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INEPIAHYH

"Epevveg 610 medio g Koatdktnong g Aedtepng I'Adoocag yio T0 TG 01 pabNTEG VIEPYEVIKEDOLY OUOAG
CYNUOTO GE OVAOMOAN PRUOTO O TEXVIKN ekuddnong mpooceyyilovv 1o 0épo 010 mAaicto dVo PociKdV
YUYOYA®WGCOAOYIKGOV Bempidv, tn Bewpia Tov pnovod unyoviouov (Single Mechanism Account) (Westermann
1999, McClelland & Patterson 2002) ko tn Oewpia Tov dirrod unyaviouod (Dual Mechanism Account) (Ullman
1999, Stavrakaki & Clahsen 2008). H mapovca pelétn epevva v €KpdOnomn tov 0opicTtov avauaAmy pnudtov
ot Néa EAAvikn g &évn YAdooa Kot epunvevel To anoteAéopota pe Baon ta TpoavagepdEivia 600 HOVIELQ.
H perém de€nydn oy Kpoatiky Zyoln I'woowv g Bapkelwvng oty Iomavia. Ot coppetéyovieg nrov 30
pabntéc g Néog EAAnvikng g Eévng yAdooog pe mpdtn yAwooo ta Katoiavikd 1 to lomavikd 1 diyhmocot
oe autéc TG yAwooeg. Ta epyaAeion mov ypnowomomOnkav 1y T ovAAoyn dedopévev NTav  Eva
KOW®VIOYADGGIKO EPOTNUATOAOYIO Kot £va TEOT Ypoppatikotntag. To anotehéopata deiyvouv OTL ot HabnTég
010 TPAOTO ENinedo Ypeldlovtal TEPIGGATEPO XPOVO Y10 TPOGRACT| GTOVG AVADLOAOLS TOTOVG Kot £XOVV TNV TACN
VO VTEPYEVIKEVOLV TOVG KOTOUANKTIKOVG PNULATIKOVS TOTOVS (.Y, TOVAW-TOVETR) TEPLGGOTEPO AT’ O,TL PHLATOL
LE GLYKEKPIUEVO (OVAUAAO) GYNUOTIGHO OTOV 00pLoTo (T.Y. fAérw-eida). Ynootnpilovue OTL TA ATOTEAECHATOL
ovtd cvvadovv pe 1t Bempio Tov S1TTOL PNYOVIGHOD AdY® TG Tepimiokng kAiong g EAAnvikig. Amd
GUYKPIOT| TOV OTOTELECUATOV LE OVTH LEAETOV GE AAAEG YADGGEC TPOKVTTEL OTL T TPOAVOPEPHEVTA LoVTELD
ooatveTon vo eEoptdvtal and TNV KAGTOTE YAMOGGA-GTOYO.
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1. Introduction”

The present study delves into the acquisition of the indefinite past in Modern Greek as a
foreign language by Catalan/Spanish learners of the language. The purpose of this study is
two-fold; first to explore whether the number of errors diminishes as proficiency level
increases and whether learners overgeneralize irregular forms less often when they are at
higher levels; and, second, if their performance is consistent with the Dual Mechanism
Account (Stavrakaki & Clahsen 2008).

The present paper is divided into the following sections: first, a literature review which
deals with the findings and theories from previous research, as well as the linguistic analysis
of the Greek verbal system; second, the description of the context, participants and
instruments in the study together with the procedure and research questions; third, both the
quantitative and qualitative analyses of the results are presented along with the discussion; the
conclusions and limitations of the study are provided in the final section.

2. Literature review

2.1. Regular vs. irregular verbs in past morphology to debate

Many studies have geared their investigations towards the acquisition of regular and irregular
past tenses, analyzing how children acquire certain structures and forms in languages which
are not fully part of the input they receive and how these forms are affected by several factors

" I would like to thank first Prof. Marfa Luz Celaya (University of Barcelona), who shared with me her expertise
and provided me with thoughtful advice during the process of this research. I would also like to thank the Escola
Oficial d’ldiomes “Drassanes” in Barcelona, especially the Greek teachers, Teresa Magaddn and Kleri
Skandami for allowing me to collect data, as well as for the invaluable information they provided for this study.
Thanks to the students of Greek who took part in the study. It is also a pleasure to thank Maria Andria, linguist
and teacher of Greek, who was extremely patient during my research and whose view as an L1 speaker of Greek
and learner of foreign languages was invaluable.

Iwaoooloyia/Glossologia 22 (2014), 61-81
http://glossologia.phil.uoa.gr



62 Caiias- I'lwoooroyio/Glossologia 22 (2014), 61-81

during their acquisition. One of these factors is the frequency effect, that is the fact that
“memory storage depends on the preference for high over low-frequency forms, which
becomes stronger with repeated exposure and use” (Clahsen et al. 2010: 521). “Regular
inflections are not stored in an associative memory” but are rule-based and “there are no
frequency effects on their production latencies”, since the equally frequent stem forms can be
quickly and equally accessed, taking the same amount of time to add an -ed ending in the case
of English (Ellis & Schmidt 1998: 309). In view of the above, some cognitive theories
underlying regular-irregular debate have emerged in the field.

It has been widely demonstrated that second language (L.2) learners generally follow the
same stages in the acquisition of morphology in a given language as children do in the
acquisition of the same language as a first language (L1). Besides, even learners who receive
instruction present the same developmental stages (see Lightbown & Spada 2013). However,
in other areas such as pragmatics, adults present an advantage over children, since adults are
already competent in the pragmatics of their L1, whereas “children have to go through both
the process of analysis and control in their L1 and L2” (Barén & Celaya 2010: 59).
Nevertheless, the idea of a similar route of acquisition is not supported by researchers like
Clahsen and Muysken (1989), who revealed that considerable differences can be perceived in
linguistic features like word order, negation and agreement in German between L1 and L2
learners.

