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Second language acquisition and
first language loss in adult early
bilinguals: exploring some
differences and similarities
Silvina Montrul University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign

This study compares the linguistic knowledge of adult second
language (L2) learners, who learned the L2 after puberty, with the
potentially ‘eroded’ first language (L1) grammars of adult early
bilinguals who were exposed to the target language since birth and
learned the other language simultaneously, or early in childhood
(before age 5). I make two main claims: (1) that the L1 grammar of
bilinguals at a given stabilized state (probably endstate) resembles
the incomplete (either developing or stabilized) grammars typical 
of intermediate and advanced stages in L2 acquisition; and 
(2) that despite similar patterns of performance, when language
proficiency is factored in, early bilinguals are better than the 
L2 learners, probably due to exposure to primary linguistic input
early in childhood.

I offer empirical evidence from an experimental study testing
knowledge of the syntax and semantics of unaccusativity in
Spanish, conducted with English-speaking L2 learners and English-
dominant Spanish heritage speakers living in the USA. I consider
recent treatments of unaccusativity and language attrition within the
generative framework (Sorace, 1999; 2000a; 2000b), that offer a
unifying account of the formal parallels observed between these
two populations I discuss how input, use and age may explain dif-
ferences and similarities in the linguistic attainment of the two
groups.
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I Introduction

First language (L1) loss is:

the temporary or permanent loss of language ability as a reflected in a speaker’s
performance or in his/her ability to make grammaticality judgments that would be
consistent with native speaker monolinguals at the same age and stage of language
development. (Seliger, 1996: 606)

Language loss covers a variety of linguistic phenomena: it can be 
the result of brain damage (aphasia) and senile dementia, or can be
nonpathological and develop as a result of an extensive and intensive
period of language contact, as in a bilingual situation (e.g., bilingual
societies, immigrant and indigenous communities). This article is con-
cerned with characterizing structural, linguistic aspects of L1 loss in the
context of bilingualism, particularly incomplete or interrupted acquisi-
tion (Polinsky, 1997; 2000; in press; Montrul, 2002), as I define below,
and with drawing some parallels and differences with adult second
language acquisition (SLA).

Efforts to document and explain external influences on the language
loss phenomenon have been most prominent in the sociolinguistic
tradition (Dorian, 1973; 1978; 1981; Gal, 1979; Elías Olivares, 1983;
Ocampo, 1990; Silva-Corvalán, 1994; Lipski, 1993; Zentella, 1997;
and some contributions in Seliger and Vago, 1991). On a different front,
a tradition of experimental psycholinguistic research has investigated
how bilinguals of different proficiency levels in the two languages
access or retrieve lexical items, or process sentences on-line, and how
the two linguistic systems prime or inhibit each other (Grosjean and
Soares, 1986; Grosjean, 1994; de Groot, 1995; de Groot and Kroll,
1997; Nicol, 2001, Dussias, 2003; among others). With the exception 
of work by Seliger (1991; 1996), Sharwood Smith and van Buren
(1991), Platzack (1996), Polinsky (1997), Sorace (2000a), Toribio
(2001), Gürel (2002) and Montrul (2002), much remains to be done to
understand the formal and linguistic nature of the attrition process in 
a bilingual context and how it affects the human language faculty. One
major reason why this area of research has remained relatively under-
explored until now is perhaps the lack of theoretical and methodologi-
cal tools to investigate the phenomenon (for discussion, see Sharwood
Smith and van Buren, 1991).
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Early research on this type of nonpathological attrition attempted to
draw inverse parallels with L1 acquisition. An example of this is
Jakobson’s (1941) influential regression hypothesis, which states that
language loss is a mirror image of language acquisition. Although this
hypothesis was originally proposed to trace parallels between language
attrition as a result of aphasia and normal L1 acquisition by children, it
has driven much research in language loss under normal circumstances
(see for example, de Bot and Clyne, 1989; Jordens et al., 1989;
Hyltenstam and Viberg, 1993;). However, the results of these different
studies do not offer categorical support for the hypothesis. As de Bot
and Clyne (1989) and de Bot and Weltens (1991) pointed out, the
regression hypothesis is untenable for understanding language loss in a
bilingual setting because language acquisition implies developmental
stages and gradualness, whereas pathological language loss tends to be
abrupt and affects localized areas of the brain and linguistic abilities.
Beyond the regression hypothesis, Pan and Berko Gleason (1986) also
proposed that normal and uninterrupted L1 acquisition provides a good
baseline to investigate language loss. Indeed, the field of L1 acquisition
has had much to offer other sister fields in terms of theoretical models
and research methods. For example, much contemporary research
characterizing the linguistic nature of second language acquisition
grew out of seeking to understand differences and similarities between
adults learning a second language (L2) and children learning their
L1 (for recent overviews, see Bley-Vroman, 1990; Meisel, 1997;
Herschensohn, 2000; Hawkins, 2001; White, 2003).

