result, a speaker in one of the later stages (second or 

third generation) of this change would need to use a 

lexical item to express meaning that would have been 

expressed in earlier generations through copula choice. 

This was also confirmed for the data from Tortosi Catalan 

by Sanz and Gonzalez (1995) which showed that the 

equivalent of 'he walks with a limp' was being used to 

represent a meaning that was formerly implied simply by the 
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use of the equivalent of estar and the adjective 'lame'. 

For second language acquisition, the process of 

acquisition has been described as the process by which 

lexical items are eventually replaced with morphological 

markings. It will be recalled that these stages of 

grammaticalization are exactly the stages described by 

Skiba and Dittmar (1992) as universals in language 

acquisition. Since both the data in the present study and 

that from other studies of acquisition seem to confirm the 

validity of these universal stages, and since language 

change data is also evidence for the same process, 

grammaticalization can be concluded to be a universal at 

work in both processes. It is also noteworthy that, as was 

predicted by Giacalone Ramat (1992), the processes in 

language loss and in second language acquisition are mirror 

images of each other. As with the other universal 

processes of language change discussed in this section, 

grammaticalization appears to support the hypothesized 

connection between language change and second language 

acquisition. 

External Factors 

In addition to the factors internal to the language 

system described above, two factors which are external to 

the language are relevant to the present study. These are 

interactional factors such as the Principle of Distance 
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(Silva-Corvalan, 1986) and the learning context or loss 

context. The first, the Principle of Distance, was 

proposed by Silva-Corvalan (1986) to explain why the 

contextual variable Frame of Reference was lost so early 

thus allowing estar to introduce attributes even where 

there was no common frame of reference. Her theory is that 

since Spanish is spoken by second and third generation 

bilinguals mostly in familiar contexts where the individual 

frame of reference is most frequent, the class frame of 

reference becomes obsolete. She claims that the loss of 

the class frame of reference is due to the fact that what 

is closer to the speaker is maintained longer than that 

which is far away and, therefore, the individual frame of 

reference and its counterpart estar are maintained. 

If second language acquisition is to show a 

relationship to language change in a contact situation, one 

might expect that the individual frame of reference would 

be close to a second language learner and this would mean 

that estar should be acquired first. From the data in the 

present study as well as many others cited in Chapter Two, 

it is clear that this is not the case. Nevertheless, the 

prediction above is not the only possibility. The correct 

prediction is that the Principle of Distance, if it is a 

universal, should be at work in both acquisition and 

change. This second prediction appears to be true. 
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In the data from the present study, it is clear that 

learners are more adept at using a class frame of reference 

and are prone to overgeneralization of ser. This can be 

explained, however, via the same Principle of Distance 

which explains language change. This is because what is 

close to a learner in the second language context are 

descriptions about people and things that are unknown to 

the listener. In the classroom, learners are asked to 

describe their family and friends to peers and to teachers 

who are not acquainted with the referent. This shows that 

what is acquired first is actually what is close to the 

speaker. It is simply necessary to acknowledge that what 

is close to an individual in one speech context may not be 

close in a different context, such as a language classroom. 

Both Briscoe (1995) and VanPatten (1987) confirm this 

approach through related but concordant mechanisms. The 

former states that learners generalize ser because that is 

what is most important in a non-native learning situation. 

The latter claims that overgeneralization is due to 

frequency of input of ser. This too implies that the class 

frame of reference and the associated copula ser are closer 

to the second language learner and, thus, acquired first. 

The data from both acquisition and language change research 

confirm that the Principle of Distance is an adequate 

mechanism for explaining the process of developing or 
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relaxing the contrast between copulas in Spanish. 

A final consideration which is crucial in connecting 

language change to language acquisition is the relationship 

of the context where learning and speaking take place. 