Concerning the acquisition of regular and irregular past tenses, there exist interesting
phenomena underlying this process. These phenomena are overregularization (or
overgeneralization) and recovery and have been the focus of several studies (see e.g. Shirai
2003). In English, for instance, irregular forms are also subject to overregularization, that is
when young “children sometimes regularize irregular verbs, producing ‘goed’ or ‘felled’”
(McClelland & Patterson 2002: 1). In this sense, it is noticeable that frequency plays an
important role in the acquisition of irregular verbs in Second Language Acquisition (SLA),
and “overapplications will occur until enough instances of the irregular form have been heard
and used by the learner” (Paradis et al. 2007: 499); a better accuracy score will be shown by
learners if the frequency of an irregular form is high (Clahsen et al. 2010).

The present study delves only into the phenomenon of overgeneralization. Nevertheless,
even though this phenomenon is perceived in both L1 and L2 acquisition, several studies have
demonstrated that overgeneralizations are more frequent when adults learn a L2 or FL than
when children acquire their L1 (Clahsen & Muysken 1989); it seems that L2 learners rely
more on patterns stored in memory than children since irregular forms are lexically listed,
resulting in their overgeneralization (Clahsen et al. 2010). “Children’s memories are not as
good as adults’ memories, hence overregularization errors” (Thordardottir et al. 2002: 6-7).
This strategy can also be explained by the deductive learning of grammatical rules by L2
learners, which results in transferability to new situations (Ausubel 1964), and the use of this
strategy by means of which the learner discovers the structure of the language by testing out
his hypotheses (Pica 1994). Exposure is also a relevant factor because children are more
exposed to the L1 than adults to the L2 in naturalistic settings, and especially in FL settings,
so the difference in the amount of input implies that low-frequency irregular forms take
longer to be internalized and accessed than high-frequency ones for L2 learners (Ellis &
Schmidt 1998). In other words, lexical strength of a word increases due to the token
frequency in the input and in the language user’s output.

The irregularity of past tenses in language has raised an important debate between
connectionists and generativists. Whereas generativists support that languages are entirely
governed by rules, connectionists consider that associative networks are present in the process
of acquisition (Jensvoll 2004). In this sense, two hypotheses about this issue have emerged in
the field, namely the Single Mechanism Account Hypothesis (supported by connectionists)
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(Rummelhart & McClelland 1986) vs. the Dual Mechanism Account Hypothesis (generativist
theory) (Pinker & Prince 1994). This dichotomy will be examined in depth in the next section
in order to understand how regular and irregular forms work in the language that is the object
of the present study, Greek.

2.2. Single Mechanism vs. Dual Mechanism

The Single Mechanism Account claims that both regular and irregular past forms are acquired
and processed in the same way, by employing a single mechanism and without using explicit
representations of morphological rules (Shirai 2003). On the other hand, the Dual Mechanism
Account involves the existence of two distinct cognitive mechanisms for the acquisition and
processing of regular and irregular inflectional morphology, considering that irregular verbs
are stored in the lexicon (Clahsen et al. 2010) and have to be retrieved from the memory
(Ullman 1999, Romanova 2008). These two cognitive mechanisms are responsible for the
“decomposition of regulars into stems and exponents, and full-form storage for irregulars”
(Clahsen et al. 2003: 1). When such irregular forms have to be retrieved from the mental
system, the learner needs more time to look for a specific item in the brain. As Stathopoulou
and Clahsen claim (2010: 871), “since irregular forms are stored and retrieved from the
lexicon, wordform frequency effects are expected to be found for irregular (but less so for
regular) past tense forms”. As the learning progresses, the frequency effect is relevant for
irregular items but not so for regular items (Ellis & Schmidt 1998). These theories can also be
applied to other linguistic areas such as phonology as seen in a cross-sectional study carried
out by Nicolaidis et al. (2004), in which it was found that in phoneme acquisition place co-
occurrence constraints can be differentiated by frequency patterns.

Previous research concerning these theories has shed light on the English indefinite
past. Jensvoll (2004) considers that researchers such as Pinker support the Dual Mechanism
Hypothesis because a great number of studies have mainly focused on English as the language
of research. Besides, English past tense morphology is not as complex as the system of other
languages. Recent research has investigated how the acquisition of the past tense morphology
works in other languages, supporting the Dual Mechanism. In this sense, researchers might
lean towards one theory or another, depending on the language of study. In a study carried out
by Stavrakaki and Clahsen (2008), they proposed a Dual Mechanism Account for their
findings in the acquisition of indefinite past tense by Greek children, arguing that the regular
past tense concerns a morphological rule and that irregular forms are stored in lexical
memory. Following this idea, other researchers revealed that irregular inflections are sensitive
in terms of frequency and set up neighbourhoods based on phonological similarity (Marian et
al. 2008, Romanova 2008). In this sense, Ullman (1999: 50) came up with the following idea:
“If irregulars are retrieved from associative memory in a manner similar to that hypothesized
by single-system models, whereas regulars are rule-products, then phonological
neighbourhood effects should be found for irregular but not regular forms.” Some examples
of studies are consistent with the Dual Mechanism such as Norwegian (Jensvoll 2004) or
Greek (Clahsen et al. 2003, 2010), which present a more complex past tense morphology.
Thus, the more complex a language is in its past tense system, the harder it is to retrieve forms
from the lexicon, and, consequently, more reliability in the Dual Mechanism Theory has to be
considered.

Other studies, however, disregard this theory, considering that the past tense inflection
is acquired gradually due to its sensitivity to semantic and phonological content, supporting a
single, integrated mechanism for regular and irregular forms “dependent jointly on phonology
and semantics” (McClelland & Patterson 2002: 465) and “all irregular verbs are thought to be
generated by the lexical associative mechanism” (Patterson et al. 2001: 722). For instance,
some irregular forms can be easily acquired due to similar phonology in English (read-read,
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lead-led etc). Following this idea, overgeneralizations of regular verbs to irregular are
something hard to explain and a clear explanation for such blends cannot be found if the two
mechanisms of the inflection system are distinct (Westermann 1999). In a study carried out by
Thordardottir et al. (2002) a strong relationship between the amount of vocabulary and
morphological and syntactic progress in Icelandic and English-speaking 2-year-olds was also
consistent with the Single Mechanism Account. In other words, these researchers embrace a
Single Mechanism Account considering that both regular and irregular forms are jointly
present in one unique mechanism, and stating that irregular forms cannot be acquired if they
are not associated to regular rules.