In this article, I argue that in order to better understand the relation-
ship between language acquisition in general and language loss in the
context of bilingualism, it makes more sense to look at L2 acquisition
rather than at L1 acquisition, particularly because there are more factors
in common between L2 acquisition and L1 loss in bilinguals. In many
respects, L1 loss in a bilingual context is the flip side of the L2 acqui-
sition coin. In the language loss situation, there is the potential effect of
another language (an L2) on the L1 (for a recent comprehensive
overview of this phenomenon, see Pavlenko, 2000; Cook, 2003). In
addition, there is the potential effect of developmental processes result-
ing from the operation of universal linguistic mechanisms that are
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typical of language development (due to change or acquisition) and that
cannot be traced back to the effects of another language. Furthermore,
incompleteness with respect to the grammar of monolingual native
speakers results from the effects of reduced or interrupted input and
exposure to the L1, as well as to reduced frequency and degree of use
of the L1 (Köpke, 2002). Because the influence of a previously
acquired linguistic system, developmental errors arising from language
universals, amount and quality of input, and frequency of use all play
important roles in the acquisition of a second language, there may be
similarities worth exploring between L2 acquisition and L1 loss in a
bilingual setting. If some of these factors contribute to the phenomenon
of fossilization in L2 acquisition, they may also contribute to language
arrest, and even ‘indeterminate’ grammars (Sorace, 1993) in bilinguals.
At the same time, early bilinguals and L2 learners differ in their ethnic
background and linguistic past, particularly age of onset of bilingualism
and nature and timing of input.

Because the L2 acquisition field has grown tremendously in the past
two decades, both in terms of theoretical rigour and methodological
sophistication, the time has also come for this field to contribute to its
sister field of bilingualism. In fact, the close relationship between SLA
and L1 loss has been implicit and explicit in a number of very recent
studies stressing the finding that in many grammatical areas, bilinguals
and L2 learners have been shown to end up with very similar grammars
(Lynch, 1999; Sorace, 1999; 2000a; Gürel, 2002; Jordens, 2002;
Montrul, 2002; 2004a). Finally, by applying to the language loss
situation empirical methods that have already been successfully
employed to assess linguistic knowledge in second language learners,
we can draw interesting comparisons and explore some revealing
differences and similarities between the two populations.

A study of this sort also has important practical implications. In
many institutions in the USA, traditional foreign language classes have
had to open the doors to second and third generation bilinguals who
have some degree of oral proficiency but who may be illiterate in the
heritage language. Unfortunately, the specific linguistic and pedagogi-
cal needs of this population are still very poorly understood. Therefore,
comparing typical adult second language acquisition with bilingual
speakers of a heritage language will enable us to understand the
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possibilities and limits of childhood and post-puberty bilingualism,
which may in turn have consequences for educational policy and
instructional interventions.

II Defining the populations

Before proceeding with the rest of the discussion, I would like to clar-
ify the particular case of L1 loss I will be referring to in this article: the
case of heritage speakers living in the USA. While the term ‘second
language learner’ typically refers to a sequential bilingual or an adult
who learned an L2 after puberty, the term ‘heritage speaker’ is used
here to refer to an adult simultaneous bilingual and a child L2 learner
‘raised in a home where a non-English language is spoken, who speaks
or merely understands the heritage language, and who is to some degree
bilingual in English and the heritage language’ (Valdés, 2000: 1).