Ramirez-Gelpi (1995) claimed that because formal second 

language acquisition takes place in a classroom, the same 

processes as those involved in language use in a natural 

setting cannot be involved. Nevertheless, it is clear from 

the extensive comparison above that there is a great deal 

of similarity between the processes of change and formal 

second language acquisition both in general and in terms of 

the specific copula choice at hand. 

Despite the fact that there are differences between 

the two processes, it seems wiser to not to claim that the 

language context controls the entire process of acquisition 

or loss. Instead, it appears more accurate to state that 

the language context controls the beginning and endpoints 

of the processes examined here. If this is true, the fact 

that there is no period of total omission, or total use of 

any one strategy in the present study can be explained. It 

is also possible to explain the difference between 

different generations of speakers in the language change 

data, since each participates in slightly different speech 

contexts, which in turn influences her or his output. 

Based on the comparison of the data in the present study to 
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data from other studies of second language acquisition and 

to data from language change, it would be impossible to 

claim that these processes are controlled exclusively by 

language universals. Nevertheless, while one must allow 

for contextual factors to influence certain aspects of the 

data, it is difficult to deny the similarities that have 

been outlined in the previous section. 

Relationship of data to grammatical theorv 

The final research question to be addressed in the 

current discussion is the relationship of the findings in 

the present study to theories of grammar which describe the 

difference between ser and estar in Spanish. In Chapter 

Four, the significance of the effect of a number of 

syntactic, semantic and pragmatic variables on the usage of 

estar was provided. Each of these variables represents a 

grammatical theory of the difference between ser and estar 

and the relevance of each feature to the second language 

acquisition of the distinction between the two. Both 

variables which are specific to Spanish and those which 

represent universals will be included below. It will be 

recalled that because the data were coded for two 

categories, estar and 'other', a direct comparison to each 

theory will not be possible. Instead, the discussion will 

include an evaluation of each feature in terms of its 

significance in predicting the usage of estar by second 
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language learners. This discussion will incorporate data 

from research on language change when possible. 

One of the most often discussed issues in work on 

grammatical theories of copula distinction in Spanish is 

that of the level of a grammar at which the distinction 

occurs. In other words, is this distinction syntactic, 

semantic, pragmatic, or all three? It appears that there 

is evidence for a distinction at all three levels, since 

among the factors included in the equation for predicting 

estar at each level are features such as perfectivity, 

susceptibility to change and frame of reference, all of 

which represent different grammatical levels. The 

discussion which follows will therefore focus more on which 

features are most helpful in explaining learner behavior 

and in relating this behavior to language change than it 

will on particular levels of grammatical theory. Whether 

or not these constraints are all stored together or whether 

the cognitive system has greater modularity cannot be 

discussed based on the data from the present study. 

Before focusing on Spanish specific or universal 

contextual features, it is important to highlight the fact 

that Silva-Corvalan's (1986) concept of the 'bundle of 

features', for which she also credits Falk (1979), finds a 

great deal of support in the current study. Features such 

as 'susceptibility to change' or 'perfectivity' clearly 
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play a role in distinguishing between copulas. 

Nevertheless, it is equally clear that these features are 

not the only constraints at play in any point in time. 

Furthermore, these features and the others in this study 

fall far short of describing learner behavior and language 

change data when considered in isolation. The result is 

such that the following discussion is based on the 

assumption that there is no 'best' feature to describe 

these data. Instead, one seeks the greatest combination of 

features with which to form an adequate grammatical theory. 

Spanish-specific variables 

Of the variables used to code the data in the present 

study, many were proposed in the context of explaining 

copula choice in Spanish only. This is true for all of the 

features discussed above in relation to language change, 

such as Susceptibility to Change, Adjective Class, 

contrasting Modality, Animacy, and Frame of Reference. As 

was outlined above, one feature which adequately relates 

language change data to the acquisition data in the present 

study is Frame of Reference. Nevertheless, all of the 

other features were shown to be significant in the present 

study at one or more levels and, thus, play a role in 

predicting the usage of estar. 