In view of these ideas, the next objective of the present review is to analyze the complex
irregularity of the Greek language.

2.3. Previous research in Greek as an L1, L2 and FL

Not many studies in SLA have been devoted to research in Greek and most of these deal with
Greek as L1; very few so far have investigated Greek as an L2/FL. However, many studies
deal with the linguistic description of Greek as a FL involving contrastive analyses of
different tenses between Greek and other languages such as Spanish (Alvarez 1999).
Nevertheless, further research is still needed on how Greek is acquired by both native and
foreign speakers.

Concerning Greek as an L1, there has been a lot of interest in the language in terms of
phonology, analyzing how children produce sounds when acquiring the language in the first
stages and the presence of a high number of lingual obstruents (Nicolaidis et al. 2004), an area
also explored by Mennen and Okalidou (2006). Other studies have investigated the
relationship between the acquisition of nominal ellipsis and the acquisition of the agreement
system in the nominal domain of Greek (Ntelitheos & Christodoulou 2005). Furthermore, the
complexity of Greek morphology has allowed researchers to get an idea about how native
children acquire verbal tenses. Studies on the perfective past and present perfect tenses were
carried out by researchers such as Stavrakaki and Clahsen (2008), analyzing the strategies
followed in the process of acquisition. Following this idea, the objective of the present study
focuses on the strategy of overgeneralization, but in this case, as shown by non-native
speakers of Greek.

Syntax and morphology have been the main focus of attention in studies regarding
Greek as a L2/FL. Greek is characterized by free syntax, implying that word order can be
altered and is not strict. This fact has made researchers investigate how non-native speakers
perform in this area. It has been stated that Greek free word order is not a problem for non-
native speakers whose language has a strict word order (Andreou et al. 2008). In Andreou et
al. (2008) it is reported that even though English speakers made more errors in morphology
than Greek native speakers, they performed much better in syntax tasks. The frequent errors
that non-native speakers make in morphology can be explained by the fact that “L2 learners
rely more on stored inflected word forms and on associative generalizations than native
speakers” (Clahsen et al. 2010: 501). On the other hand, Andria (2010) and Andria et al.
(2012) conducted research on the role of psychotypology in the acquisition of Greek
vocabulary by bilingual Spanish-Catalan speakers from Barcelona (Spain) with both English
and Greek as FL. Furthermore, Andria and Serrano (2013) investigated the influence of L1
patterns on the acquisition of Greek as an L2 by Spanish and Catalan L1 learners and
explored whether proficiency level and stays in the target-language country (Greece) can have
an impact on such influence. It is important to mention that the participants of the present
study belong to the same context used in Andria (2010), Andria et al. (2012) and Andria and
Serrano (2013).
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Furthermore, other studies have focused on how specific features of the language are
acquired by people with specific language impairment (SLI) comparing their performance to
that of normally-developed subjects. Develegka (2010) carried out a case study based on
nominal agreement, while Stavrakaki (2001, 2006) focused mainly on how grammatical
competence was acquired by impaired subjects. Similarly, Stathopoulou and Clahsen (2010)
conducted a study regarding the acquisition of the perfective past in Greek by adolescents
with Down syndrome.

Although there is not much research concerning the acquisition of Greek, the above
mentioned studies provide an overview of how different linguistic areas of the language are
investigated with L1, L2, FL speakers, as well as subjects with certain types of impairments.
In the following section, the perfective past in Greek will be analyzed in order to understand
the main concerns of the present study.

2.4. The indefinite past in Greek

2.4.1. The complexity of the past tense

One important distinction amongst indefinite (or perfective) past tense forms is between
sigmatic and non-sigmatic forms. The former contain an -s- perfective affix (sigma in the
Greek alphabet) plus the personal ending, whereas the latter are without -s- (Stavrakaki &
Clahsen 2008). The sigmatic forms would refer to what we know as regular such as zinpaovow-
mAnpwoa (/pliréno-plirosa/ “to pay”), whereas the non-sigmatic would correspond to the
irregular (those who do not present any -s- in the past). The Greek verb system has been
described as a two-way system where the regularity of verb forms depends upon the presence
or absence of the perfective past tense affix -s- (Stathopoulou & Clahsen 2010: 872). In both
regular and irregular verbs, categories are defined by the contrast between the perfective or
imperfective aspect. The former is reflected in the present root and the latter in the aoristos
root (from the name of the tense: indefinite past) (Leontaridi 2002, Stathopoulou & Clahsen
2010). In other words, verbs in Greek conjugate all tenses (present perfect, past perfect, future
continuous etc.), by using either the present root or the past root, depending on its continuous
aspect (imperfective) or punctual aspect (perfective). Although Stavrakaki and Clahsen (2008)
found out that there was a vast majority of regular verbs over irregular verbs in Greek from
evidence in a large corpus from the website Neurosoft Language Tools, irregular forms
present many different categories. Greek verbal tenses use the following formula in the
indefinite past: (¢) + stem + oa. The -¢- between parentheses refers to an augmentive vowel
and is only added when the verb has a monosyllabic stem. This augmentive vowel is
expressed in both perfective and imperfective past tenses. The above formula can be found
both in regular verbs and some irregular forms. Two examples (one regular and another
irregular) are conjugated in the indefinite past below:

(1) Regular: dniovew (/diléno/ “to declare”) — dniwoa, dniwoeg, dnlwaoe, onioooue,
oniaaooze, ontwaooy (/dilosa, diloses, diloses, dilésame, dilésate, dilosan/)

(2) Irregular: tpow (/tréo/ “to eat”) — épaya, épayes, Epaye, POyoUE, POYOTE, EPAYOV
(/éfaga, éfages, éfage, fagame, fagate, éfagan/)