The term ‘language loss’ is a general term used to refer both to L1
attrition and incomplete acquisition, a distinction that has also been
made by Polinsky (1997; 2000; in press). In a strict sense, L1 attrition
is understood as loss of linguistic ability after an L1 was acquired. This
assumes that a linguistic system was acquired completely, and remained
stable for a while before loss of some sort occurred. This  is the case of
adult first generation immigrants who learned the L2 as adults (after 
the end of the critical period) and are living in the L2 environment, as
those studied by Major (1992), Sorace (1999; 2000a), Gürel (2002),
Köpke (2002) and Schmid (2002), among others. They are ‘forgetters’
(who forgot aspects of their L1) in Polinsky’s (1997) distinction.

Incomplete or interrupted acquisition, on the other hand, is used to
refer to the case of bilinguals who never fully acquired one of the
languages they were exposed to as children. That is, these are either
simultaneous bilinguals or early child L2 learners who were exposed to
the second or majority language early in childhood, perhaps in the 
pre-school or early school years (but crucially well before the end of the
critical period), and this language later become primary or dominant.
Input and use in what used to be the primary language was either inter-
rupted or significantly reduced. The typical cases are second and third
generation immigrants, and the majority of heritage speakers in the
USA would fall into this category. Although Polinsky (1997) refers to
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these bilinguals as incomplete learners, I believe that in fact it is not
clear whether these are cases of incomplete acquisition or first language
attrition. When we look at these bilinguals as adults, it is difficult, if not
impossible, to reconstruct the specific ways in which the proficiency in
their L1 was affected just by relying on personal reports about degree
and frequency of language use. We know that bilingual school-aged
children are very vulnerable to abrupt shifts in language dominance
(Vihman and McLaughlin, 1982; Kohnert et al., 1999). In cases when
shift leads to loss, it is possible that these adults had more knowledge
of their family language at some point during their early childhood, and
then lost parts of it, stabilizing at a particular incomplete state (for a
study of child simultaneous bilinguals’ erosion of verbal morphology in
Spanish, see Silva-Corvalán, 2003). Nevertheless, for ease of exposi-
tion, I refer to these as cases of incomplete acquisition.

Because many of these individuals did not receive schooling in their
heritage language, as adults they typically display significant differ-
ences from monolingual native speakers who speak the full variety, and
are significantly more fluent and linguistically more advanced and
sophisticated in their primary (L2) language than in the heritage
language (Polinsky, 2000). Indeed, a well-documented fact about this
particular population is that the range of proficiency in the heritage
language varies considerably: while some have limited productive
ability and produce errors similar to those of adult L2 learners and child
L1 learners; others are as proficient as native speakers in familiar and
academic settings, in production and comprehension, as well as in
written and spoken language (Lipski, 1993; Valdés, 2000).

Based on the above observations about these bilinguals, my goals in
this article are twofold:

• to begin to understand the degree and patterns of grammatical varia-
tion in proficiency levels in L2 learners and early bilinguals in the
secondary language (Spanish) by focusing on an area of grammar
known to be vulnerable in second language acquisition; and

• by focusing on unaccusativity – a universal semantic–syntactic
distinction between two classes of intransitive verbs – a second goal
is to explore whether syntax and semantics can be differentially
affected in these two populations at a given stage.
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Let us start by presenting in the next section the linguistic phenomenon
under consideration.

III Unaccusativity

Unaccusativity is a phenomenon that has received considerable atten-
tion in linguistic theory and in formal approaches to L2 acquisition.
Unaccusativity refers to the classification of intransitive verbs into
unaccusatives and unergatives based on the lexico-semantic properties
of the event and the agentive or non-agentive nature of the single par-
ticipant in the event. Thus, unergative verbs like talk or work denote a
process and have agentive subjects, while unaccusative verbs like fall
or disappear refer to instantaneous, point-like events or change of
states and have non-agentive subjects. A point of debate among lin-
guists of different theoretical approaches is whether the difference
between these two classes is purely semantic, purely syntactic, or
results from interplay of these two domains.

According to the Unaccusative Hypothesis (Perlmutter, 1978; Rosen,
1984; Burzio, 1986), however, the distinction between the two classes
in mainly syntactic.1 Unergative verbs are syntactically characterized
by having an external argument (the agent occupies the subject posi-
tion) and no internal argument, as in (1b), while unaccusative verbs
have no external argument, and the patient is base-generated in object
position, as an internal argument, as in (2b), like the object of transitive
verbs. The patient then moves to subject position to check nominative
case, leaving a trace behind (2c). Thus, unaccusative and unergative
verbs are structurally different, but not on the surface level.