Two other features which were proposed for Spanish in 

particular that have yet to be discussed are Dependence on 
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Experience and Directionality. Dependence on Experience is 

the variable that distinguishes concrete experiences 

connected to a single instance from those which are based 

on general knowledge. This feature is closely related to 

Clements' (1988) feature [+/- nexus] which describes copula 

contexts that are connected to a specific point in time. 

The results for this feature may seem harder to interpret. 

This is because when considered in conjunction with all 

other contextual variables, this category was significant 

in predicting the usage of estar at all but the third 

level. Nevertheless, at Level Three the variable 

Dependence on Experience was shown to be significant in 

isolation by a chi-square test. As a result, it can be 

concluded that the variable is important in explaining 

second language acquisition behavior even though it 

interacts with the other contextual features differently at 

Level Three. While Clements' (1988) proposal to use the 

feature is supported, there is no direct connection to be 

made between this feature and the data on language change 

since no language change study has incorporated this 

feature. 

Directionality was also proposed by Clements (1988) to 

distinguish adjective types. The three possible categories 

are unidirectional, bi-directional and non-directional. 

This variable was found to be a significant predictor of 
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the usage of estar at Levels One and Three. In both cases, 

bi-directionality favored estar and at Level Three, uni-

directionality favored the use of copulas other than estar. 

What is difficult about these results is that while it is 

clear that Directionality is relevant (or it would not have 

been found significant), there is no clear path illustrated 

by the feature across levels of acquisition, nor is it 

involved at each level consistently. 

It is possible that the number of variables included 

in the present research obscures a more consistent 

involvement. For example, if at Level One, where 

Directionality is significant. Susceptibility to Change 

were not, it would be possible that the feature Bi-

directionality overlapped with the feature Susceptible to 

Change to the extent that only one feature would be 

necessary in the equation. Unfortunately, Directionality 

is significant in combination with Susceptibility to Change 

at Level One and with Adjective Class at Level Three. It 

is unclear why this would be the case. As was true for 

Adjective Class and Animacy data in the discussion above, 

it is not possible to explain these results based solely on 

the data in the present study. Since there are no language 

change data coded for Directionality it can only be 

concluded that while Directionality appears to play a role 

in the distinction of copulas in Spanish, more research is 



269 

needed to delineate that role. 

Universals in arainmatical theory 

In addition to the Spanish specific variables 

evaluated above, there are three variables included in the 

present study which were proposed as universals of aspect. 

These variables, proposed by Smith (1997), are 

Perfectivity, E»ynamicity and Telicity. It will be recalled 

that these variables overlap in part with some Spanish 

specific proposals but they are included here, given the 

goal of identifying universality. 

Perfectivity, which was also used by Silva-Corvalan 

(1994) to decide whether or not a contrast in Modality 

exists, refers to the viewpoint of the speaker. A 

perfective frame is one that presents a situation which is 

viewed as complete within a closed frame of time. In the 

present study, Perfectivity was found to be a significant 

predictor of the usage of estar at all four levels of 

development. This result is important for two reasons. 

First, this shows that Perfectivity is consistently 

relevant to the distinction between ser and estar and, 

thus, is an important feature in a grammatical theory which 

distinguishes the two copulas. Secondly, the results in 

the present study support the proposal that this feature is 

universal since it is present even at the earliest level of 

development in this study. Although learners may need time 
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to acquire the means for distinguishing perfective contexts 

from imperfective ones in accordance with a new grammar, 

the feature itself appears to be part of a speaker's 

knowledge. 

In contrast to Perfectivity, Dynamicity and Telicity 

were proposed by Smith (1997) as universals which describe 

situation type. Dynamicity distinguishes situations which 

require a constant input of energy such as esta alegre 'he 

is happy' from those which do not, such as as alto 'he is 

tall'. This feature was also found to be a significant 

predictor of the usage of estar in the present study at all 

four levels of development. Although there is no parallel 

to be made based on data from language change, the two 

conclusions made above for Perfectivity are also true for 

Dynamicity. This feature appears to be important for 

distinguishing the two copulas in Spanish and it appears to 

be a valid universal feature of aspect. 