However, not all irregular forms follow the (¢) + stem + oo rule mentioned above.
There is much dissimilarity when expressing this tense in many other irregular forms. In this
respect, Triandafillidis (1993: 231-233) offers a thorough description of the different
categories for the non-sigmatic verbs (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Categories for irregular verbs (Triandafillidis 1993: 231-233)

1. | Verbs which present a totally different word in the indefinite past
i.e. fAémw (present) - gida (indefinite past) “to see”

2. | Verbs which change the feature of the present tense in the indefinite
i.e. fyalw (present) - éfyado (indefinite past) “ to take out”

3. | Verbs which change the thematic vowel in the present
i.e. uéve (present) - éuerva (indefinite past) “to stay”

4. | Verbs ending with -aivew and -ave, which conjugate the indefinite past by eliminating the v and
changing the thematic vowel in the present
i.e. avaoraive (present) - avdaornoo (indefinite past) “to revive”

auoptave (present) - audptnoo. (indefinite past) “to sin”

5. | Verbs ending with -Alw conjugate the indefinite by reducing just to one A and changing the
thematic vowel
i.e. opallw (present) - éopado (indefinite past) “to err”

6. | Verbs ending with -Avew and -pve conjugate their indefinite by eliminating the v and changing the
thematic vowel
i.e. otélve (present) - éozerdo (indefinite past) “to send”

omépvo (present) - éomelpo, (indefinite past) “to sow”

7. | Some verbs ending with -aivew create their indefinite past root by eliminating the syllable from the
present root -azv
i.e. katalofoive (present) - kardlopo. (indefinite past) “to understand”

8. | Verbs belonging to the first conjugation that are conjugated as the second
i.e. Oélw (present) - OéAnoa (indefinite past) “to want”

9. | Different suffixes for verbs belonging to the contract verbs -dw: -aoa, -€oa, -voa, -ala, -néa, -eyo.
i.e. yeldw (present) - yéAaca (indefinite past) “to laugh”

popaw (present) - popeoa (indefinite past) “to wear”

1ebo (present) - uébooo (indefinite past) “to get drunk”

metw (present) - érola (indefinite past) “to fly”

oo (present) - pdfnéa (indefinite past) “to pull”

Goppo (present) - Gappewo. (indefinite past) “to reckon”

As seen in Table 1, the Greek verbal tense system is quite complex. However, the
present study will specifically concentrate on two of these categories and how learners of
Greek overapply the (¢) + stem + oo schema to the irregular categories specified below:

Category number 1: Verbs which present a different form in the past (fAénw-eida, /vIépo, 1da/
“to see”)

Category number 9: Verbs expressing the indefinite past by adding the suffixes -eoa, -noa, -ooa
in those verbs called ‘contract’ and present the ending -dw in the infinitive form (zovaw-
moveao., Ipondo, ponesa/ “to hurt”)

Verbs of the former category are explicitly taught during the first stages, but
overgeneralizations can occur at later stages, including such forms as flénw - &€ + pler + oo =
*¢freya [évlepsal instead of eida /ida/, which is the correct form. Verbs of the latter category
present a great variety of endings. Being called “contract” verbs ending in -dw, the regular
affix -oa can be overapplied: movaw-*mova + oa /pénasa/ instead of mrovaw-roveoa /pénesal.

2.4.2. The indefinite past tense in Greek, Spanish and Catalan: A contrastive analysis

Since the present study will examine the acquisition of the indefinite past tense in Greek
(called adpiorog /adristos/) by native speakers of Spanish and Catalan, a contrastive analysis
between the three languages involved in the current study is attempted in order to understand
the processes underlying the acquisition of this grammatical feature. In Greek, the indefinite
past is the tense used to express actions that began and finished in the past. However, these
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actions can be punctual or repeated several times (Alvarez 1999). “In Greek there is no use of
Present Perfect in order to refer to the near past, as in Spanish” (Andria 2010: 12). In this
respect, in both Spanish and Catalan the near past is expressed by the present perfect.
Examples of this dichotomy can be seen as follows:

(3) Greek: Xrjuepa 10 mpwi TApwca to Aoyaplacud. (Indefinite past tense)
(Today in the morning I paid the bill)
(4) Spanish: Esta mafiana he pagado la cuenta. (Present perfect tense)
(This morning I have paid the bill)
(5) Catalan: Aquest mati he pagat el compte. (Present perfect tense)
(This morning I have paid the bill)

As can be perceived in the examples, the fact that some languages present a similar
grammatical structure does not mean that an absolute correspondence exists between them.
For instance, the indefinite preterite differs from one language to another.’

In the case of Greek, indefinite tense is used for a past action regardless of the moment
when this happened. Spanish and Catalan, instead, avoid the use of the indefinite to refer to
the near past (or a past considered as near) and substitute it with the present perfect (Alvarez
1999). The Catalan present perfect (as in Spanish) is used to express the “before now tense”,
but not a distant past, i.e. hodiernal past vs. pre-hodiernal past (Rigau 2001).

2.5. Research questions
In light of the review above, the present study intends to answer the following research
questions:

a) Does proficiency play a role in the acquisition of the indefinite past in Greek or more
specifically, in the number of overgeneralizations? Is there a decrease in overgeneralizations
as the level of proficiency increases? and

b) Is the learners’ performance consistent with any of these accounts?

3. The study

3.1. Context

Barcelona presents a multicultural atmosphere that leads to an increase in the interest of
learning foreign languages. Among these languages, Greek seems to be gaining relevance
since the city receives a growing number of Greek tourists every year. This can be explained
by the closeness of both cultures and languages and the fact that the city of Barcelona is a
highly preferred destination by Greek people. In the metropolitan area of Barcelona, English
is generally the first FL and Greek is learned as a second or third FL. Nowadays, universities
such as Universitat de Barcelona and Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona provide optional
courses in Modern Greek. Moreover, there are also institutions such as the Greek Community
of Catalonia in Barcelona which offer formal classes, as well as participation in cultural
activities, thus enhancing language learning.