1) a. John walked. unergative
b. [John [VP walked]]

2) a. John arrived. unaccusative
b. [e [VP arrived John]]
c. [John [VP arrived ti]]

Silvina Montrul 205

1Rosen (1984) notes that many verbs that have the same syntax are nevertheless classified as unac-
cusative or unergative. For example, the verbs shudder and shake in English have basically the same
meaning, but while shudder in unergative, shake is unaccusative and alternates in transitivity. The
specific classification of lexical items as one type or the other is also not consistent, such that in
Italian the equivalent of to die is unaccusative but in Choctaw it is unergative.



Notably, the differences between these two classes of intransi-
tive verbs appear to be universal (all languages have it), and may have
language-specific syntactic and morphological consequences of the
distinction, depending on the language. For example, in English, certain
unaccusative verbs can appear with existential subjects (There appeared
three men) and in the resultative construction (The bag fell open), while
unergative verbs cannot (*There worked three men, *Mary laughed
hoarse) (Perlmutter, 1978; Levin and Rappaport Hovav, 1995). In
Italian, Dutch and French, unaccusative verbs take the perfective
auxiliary essere, zijn, être ‘to be’ (The man is gone), while unergative
and transitive verbs take the auxiliary avere, hebbe, avoir ‘to have’ (The
children have laughed) (Burzio, 1986; Legendre, 1989; Van Valin, 1990;
Sorace, 1993a; van Hout et al., 1992; Zaenen, 1993). And in Japanese,
the adverb takusan ‘a lot’ has two distinct readings depending on the
verb: with unaccusative verbs the adverb quantifies the argument of the
verb (Many books fell), whereas with unergative verbs the adverb quan-
tifies the activity described by the verb and not the argument. (The chil-
dren laughed a lot, and not *Many children laughed) (Kageyama, 1996).

If the distinction between unaccusative and unergative verbs is
purely structural, then we expect all unaccusative and unergative verbs
to behave alike syntactically. However, Sorace (2000b) has recently
uncovered that while many verbs within each class display consistent
syntactic unaccusative or unergative behaviour across and within lan-
guages, others display variable syntactic behaviour, depending on the
contribution of other aspectual or thematic elements in the sentences in
which they appear. For example, change of state verbs (like decay),
agentive verbs of directed motion (like run, march) and verbs of exis-
tence (like exist, etc.) systematically display variable syntactic behaviour
with auxiliary selection, and are sensitive to other aspectual and the-
matic elements in the sentence. For example, the verb run in Italian, and
in many other languages, selects the perfect auxiliary ‘to have’, display-
ing unergative behaviour when it is atelic (Maria ha corso velocemente
‘Mary has run fast’), but it selects ‘to be’ and displays unaccusative
behaviour when a goal prepositional phrase is added, making the event
telic: Maria é corso in farmacia ‘Mary ran to the pharmacy’.

By contrast, talk and sing always select the perfect auxiliary ‘to
have’ in languages that have the auxiliary distinction, and the
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telicization of the predicate with another element in the sentence does
not select ‘to be’ (I colleghi hanno chiaccherato tutto il pomeriggio
‘My colleagues chatted the whole afternoon’). Similarly, the
unaccusatives come and arrive always select ‘to be’ as auxiliary, and
agentivity or detelicization of the event does not affect the choice 
of auxiliary (Sono arrivati ospiti per ore e ore ‘Guests arrived for
hours’). Based on facts such as these, Sorace (2000b) proposed that
there is a continuum (what she calls ‘hierarchy’) of gradients of
unaccusative/unergative verbs of potential universal significance, as 
in (3). This hierarchy is related to the semantic concepts of telicity and
agentivity. The extremes of the continuum (what she calls ‘core’) are
the prototypical unaccusative and unergative verbs. The verbs in the
middle are more or less unaccusatives or unergatives (‘less core’ or
‘peripheral’), depending on their position in the continuum with respect
to the extremes.