The feature Telicity, however, yields slightly more 

complicated results. This feature also distinguishes 

situation types, those which have natural endpoints such as 

esta enojado 'he is angry' from those that do not as in es 

rubio 'he is blonde'. This feature was only significant in 

conjunction with the other contextual features included in 

the present study at the third level of development. 

Nevertheless, a chi-square test showed that in isolation 
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this contextual variable was significant at all levels of 

development. This suggests that while the feature is an 

accurate descriptor of the difference between copulas and 

that it is universally present in this aspectual 

distinction, there are other features included in the 

present study which are closely related. 

Although Table 5.1 shows that Telicity was found to be 

a significant predictor of the usage of estar only at Level 

Three and Dependence on Experience was found to be a 

significant predictor at all levels except Level Three, it 

is unlikely that these are the two factors which are so 

closely linked. It is more likely that Telicity interacts 

with the features Directionality, Adjective Class and/or 

Susceptibility to Change, since these features all deal 

with properties of the adjective. As has been concluded 

previously, there is a great deal more that needs to be 

learned about the interactions of these adjective type 

features. 

Summary of relevant grammatical features 

In addition to the features Adjective Class, Animacy, 

Susceptibility to Change, contrast in Modality and Frame of 

Reference, which were discussed in terms of the role each 

plays in predicting the usage of estar at various levels of 

development and at various stages of language change, this 

section has outlined other features which are central to an 
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effective grammatical theory of copula choice. Among these 

are the Spanish-specific features Dependence on Experience 

and Directionality. While the former shows a stronger 

effect than the latter, both have relevance in 

distinguishing the usage of estar from that of other 

copulas. It is also possible that these features are 

relevant for other languages and could be investigated in 

the future. In addition, support was found for three 

universals of aspect proposed by Smith (1997) for languages 

other than Spanish. Perfectivity, Dynamicity and Telicity 

were found to have significant effects in the prediction of 

the usage of estar at all levels of development. Given the 

role that each of these features plays in distinguishing 

the two copulas and predicting learner behavior, it is 

likely that further examination of this could also lead to 

a more profoxond theory of language change. 

Conclusion 

The study of the acquisition of copula choice in 

Spanish by native speakers of English has proven successful 

in linking both second language acquisition to language 

change and copula distinction in Spanish to universal 

theories of aspect. This was accomplished by coding second 

language acquisition data for variables used in theories of 

acquisition, language change and grammatical theory with 

the end result of a comparison of the relationship between 
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fields and between variables. Among the more 

straightforward effects are the mirror relationship which 

exists between the stages of loss and the stages of second 

language acquisition based on the features Susceptibility 

to Change and Frame of Reference. In addition, there is 

clear evidence of universals of aspect at play in the 

second language acquisition of copula choice as illustrated 

by the variables Dynamicity, Perfectivity and Telicity. In 

contrast, features related to adjective type play a widely 

varying role in terms of their significance to the 

acquisition of copula distinction, and their connection to 

each other and to other fields of inquiry is less clear. 

It is this area which merits further investigation in 

future research. 
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT LETTER 

Dear Student, 

I am writing to you to ask for your help in a study I will 
be doing at Oyster River High School this May. I am 
interested in looking at how certain features of the 
Spanish language are learned by English speakers. Because 
I was once a student at ORES, I know that the Spanish 
instruction you are receiving will enable you to be very 
successful learners. I hope that you will be willing to 
spend one hour with me during one of your free periods or 
after school so that I can include you in my dissertation. 
Below is a description of what I will ask you to do so that 
you can decide if this is something that interests you. 