The Official School of Languages of Barcelona “Drassanes”, where this study has been
conducted, presents the highest number of students enrolled in Greek classes, as an average of
90 learners enrol each year. Currently, there are nearly 30 students enrolled in the first year,
18 in the second, 15 in third A, 10 in third B, 8 in the fourth year, and 15 in the fifth and last
course. The school involves 5 levels in 6 years. Each level takes one year, except for the 3rd

" It should also be mentioned that this use of the past tense differs in South-American Spanish and some regions
in the North of Spain, where the near past is expressed by the indefinite past tense (Celaya 1992). In the present
study, only the standard variety (mainly spoken in the central part of Spain and the East coast) will be
considered.
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level, which is divided in two years (called 3a and 3b). The first two years correspond to the
elementary level; the two courses belonging to the 3rd year are analogous to the intermediate
level; whereas the last two years are equivalent to the upper-intermediate level. However, it is
important to consider that the highest level attained after finishing all courses correspond to
the official B2 from the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council
of Europe, 2001) (see Table 2). Students at the school receive four hours of instruction a week
plus an extra two hours of instruction every other Friday during the first term. The first course
was not included in the study since students are taught the indefinite past from the second
level onwards.

Table 2. Greek language level equivalences

Official School of Languages | CEFR
Ist Al — Beginner
2nd A2 — Elementary
3rdA B1 — Intermediate
3rdB
4th B2 — Upper-intermediate
Sth
C1 — Advanced
C2 — Proficiency

3.2. Participants

Twenty eight learners (17 women and 11 men) of Modern Greek as a FL took part in the
study. Eight participants were excluded from the initial sample of 36 students due to the fact
that they did not have Spanish or Catalan as their L1. Eleven participants had Catalan and
twelve Spanish as their L1, while five learners were Catalan/Spanish bilingual.

It is also important to mention that apart from formal instruction at this school, nine
participants have attended summer courses in Greece several years. Seven learners have lived
in the country for several months or years. All participants had academic degrees and their
ages varied between 28 and 75 (Mean Age: 47.6) (see 3.3).

3.3. Methodological tools

A questionnaire in both Catalan and Spanish was provided to the students in order to elicit
their linguistic background and get information on the following relevant aspects for the
present study (see Table 3): Age, L1 (Spanish, Catalan, Spa/Cat bilingual, other languages),
years learning Greek, classes outside school and exposure to the language (natural and
instructional settings) (See Appendix I).

In addition, a Grammaticality Judgment Test (GJT) was designed on the basis of the
material used by the teachers at the school (both textbooks and extra material) and of
information on pedagogical issues coming from meetings between the author of this paper
and the two teachers. This procedure aimed at ensuring that the students (from the lowest
grade taking part in the study) could recognize all the forms in the task. The test consisted of
twenty sentences on the correct and incorrect forms of irregular verbs (based on
overgeneralization) in the Greek indefinite past; among these sentences there were five
distractors. The GJT was also analyzed by the two teachers prior to data collection to get
feedback on its suitability.

Instructions on the task were provided in Spanish and Catalan both written and orally in
all the groups. The participants were asked to reply whether each of the sentences was correct
or incorrect. There was also the possibility to leave unanswered those sentences which were
doubtful to the students, with the objective of eliciting their responses in the oral protocol (see
Appendix II).
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Table 3. Descriptive analysis of the questionnaire variables

Level | Participants | Mean L1 Years learning Classes outside Exposure*
ages Greek school

1 6 45 Cat: 2 All: 2 Yes: 1 4/1
Spa: 0 No: 5 2/2
Cat/Spa:3
Other: 1

2 7 39,1 Cat: 2 3 years: 6 Yes: 4 4/2
Spa: 4 4 years: 1 No: 3 3/5
Cat/Spa:1

3 5 57,2 Cat: 1 4 years: 5 Yes: 1 5/2
Spa: 3 No: 2
Cat/Spa:1

4 4 56,5 Cat: 3 5 years: 3 Yes: 1 2/2
Cat/Spa:1 | 8 years: 1 No: 3 2/5

5 6 46,1 Cat: 3 5 years: 2 Yes: 3 3/2
Spa: 1 6 years: 3 No: 3 3/5
Cat/Spa:2 | 9 years: 1

*Exposure: 1 = No, 2 = Holidays, 3 = Interchange programs, 4 = Summer courses, 5 = Other reasons.

Finally, ten learners (two from each level) were randomly selected to participate in oral
protocols. The reason why two participants were chosen for the oral protocols was because
most were language teachers at secondary schools or translators. Therefore, it was considered
relevant to examine both a “linguistic” and a “non-linguistic” protocol in each level to check
for possible differences on the feedback given by learners with a different profile. These oral
protocols were useful in order to find how learners went about overgeneralizing the irregular
tenses encountered in the test, as well as the real time they needed in order to retrieve the
correct form.

3.4. Pilot study

Five non-native speakers from different levels, in addition to four native speakers of Greek,
took part in the pilot study in order to test the validity of the GJT. One of these native
speakers, a doctoral student at the University of Barcelona, provided valuable information on
the validity and suitability of the instrument during its process of design. A pilot oral protocol
after the test was also conducted to consider which questions would be important in order to
get valuable learners’ feedback. The pilot study was conducted between March and April
2011.

Concerning the non-native group, one learner of Greek from each of the 2nd, 3rd and
4th level gave useful feedback through which the instrument was modified several times until
a final version was reached. Another Spanish speaker with an intermediate level of the
language who was not enrolled in the school also participated in the pilot study. The non-
native teacher also tested the instrument. Four native speakers of Greek also participated as a
control group. One of the native speakers of the group was the Greek native teacher at the
school. Furthermore, one pilot oral protocol was carried out with a learner belonging to the
2nd level in order to examine the effectiveness of the questions given in the test.”