3) Sorace’s (2000b) Unaccusativity Hierarchy:

change of location unaccusative (least variation) selects BE
[directed motion]

change of state
uncontrolled process
continuation of a pre-existing state
existence of state variable behaviour
uncontrolled process
[emission]
[involuntary reaction]

controlled processes (motional)
controlled process (nonmotional) unergative (least variation) selects HAVE

For most linguists and psycholinguists, the acquistion of unaccusa-
tivity represents a classic ‘poverty of the stimulus’ problem.2 At the
surface, all intransitive verbs look alike: they have one argument.
However, it is clear that they do not behave alike syntactically. How
does the learner find out, just from experience, which particular verbs
belong to which class and the reason for the classification? In some lan-
guages, children hear unaccusative and unergative verbs with different
auxiliaries, but in languages that do not have the auxiliary distinction,
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like English or Spanish, they don’t. A similar problem occurs in L2
acquisition, since the unaccusative/unergative distinction is never
taught in language classrooms and is underrepresented in language
teaching materials (for an analysis of frequency of verb classes in ESL
materials, see Juffs, 1998). Although aspects of lexical–semantics may
be transferred from the L1 to the L2 (White, 1991; Inagaki, 2002), it is
also not clear to what extent the native language plays a role with the
acquisition of the syntax of these verbs. Therefore, unaccusativity is an
ideal testing ground to investigate very intuitive, subtle and sophisti-
cated aspects of linguistic knowledge, since not everything there is to
know about these verbs is available from direct experience, explicit
instruction and/or metalinguistic awareness.

According to van Hout (1996), children already come equipped with
knowledge of the unaccusative/unergative syntactic distinction but
must learn the semantic classification by distributional evidence. In
general, very few errors have been documented in the L1 acquisition of
unaccusativity (Borer and Wexler, 1987; van Hout et al. 1992; Snyder
et al. 1995). By contrast, a number of SLA studies have reported
that unaccusative verbs, but not unergatives, cause persistent problems
to L2 learners of English of various L1 backgrounds, especially at high
intermediate and quite advanced levels of interlanguage development
(e.g., Kellerman, 1978; Zobl, 1989; Hirakawa, 1995; Yip, 1995;
Balcom, 1997; Oshita, 2001; Sorace and Shomura, 2001). Comparable
difficulties with unaccusatives have been found in other L2 languages,
such as Italian (Sorace, 1993a), French (Sorace, 1993b), Japanese
(Hirakawa, 2000; 2001) and Chinese (Yuan, 1999). Typical errors in
English are:

• production (in written and oral texts) and acceptance in judgement
tasks of passive unaccusatives: *An accident was happended;

• incorrect rejection of unaccusative verbs in grammatical NP–V
sentences (John left) in judgement tasks, but correct use of this
sentence pattern in all other cases;

• production and acceptance in experimental tasks of causative errors
with unaccusative and unergative verbs (*The man disappeared the
ball), but errors with unergatives are ‘unlearned’ earlier than those
with unaccusatives.
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To explain these errors, Oshita (2001) proposed the Unaccusative Trap
Hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, L2 learners initially assume
that all intransitive verbs are unergatives, with an underlying subject.
As a result of this misguided assumption, L2 learners adopt a linking
rule – the single argument linking rule – that is insensitive 
to semantic notions, and only refers to the number of arguments.
According to Oshita, such misanalysis explains why at early and inter-
mediate levels of proficiency learners accurately produce the two
classes of intransitive verbs with preverbal subjects, and passivization
errors are observed. At more advanced levels of proficiency, L2 learners
discover that there are two classes of intransitive verbs, and they
‘restructure’ their interlanguage grammars accordingly. Presumably,
they have now discovered the semantic notions that determine which
argument gets mapped to which position in the syntax. Therefore, at
this point, learners posit two different lexico-semantic and syntactic
representations: one for unaccusatives and one for unergatives.
Interestingly, during this restructuring period, when learners now
reanalysed the argument of unaccusatives as objects and the arguments
of unergatives as subjects, learners continue to be very accurate with
unergative verbs, but at the same time all the nontarget phenomena with
unaccusative verbs appear (e.g., passive unaccusatives, reluctance to
accept preverbal subjects, etc.). Eventually, L2 learners may or may not
recover from these errors, depending on the structural properties of the
target language and on how clear and obvious the syntactic and
morphological reflexes of unaccusativity may be in that language.