Before I continue, however, I want to remind you that this 
is not a test and will not affect your grade in any way. I 
will not use your name in any version of this study. I 
would also be happy to share the results with you when the 
study is completed. Furthermore, the tasks are designed to 
be easy to do, maybe even fun, so there is no need to feel 
nervous. This would be an excellent practice for the 
Advanced Placement (AP) exam. I want to be especially 
clear that I hope to meet with students of all levels, and 
all abilities. It is not necessary to be an A student! 

During the course of one free period, I will ask you to do 
the following: 

1. Have a short conversation with me in Spanish about 
topics such as school, your interests, your friends 
and your family. (Steps one and two will be tape-
recorded. ) 

2. Use a series of pictures to make descriptions and 
create short stories. 

3. Fill in a questionnaire about your opinions of set 
phrases used a given situation. 

4. Fill out a questionnaire which asks for basic 
background information about you. (This can also be 
completed any time before we meet, and is attached to 
this letter.) 
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If you are willing to help me, please sign up for as many 
of the time slots possible on the page entitled "schedule". 
A final schedule will be posted in your Spanish class the 
week before April break, and we will start the week after 
vacation (May 4th), Also, please sign the permission slip 
on the following page. If you are iinder 18 years of age, I 
need to have the permission of a parent or guardian in 
order to work with you. Please share this letter with 
them, and ask them to read and sign the permission slip 
too. I would be happy to provide you or your parent with 
more information and can be reached at (650)344-9488 or by 
email at klg@u.arizona.edu. I thank you in advance for 
your help. The success of my study depends on volunteers 
and I appreciate your participation. 

Sincerely, 

Kimberly Geeslin 

Please hand this back to your teacher before April 
10th! !!!!!!!! 

mailto:klg@u.arizona.edu
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APPENDIX B: BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE 

Background Questionnaire 

Please fill out each item as accurately as possible. You 
may return this with the permission slip or at the time of 
our meeting. 

I. Personal facts 

II. History with Spanish 

What grade did you start learning Spanish? 

Did you study Spanish any where except Oyster River (middle 

or high school) 

If yes, where? 

Have you ever traveled to a Spanish speaking country? 

If yes, where? For how long ? 

What was the purpose of the trip? (i.e. family vacation, 

school trip....) 

Do you know anyone who is a native speaker of Spanish? 

If yes, do you ever speak Spanish with them? 

How many hours over the course of a month do you speak 

Spanish outside of school, for non-school related reasons? 

(if more than 0, please explain when, to whom, etc.) 

Do you think or dream in Spanish? 

Do you ever use Spanish on the internet? 

III. School History 

Have you ever studied another foreign language? (which 

one(s), how long?) 

Why did you choose Spanish? 

Name 

Age 

Gender (M/F) 

Mother's profession 

Level (i.e. Spanish I) 

Grade received last quarter 

Ethnicity 

Father's pro fes s i on 
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Do you enjoy Spanish? Why/why not? 

Do you plan to take Spanish in the future? 

Do you think you will use Spanish after high school? 

Why/why not? 

What is the most frequent grade you have received all of 

your Spanish classes? 
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APPENDIX C: ELICITATION PICTURES 

Sketch One 
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Sketch Two, Part A 
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Sketch Two, Part B 
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LA CirA Cie<^ 



Sketch Three, Parts C and D 
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APPENDIX D: GRAMMATICAL JUDGMENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

Instructions; Pretend you are a person who lives in 
Mexico. You will read descriptions below of situations 
that have taken place between your housemates Paula and 
Raul. Read the scenes below and decide which sentence of 
Raul's you prefer. Please check only one option. Also, 
indicate how sure you are of the answer on the right hand 
side. 

1. Paula and Raul are planning to go out for a bite to 
eat. Paula is yelling from the bedroom while she gets 
ready in order to make plans with Raul. As she comes out 
of her room she asks: 
Paula: iQuieres ir en mi coche? 

A. Raul: iAy! iQue guapa estas! 
B. Raul: i Ay! i Que guapa eres! 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

2. Paula says thank you and asks if their friend Pablo 
will be joining them for dinner. Paula wants to talk to 
him about their math class. Raul says that Pablo isn't 
coming and Paula wants to know why: 
Paula: dPor que no va a venir Pablo? 