% It goes without saying that none of the participants who took part in the pilot study participated in the main
study.
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3.5. Procedure

Data were collected during May 2011 at the school. The participants were tested in their own
classroom by the researcher (in three groups) and by other researchers (in the other two
groups)3 due to their academic schedule. First, the questionnaires were distributed and after
the participants had finished filling in all information, the GJTs were provided face down so
that participants did not start at different times. Participants were given the permission to
begin and the duration of the task was timed with a chronometer. The time limit was set at 10
minutes maximum for the completion of the GJT. As participants concluding the task, each
participant’s time was noted down in the test.

The oral protocols were also conducted during the same month, after the tests were
collected. During the task, the ten participants were recorded and they were asked three main
questions: why an incorrect sentence was said to be correct (if any), why a correct sentence
was said to be incorrect, and finally, about the sentences left as unanswered. In some cases,
they were also asked to find the correct form. The participants had their oral protocol in
Catalan or Spanish depending on their language dominance. Greek was also an option, but
none of the learners felt comfortable enough to share their ideas in this language.

4. Results and discussion

The first research question was on whether proficiency plays a role in the acquisition of the
indefinite past in Greek and if there is a decrease in the number of overgeneralizations as the
level increases. Results from the tests show that there is a decrease in overgeneralizations,
although slight increases can be perceived in levels 3 and 5 (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Average number of errors per level
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As Figure 1 shows, learners in level 1 overgeneralized more (M = 6.2) because it is the
first year when irregular past tenses are taught. However, a large decrease can be seen in level
2 (M =4.1). At least half of the learners in this level have taken Greek courses outside school
and most have been to Greece several times for holidays. Besides, two students have lived in
the country for a longer period of time, something that may explain the large decrease in the
number of errors with respect to the previous level. It could also be considered that instruction
in this level plays an important role because learners present a higher command of the verbs
in the test. In level 3, there is a rise again in the number of errors (M = 5.8). This increase can
be explained by the fact that age can be an important factor because learners in this level are
between 45 and 60 and all have frequently travelled to Greece for holidays. Nevertheless, age
does not seem to affect the results in level 4 (M = 1.6), where three out of four learners are
over 60. However, despite the low number of participants in this level, all have been exposed

? Brandon Tullock and Laura Vergés, research assistants in Applied Linguistics, were given guidelines and
thorough instructions on data collection in these two groups by the researcher of the study.
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to the language for different reasons: holidays in Greece, family or friends and/or their work
as teachers or translators. Finally, results in level 5 show that there is an increase in the
number of errors (M = 2.7) with respect to level 4. All have been exposed to the language
either in summer courses or for holidays. It is also important to mention that four of the six
learners in the last level have lived in Greece and, even though the number of errors in this
level is surprisingly higher, compared to level 4, these specific learners did not make many
mistakes in the GJT. In this sense, stay abroad is a key factor in the acquisition of the
indefinite past in Greek. “The context of learning is a determining factor in L2 acquisition
given that depending on what context the L2 learning takes place in, the learning will vary in
terms of speed and accuracy” (Llanes 2011). This idea was also confirmed by Freed (1995),
concluding that “students who have lived and studied abroad were found to speak more and at
a significantly faster rate”. Andria and Serrano (2013) have investigated how the factor of stay
abroad plays a crucial role in the acquisition of Greek by Spanish and Catalan L1 learners,
belonging to the same context as the present study.

A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed that the relationship between proficiency and number of
errors is statistically significant (y2 11.383; df 4; Asymp. P .023). However, no significant
correlations were found in the verbs from the GJT, except in one of the forms (¥210.168; df 4;
Asymp. P .038) (See Appendix 3 for the non-significant results of the Kruskal-Wallis test).

These results show that even in the last level overgeneralization of verbs may still
occur. This finding suggests that L2 learners are influenced by patterns already stored in
memory, since irregular forms are lexically listed (Clahsen et al. 2010). This is the reason
why the participants in this study overapply regular rules. However, results showed that
overapplications seem to be more frequent for verbs which form the indefinite past with the
endings -noo and -goo than for those verbs presenting a specific form in the past. This finding
seems to disregard the Single Mechanism Theory which states that phonological similarity
can be beneficial in the acquisition of irregular forms (McClelland & Patterson 2002). In this
study, however, phonological similarity can be misleading for learners and a disadvantage in
the acquisition of irregular forms in Greek. For instance, verbs such as yromdw /ytipdo/ (“to
knock™ or “to hit”) and gopdw /fordo/ (“to wear”) form the correct indefinite past with
xromnoo [ytipisa/ and @opeoo /foresa/ respectively. Most learners overapplied the regular
schema and reported that the correct indefinite form of these verbs were *ytoraco /htipasa/
and *@dpaoa /férasal, as perceived in the GJT.

Interesting responses on the phenomenon of overgeneralization were also elicited
through the oral protocols. The participants were asked about the acceptance of some irregular
forms as correct when these were conjugated as regular. Some of the answers given by the
five participants with non-linguistic profession were the following: “it sounds good to me”, “it
seems like an aoristos to me” or “I confused it”. Other common responses were “It seems
correct to me” and “I thought the past was expressed in this way”. On the other hand,
participants from a linguistic background generally reported that the regular schema was
applied to irregular verbs. The following example clearly illustrates the above idea: a learner
from level 5 said that verbs in the test “had been regularized”. These responses given by
participants with a linguistic background can be explained in terms of metalinguistic
awareness.

Our second research question asked if the results of the study were consistent with any
of these accounts (single or dual mechanism). The oral protocols from the ten participants
revealed that they need more time to access the irregular forms, something which was
perceived in their hesitations. One participant from level 4 and another from level 5 could find
all the correct irregular forms. Four other participants (from different levels) could get almost

* Metalinguistic awareness has been defined as “the ability to objectify language and dissect it as an arbitrary
linguistic code independent of meaning” (Roth et al. 1996: 258).
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all forms. Three (one from level 2 and two from level 3) could only get some correct irregular
forms and one participant from level 1 was not able to find the correct past tenses. Even
though the correct forms were not elicited by all of them until a few seconds later, a gradual
acquisition of the indefinite past can be perceived as the level increases. Additionally, some
learners in levels 1, 2 and 3 relied on previous knowledge to see if they were able to come up
with the correct form by applying different irregular endings to the verbal root. Therefore,
these learners tested out their hypotheses (Pica 1994) on what they already know. This
strategy is very common especially in lower levels and, consequently, correct irregular forms
take longer to be accessed. Learners in higher levels did not show this strategy considering
that in level 4 and 5 irregular forms are highly frequent.