Oshita’s hypothesis does not take into account the behaviour of unac-
cusative verbs depending on a finer semantic analysis. Sorace (2000b),
however, who also extensively investigated the L2 acquisition of unac-
cusativity in Italian, French and Japanese, noted that the potential reality
of the unaccusative hierarchy she proposed finds confirmation in
psycholinguistic studies. Findings from L1 acquisition have shown 
that while auxiliary selection with unaccusative and unergative verbs is
learned quite early, it is learned even earlier with verbs displaying stable
behaviour that with those that shift from unaccusative to unergative.
Furthermore, experimental studies with native and L2 speakers of
Italian have shown that native speakers have very strong intuitions 
with auxiliary selection with the ‘stable’ verbs and less determinate
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intuitions about syntactic behaviour with the others, attesting to these
gradients of unaccusativity (Sorace, 1993a; Bard et al. 1996). Sorace
(1993a) noted that even though Italian near-native speakers made fewer
errors with the syntax of auxiliary selection with unaccusative and
unergative verbs than beginner and intermediate learners, their judge-
ments with some unaccusative verbs were still more indeterminate that
those of the Italian native speakers. Thus, according to Sorace, near-native
speakers do fully acquire the same mental representation as native
speakers in this linguistic domain, especially with the semantic features
of lexical items.3

To summarize thus far, the unaccusative/unergative distinction is
a universal phenomenon, but languages implement different syntactic
and morphological reflexes of unaccusativity. Debate exists as whether
the distinction should be better characterized as a purely semantic
phenomenon (Van Valin, 1990; Dowty, 1991), purely syntactic (Rosen,
1984; Burzio, 1986) or both (Levin and Rappaport Hovav, 1995). While
the variable syntactic behaviour of these verbs indicates that there is
a strong correlation between semantic notions and unaccusativity, it is
still far from clear why particular semantic components are sensitive to
certain syntactic reflexes while others are not, or why languages are
sensitive to different semantic notions for the classification of intransitive
verbs.4 Moreover, the syntactic distinction between the two classes of
verbs cannot be denied either. An accurate explanation of the phenomena
will certainly necessitate a better understanding of the interplay
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4That is, whereas the aspectual notion of ‘telicity’ (or ‘change with an endpoint’) is syntactically
relevant for the classification of unaccusative verbs in Dutch (so that if the argument of an intransi-
tive verb denotes an entity undergoing a telic change, the argument is mapped to object position),
German relies on the semantic concept of ‘transition’ (Seibert, 1993, cited in Sorace, 1995), Italian
on ‘existence of a state’ (Sorace, 1995), and English on ‘change of condition’ (Sorace, 1995).



between lexical and structural meaning (Rappaport Hovav and Levin,
1998; Ritter and Rosen, 1998; Sorace, 2000b; Levin and Rapport
Hovav, 2002). For the present study, I assume that there is both a
syntactic and a semantic dimension to the phenomenon.

IV Research questions

Given these facts about L2 acquisition, if errors with unaccusatives
are common at intermediate and advanced levels of L2 proficiency, a
question that arises is what happens with adult simultaneous bilinguals,
especially those who appear to be less proficient in one of the
languages. In this population, the lexicon and inflectional morphology
appear to be the areas most vulnerable to incompleteness or erosion.
A recent study by Köpke (2002) on attrition in German–French and
German–English bilinguals revealed that lexical errors (retrieval,
substitutions, borrowing, etc.) were more pronounced than morphosyn-
tactic errors (word order, case, etc.). Just like most studies of the
bilingual lexicon, Köpke’s study focused on psycholinguistic
approaches to the issue of access, lexical retrieval and conceptual
representations during production (for a recent overview, see Kroll and
Sunderman, 2003), aspects that fall within processing models of the
bilingual lexicon. In this study, however, I am interested in the issue of
linguistic representations. Therefore, it is open question how lexical
semantics, or the links between the meaning of words and syntax, are
represented or affected in unbalanced bilinguals.