A. Raul: Porque no le llame y ahora esta enojado. 
B. Raul: Porque no le llame y ahora es enojado. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

3. Paula and Raul go to a local restaurant. They eat 
there frequently and the people who work there are always 
very nice. This time, Raul has ordered something new on 
the menu and Paula is curious about what Raul thinks of the 
food: 
Paula: Raul, ite gusta la comida? 

A. Raul: Si, la cena es muy buena. 
B. Raul: Si, la cena esta muy buena. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1 
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I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

4. During the meal, Paula and Raul have a chance to talk 
about some of the things that have been going on in their 
lives. They both like the apartment the three of you live 
in but since the rent is so high you've been discussing 
moving to another place. Paula wants to know how Raul 
feels about the apartment: 
Paula: ^.Te gusta nuestro apartamento? 

A. Raul: Si, nuestro apartamento es muy grande. 
B. Raul: Si, nuestro apartamento esta muy grande. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

5. Paula and Raul discuss Paula's wishes to go to Chile to 
study for one year. When Paula asked her parents if she 
could go during high school they told her she was too 
young. She wonders what Raul thinks about asking them 
again: 
Paula: ^Crees que me permitiran estudiar en Chile este 
ano? 

A. Raul: Yo creo que si porque ahora estas mas vieja. 
B. Raul: Yo creo que si porque ahora eres mas vieja. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

6. Paula knows that Raul is doing poorly in school. 
Raul's father is working very hard to pay for school and 
Raul is afraid to tell him how he's doing. Paula wonders 
if he can keep his grades a secret: 
Paula: ^Tienes que hablar con tu papa? 

A. Raul: Si, claro, mi papa no esta estupido. 
B. Raul: Si, claro, mi papa no es estupido. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. ^ 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

7. Paula questions Raul further about what is causing him 
to do poorly in school: 
Paula: Raul, ^Por que recibes tantas malas notas? 
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A. Raul: Mis profesores dicen que en cortparacion al ano 
pasado mis ensayos son malos. 

B. Raul: Mis profesores dicen que en comparacion al ano 
pasado mis ensayos estan malos. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

8. Paula and Raul have been having trouble coordinating 
their schedules. Since only Paula has a car, Raul has to 
know which days he has to take the bus. During the day, 
Paula has come up with a suggestion that will save him some 
bus fare: 
Paula: Puedes venir conmigo por la manana y con Juan por 

la tarde. 

A. Raul: iQue inteligente estas! 
B. Raul: iQue inteligente eres! 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

9. Paula and Raul also get a chance to catch up on the 
events of the day. Raul mentions that his sister called 
and said she might like to come visit and stay at the 
apartment for a while. Paula didn't know Raul had a sister 
so she asks how old she is: 
Paula: iCuantos anos tiene tu hermana? 

A. Raul: Como nosotros, ella esta joven. 
B. Raul: Como nosotros, ella es joven. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

10. Paula recalls that Raul did not have class today. 
Since she can't remember why she asks him: 
Paula: Raul, iPoi^ Que no fuiste a la clase de ciencia 

hoy? 

A. Raul: Porque el profesor es enfermo. 
B. Raul: Porque el profesor esta enfermo. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
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I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 2^ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

11. During dinner Raul notices that Paula looks a bit 
different. Paula sees him looking at her and asks what is 
wrong: 
Paula: Raul, iQue te preocupa? 

A. Raul: No se por que, pero tus ojos son azules esta 
noche. 

B. Raul: No se por que, pero tus ojos estan azules esta 
noche. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

12. Paula tells Raul that she thought he had just noticed 
that her boyfriend had just given her a new ring. She is 
very proud and she shows it to Raul: 
Paula: dQue piensas de mi nuevo anillo? 