The Dual Mechanism Account is also suggested by the time each learner spent on the
GJT. Results show that the time learners need to complete the task decreases as the level
increases, except in level 3, where learners need more time, probably because of their age (see
Figure 2).

Figure 2. Average time in GJT in each level
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As can be seen in Figure 2, results show that learners at levels 1 and 2 need more time
to complete the test (M = 4.8 and 4.7). Lack of use and low frequency of irregular forms can
account for these results in such basic levels. Similarly, a slight increase can be seen in level
3. However, the learners at higher levels (4 and 5) do not need so much time in order to elicit
the correct irregular forms from the lexicon and do not show as many errors, as seen above.
Therefore, most learners at these levels present a better command of the irregular verbs due to
their high frequency. In this respect, these findings show that repeated exposure and use make
irregular forms become more settled in the memory (Clahsen et al. 2010).

Furthermore, our results show that half of the participants in this study needed an
average time of between 4 and 5 minutes to complete the task (see Figure 3). This can be
explained by the fact that learners made more errors with verbs which present irregularity by
adding a suffix. This category of verbs is very complex and present different endings
depending on the verb. This fact leads learners to hesitate and spend longer time before
choosing an option. This is the reason why this category was chosen in the study due to the
facility that learners show to overgeneralize the forms. On the other hand, verbs presenting a
totally different word in the indefinite past do not demand such a long time, considering that
these forms are explicitly taught from level 1 onwards and, consequently, they are acquired
sooner. The oral protocols also confirmed this idea; learners make generally more errors in
verbs presenting irregular ending than in those verbs with exclusive forms in the indefinite
past.
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Figure 3. Participants’ time spent in GJT

Minutes

H2 B3 B4 ES> H6 B/

10%
7%

5. Conclusion and limitations

The aim of the present study was to explore whether there was a decrease in the number of
overgeneralization errors as the level of proficiency increases. Findings show that there was a
significant correlation between proficiency and the total number of errors. However, the
decreases perceived in some of the levels can be explained by the fact that some students
lived or studied in Greece for several months or year. In this sense, the stay or study abroad
aspect seems to be a key factor. Findings also suggest that the irregular forms that have a
suffix present more errors than verbs having specific forms in the past.

The second objective was to investigate if irregular forms took longer to be retrieved
from memory, according to the Dual Mechanism. The oral protocols revealed that a gradual
acquisition of the indefinite past can be perceived as the level increases and learners in the
first levels need more time to access the correct form than learners in higher levels, where
overgeneralization errors can still occur. Additionally, even though participants in the highest
level generally showed a better command of the forms in the test, the overgeneralization
errors existing in this level can be explained by the fact that level 5 is equivalent to a B2 of
the CEFR, which is an upper-intermediate level. Furthermore, the native Greek teacher at the
school reported that some students in level 5 did not show the command demanded in this
grade.

We are aware of the fact that the results in the present study cannot be generalized
because of the low number of participants from each level. Further research should be
conducted with participants from other institutions which offer Greek language courses, so as
to get a different socioeconomic and cultural background. In addition, the analysis of
individual variables such as stay abroad should be taken into consideration in follow-up
studies in order to examine whether there is an effect in the results. Moreover, the use of
different instruments could be useful to test participants’ performance in the Greek indefinite
past in a different way. We also think that other categories in the Greek verbal system should
also be studied to investigate whether learners show a tendency to overgeneralize as their
learning progresses. For instance, a test on tenses of regular and irregular verbs could be
designed to analyze the time learners from different levels need to spend on each category of
verbs. In spite of the above-mentioned limitations, we hope that the present study can
contribute to the analysis of the acquisition of Greek as a FL, especially as concerns the
possible application of cognitive models that have been used to explain the acquisition of
other foreign languages.
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Appendix I: Questionnaire

QUESTIONARI/CUESTIONARIO
Gracies per la seva col-laboracié/Gracias por su colaboracion.
Es garanteix 1'anonimat/Se garantiza el anonimato.

DADES PERSONALS/DATOS PERSONALES

LLOC DE NAIXEMENT/LUGAR DE NACIMIENTO: .....vvviiiiiii e
LLENGUA MATERNA/LENGUA MATERNA

[J Catala/Catalan

[J Castella/Castellano

[J Bilingiie Cat/Cast

L] AEES OIS . . v v e
LLENGUA D’US FREQUENT/LENGUA DE USO FRECUENTE

[J Catala/Catalan

[J Castella/Castellano

[J Bilingiie Cat/Cast

L AIEES OIS . . vt s
NIVELL D’EDUCACIO/NIVEL DE EDUCACION:

Primaria/Primaria Secundaria/Secundaria Estudis Universitaris/Estudios Universitarios

LLENGUA GREGA/LENGUA GRIEGA

DURACIO DELS ESTUDIS/DURACION DE ESTUDIOS |

QUANT DE TEMPS PORTA APRENENT GREC?/;CUANTO TIEMPO LLEVA ESTUDIANDO
GRIEGO? ...t

HA ASSISTIT A CLASSES DE GREC FORA DE L’EOI?/;HA ASISTIDO A CLASES DE
GRIEGO FUERA DE LA EOI? SI NO

DURANT QUANT DE TEMPS?;DURANTE CUANTO TIEMPO?...........cccovvemreeerreererrrrnrennne

EXPOSICIO A LA LLENGUA/EXPOSICION A LA LENGUA
HA ANAT ALGUNA VEGADA A GRECIA?/;HA IDO ALGUNA VEZ A GRECIA? SI NO
MOTIU/MOTIVO:

[ VACANCES/VACACIONES

[ PROGRAMMES D’ INTERCANVI/PROGRAMAS DE INTERCAMBIO

[J  CLASSES D’ESTIU/CLASES DE VERANO

(] ALTRES/OTROS. ...ttt ettt ettt sttt s s st es
DURANT QUANT TEMPS?/{DURANTE CUANTO TIEMPO? (Indiqui per separat/Indique por
SEPATAAD) ..ttt ettt ettt st b e ettt et e b e sh bbbt ente st e sane e

MOTIUS PELS QUALS APREN GREC/MOTIVOS POR LOS CUALES APRENDE GRIEGO:
() VULL VIATJAR A GRECIA/QUIERO VIAJAR A GRECIA.