A. Raul: iQue bonito esta! 
B. Raul: iQue bonito es! 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 L 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

13. As the waiter is clearing the plates, Paula notices 
that Raul has not touched his soup. Since Raul always eats 
everything he orders, Paula is curious: 

Paula: Raul, £Por que no comiste la sopa? 

A. Raul: La sopa es muy fria. 
B. Raul: La sopa esta muy fria. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

14. Paula just got anew job at the university. When the 
bill comes, Raul says she should pay for dinner. Paula 
objects: 

Paula: iPor que crees que yo debo pagar la cuenta? 
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A. Raul: Porque ahora estas rica. 
B. Raul: Porque ahora eres rica 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 4 3 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 

15. Leaving the restaurant, Paula and Raul run into four 
friends on their way to a movie. They ask Paula and Raul 
to give them a ride. The car is very crowded and Paula 
says: 

Paula: Hay mucha gente en mi coche. 

A. Raul: Si, ahora tu coche es muy pequeno. 
B. Raul: Si, ahora tu coche esta muy pequeno. 

I prefer sentence A. How sure are you? 
I prefer sentence B. 5 i 2 2 1_ 
I like both A and B. Very Sure Not sure at all 
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Histogram with data outside a regular curve 
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APPENDIX F: REGRESSION ANALYSES 

Regression analysis of Level One 

Variables in the Equation 

Variable B S.E. Wald DF Significance 

ACC 27.1462 4 .0000 
ACC{1) .4603 34.4962 .0002 1 .9894 
ACC(2) -7.6579 52.6183 .0212 1 .8843 
ACC(3) 12.0437 131.8301 .0083 1 .9272 
ACC(4) 3.5746 34.4990 .0107 1 .9175 
ADJ 47.4577 9 .0000 
ADJ(l) .0869 .3571 .0592 1 .8077 
ADJ(2) -.5440 .7311 .5536 1 .4568 
ADJ(3) -.3433 .4197 .6690 1 .4134 
ADJ(4) -.2982 .4794 .3871 1 .5338 
ADJ(5) -.0882 .4596 .0368 1 .8478 
ADJ(6) -1.5480 1.0301 2.2584 1 .1329 
ADJ(7) .5078 .4802 1.1180 1 .2904 
ADJ(8) 2.4602 .5021 24.0104 1 .0000 
ADJ(9) -1.7140 .4638 13.6584 1 .0002 
CHG(l) .7588 .2339 10.5281 1 .0012 
DEP(l) .5672 .2500 5.1486 1 .0233 
DIR 5.9575 2 .0509 
DIR(l) -.4589 .5192 .7812 1 .3768 
DIR(2) -1.0711 .4389 5.9565 1 .0147 
DYN(l) .6034 .2842 4.5064 1 .0338 
PRF(l) .4559 .1817 6.2956 1 .0121 
TSK 45.5066 2 .0000 
TSK(l) -.7387 .4242 3.0331 1 .0816 
TSK(2) -.8674 .2977 8.4908 1 .0036 
Constant -1.7389 34.4978 .0025 1 .9598 
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Regression analysis of Level Two 

Variables in the Equation 
Variable B S.E. Wald DF Significance 
ACC 1.5607 3 .6683 
ACC(l) 4.1334 17.2098 .0577 1 .8102 
ACC(2) -4.2119 18.1283 .0540 1 .8163 
ACC(3) 4.7776 17.2223 .0770 1 .7815 
ADJ 54.9752 9 .0000 
ADJd) .8036 .3356 5.7357 1 .0166 
ADJ(2) .7856 .4546 2.9871 1 .0839 
ADJ(3) 1.2781 .3076 17.2643 1 .0000 
ADJ(4) -1.5327 .4477 11.7204 1 .0006 
AE)J(5) -.3653 .3819 .9149 1 .3388 
ADJ(6) 1.0365 .4347 5.6856 1 .0171 
ADJ(7) -1.2436 .5039 6.0901 1 .0136 
ADJ(8) .3102 .5497 .3184 1 .5726 
ADJ(9) -1.8633 .4385 18.0598 1 .0000 
DEP(l) .9033 .2501 13.0428 1 .0003 
DYN(l) 1.6080 .2926 30.2019 1 .0000 
PRFd) .8471 .1842 21.1453 1 .0000 
TSK 72.8906 2 .0000 
TSK(l) -.0237 .3324 .0051 1 .9431 
TSK(2) -1.3953 .2673 27.2494 1 .0000 
Constant -5.6011 17.2104 .1059 1 .7448 
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Regression analysis of Level Three 

Variables in the Equation 

Variable B S.E. Wald DF Significance 

ACC 2.1872 4 .7014 
ACC(l) -1.2389 12.1892 .0103 1 .9190 
ACC(2) 10.3890 48.3749 .0461 1 .8300 
ACC(3) .6210 12.2573 .0026 1 .9596 
ACC(4) -1.3370 12.2070 .0120 1 .9128 
ADJ 25.5717 10 .0044 
ADJd) -.1550 .3634 .1820 1 .6697 
ADJ(2) -1.6514 .5540 8.8843 1 .0029 
ADJ(3) .9432 .3616 6.8058 1 .0091 
ADJ(4) -.4761 .3458 1.8958 1 .1685 
ADJ(5) .0112 .5002 .0005 1 .9821 
Ar)J{6) 1.1415 .6058 3.5511 1 .0595 
Ar)J(7) -.9080 .4414 4.2309 1 .0397 
ADJ(8) -.7279 .4594 2.5104 1 .1131 
ADJ(9) -.6780 .5203 1.6984 1 .1925 
ADJ(IO) .7016 .4520 2.4087 1 .1207 
ALL 17.5530 4 .0015 
ALL(l) -.5626 .2278 6.0990 1 .0135 
ALL(2) -1.1072 .4152 7.1116 1 .0077 
ALL(3) .4427 .3879 1.3024 1 .2538 
ALL(4) .5330 .3599 2.1932 1 .1386 
DIR 10.8856 2 .0043 
DIR(l) .8837 .4165 4.5017 1 .0339 
DIR(2) -.7055 .2974 5.6285 1 .0177 
DYNd) 1.2421 .2666 21.7052 1 .0000 
PRF(l) .8545 .1472 33.6890 1 .0000 
REF(l) .3093 .1244 6.1841 1 .0129 
TSK 51.7108 2 .0000 
TSK(1) -.3853 .2071 3.4610 1 .0628 
TSK(2) -.7880 .1524 26.7463 1 .0000 
TEL(l) .2858 .1470 3.7814 1 .0518 
Constant 1.5870 12.1945 .0169 1 .8965 
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Regression analysis of Level 

Variables in 

Variable B S.E. 

ACC 
ACC{1) 4.4166 14.1562 
ACC(2) .8695 27.5602 
ALL 
ALL(l) -.9964 .2837 
ALL(2) -1.5427 .4193 
ALL(3) .6556 .5307 
ALL(4) .0306 .4050 
ANI(1) .6541 .1955 
DEP(l) .7252 .2737 
DYN(l) .4353 .2004 
PRF(l) .4572 .2726 
REF(l) .4478 .1865 
TSK 
TSKd) .1900 .3550 
TSK{2) -1.5482 .2970 
Constant -5.0662 14.1563 

Equation 

Wald DP Significance 

.7528 2 .6863 

.0973 1 .7550 

.0010 1 .9748 
20.2243 4 .0005 
12.3316 1 .0004 
13.5385 1 .0002 
1.5257 1 .2168 
.0057 1 .9398 
11.1904 1 .0008 
7.0179 1 .0081 
4.7178 1 .0299 
2.8120 1 .0936 
5.7672 1 .0163 
42.4293 2 .0000 
.2863 1 .5926 
27.1654 1 .0000 
.1281 1 .7204 
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