VULL VIURE A GRECIA/QUIERO VIVIR EN GRECIA.

M’INTERESSA LA CULTURA GREGA/ME INTERESA LA CULTURA GRIEGA.

TINC FAMILIA O AMICS/TENGO FAMILIA O AMIGOS.

OCLI/OCIO.

(I I O O
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(1 ALTRES MOTIUS/OTROS MOTIVOS:
(INAIQUI/INAIGUE). ...ttt sttt

English translation:

QUESTIONNAIRE
Thanks for your participation.
Anonymity is ensured.

PERSONAL DETAILS
GENDER: Male Female
AGE: .
BIRTHPLACE: ... e
NATIVE LANGUAGE

[l Catalan

[J  Spanish

[J Bilingual Cat/Spa

I 151
LANGUAGE OF FREQUENT USE

[J Catalan

(] Spanish

[J Bilingual Cat/Spa

N 731 P
LEVEL OF EDUCATION:

Primary Secondary University studies

GREEK LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE

LENGTH OF STUDIES

HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN STUDYING GREEK LANGUAGE?

WHEN DID YOU START? ..ottt sttt ettt st et sre sttt sre e resne s
APART FROM THE LANGUAGE SCHOOL, HAVE YOU ATTENDED ANY OTHER GREEK
CLASSES? YES NO

WHERET? ...ttt ettt ettt sttt st et s

FOR HOW LIONGT .....ootiiiiietetinitetetestest et sttt sttt ere sttt esnesr e st sae st enesreeseenens

EXPOSURE TO THE LANGUAGE
HAVE YOU EVER TRAVELED TO GREECE? YES NO
REASON:
[ HOLIDAYS
[ EXCHANGE SCHEME
[ SUMMER COURSES
[T OTHER. ...ttt ettt ettt st sttt sbe e s e st eneeeneen
FOR HOW LONG? (Specify times separately)

REASONS WHY YOU LEARN GREEK
[0 IWANT TO TRAVEL TO GREECE
[0 ITWANT TO LIVE IN GREECE
[0 TAM INTERESTED IN THE GREEK CULTURE
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I HAVE FRIENDS OR FAMILY
FOR LEISURE

OTHER REASONS

(Specity)
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Appendix II: Grammaticality Judgment Test

79

Put a V in the correct sentences and a X in the incorrect ones. Please, leave the box empty in case
you do not know the answer.

Y X0eg yTOmOGN TO YEPL LLOV.

(] 2.0 avdpag dev Avoi&e TV TOPTa.

L] 3. To onint kaBapiletor edkora.

L] 4 BAéyape Eva xeAd0VL GTO UTOAKOVL.

L] 5w EAévn pe k@haoe oto TapTL.

] 6. Exeiveg 10 {®o givon opaieg

L] 7. X0eg popAcaple KOvovupylol TomovToLd.

] s. Tnv Agvtépa nnyaicate oto Béatpo.

] 9. E8é ko 00 UEPEG OeV UTOP® Vo KOUN0dm!

[]

N s Y A O

10
11

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

. X0eg Evmvnoo oTIg ENTA TO TPMI.
. [T6vooe 10 TOdL TG,
O T'évvng Nmie 0vo.

H povoikni tov suvavAiog nTov Kado!

Tpayovddoape 6Aot pali otn yiopth.

H yuvaika paysipeye 60 t0 @ayntod ypnyopa.
[T61e Ba £pBet o Nikog;

."EByoioca amd 1o pdbnpo molv ypryopa.

. Ta mondid E€yvacav ta PipAia oTnV KOQETEPLQ.

. Mpvooca o1o omitt apésmc.

English translation

O 001NN W —

10
11
12
13
14

. Yesterday I hurt my hand.

. The man didn’t open the door.

. The house is cleaned easily.

. We saw a pigeon in the balcony.

. Eleni invited me to the party.

. Those animal is beautiful.

. Yesterday we wore new shoes.

. On Monday you went to the theatre.
. Since two days I can’t sleep!

. Yesterday I woke up at seven in the morning.
. Her leg hurt.

. Giannis drank ouzo.

. The music of the concert was good.

. The bus didn’t pass on time today.
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15. We sang all together in the party.

16. The woman cooked all the food quickly.
17. When will Nikos come?

18. I left the class very quickly.

19. The children forgot the books in the café.
20. I returned to the house immediately.



Appendix III: Kruskal-Wallis test statistics. GJT Errors and sentences
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GJT ERRORS
Chi-Square 11.383
df 4
Asymp. Sig. .023
GJT1 GJT12
Chi-Square 4.466 3.667
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. 347 453
GJT2 GJT14
Chi-Square .000 1.722
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. 1.000 187
GJT4 GJT15
Chi-Square 3421 3.456
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. 490 485
GITS GIT16
Chi-Square 2.404 2.302
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. .662 .680
GIT7 GIT18
Chi-Square 1.160 3.985
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. .885 408
GITS GIT19
Chi-Square 2.143 10.168
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. 709 .038
GJT10 GJT20
Chi-Square 1.592 3.953
df 4 4
Asymp. Sig. .810 412
GJT11
Chi-Square 1.643
df 4
Asymp. Sig. .801