Most recently, empirical work within discourse-functional (Silva
Corvalán, 1994) and generative perspectives (Sorace, 2000a; Bouba 
et al., 2002 Montrul, 2002;) has also demonstrated that while syntax
proper is impervious to language loss or attrition, syntax-related
interfaces like syntax–semantics, lexical–semantics, and discourse–
pragmatics are not. These findings are also predictable from Sorace’s
(2000a) account of attrition within generative grammar under Chomsky
(1995). Sorace’s model relies on the distinction between interpretable
and non-interpretable features of functional categories and lexical
items. Interpretable features (tense, aspect, mood, focus, presupposi-
tion) contribute to meaning and are checked at the syntax–semantics
and syntax–pragmatics interfaces, whereas uninterpretable features
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have purely formal, syntactic content (e.g., case, person and number
agreement) and are checked at the level of the syntactic computational
system. Assuming this principled distinction between the two types of
formal features and the different interface levels, Sorace (2000a)
proposed that language attrition affects interpretable features, rather
than uninterpretable features (see also Tsimpli, 2001). Consequently,
attrition is restricted to the interface between semantics and discourse/
pragmatics, and does not seem to affect the computational system, or
syntax proper.

Since the phenomenon of unaccusativity has a syntactic and a seman-
tic component, it represents an ideal testing ground to measure the differ-
ential effects of attrition or incomplete acquisition on these two domains.
Moreover, as I have already discussed, unaccusativity has been exten-
sively investigated in L2 acquisition as an example of a universal distinc-
tion underrepresented in the input (naturalistic or instructed). This study,
therefore, investigates whether adult English-speaking L2 learners of
Spanish discriminate syntactically between unaccusative and unergative
verbs, and whether the semantic hierarchy proposed by Sorace plays a
role in the acquisition of the distinction. Secondly, this study asks
whether knowledge of the semantics and syntax of unaccusativity is
affected in the Spanish of Spanish–English bilinguals who were exposed
to the two languages since birth but who feel more competent in English,
the majority language. While in Montrul (2002; 2004a) I argued that L2
learners and heritage speakers often converge on the type of linguistic
knowledge attained, in this study I also focus on these similarities 
but further consider whether there are important differences between
these two populations when proficiency levels are factored in. Before
going into the specific details of the experiment, let us present how
unaccusativity is manifested in Spanish.

V Syntactic tests for unaccusativity in Spanish

Unlike Italian and French, Spanish no longer has two perfect auxiliaries
to distinguish between the two classes of intransitive verbs: it only has
haber ‘to have’. However, other syntactic and morphological tests of
unaccusativity in Spanish have been identified in the literature. One
such test is the distribution of bare plurals (noun phrases without
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determiners) (Demonte, 1985; Torrego, 1989). As the examples in (4)
and (5) show, transitive and unaccusative verbs allow bare plurals in
postverbal position, while as seen in (6), unergatives do not (examples
from Torrego, 1989: 254):5

4) Han leído libros. transitive verb
have read books
‘They have read books.’

5) Han pasado camiones. unaccusative verb
have passed trucks
‘Trucks have passed by.’

6) *Han dormido animales. unergative verb
have slept animals
‘Animals have slept.’

A second syntactic test discriminating between unaccusative and
unergative verbs in Spanish is the absolutive construction (de Miguel,
1992). Absolutive constructions are clauses with a past participle that
modify a postposed noun phrase, and agree with it in number and
gender. Absolutive constructions are grammatical with transitive (7) or
unaccusative participles (8), that is, with structures that have an object,
but are clearly ungrammatical if the participle is an unergative verb, as
in (9), which presumably does not have an object.

7) Vendida la casa, abandonamos para siempre el valle. transitive verb
sold the house abandoned forever the valley
‘Once the house was sold, we left the valley for good.’

8) Muerto el perro, se acabó la rabia. unaccusative verb
dead the dog stopped the rabies
‘Once the dog was dead, the rabies stopped.’

9) Nadado Juan, se sintió mejor. unergative verb
swam Juan himself felt better
‘Once Juan swam he felt much better.’

Furthermore, de Miguel notes that among unaccusative verbs, the
participial absolutive construction is sensitive to the aspectual notion
of telicity (the potential to have an endpoint). That is, this construction 
is grammatical with telic unaccusative verbs (those that have an
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5Aranovich (2000) and other linguists have questioned the validity of this test because it appears that
unergative verbs are ungrammatical with bare plural subjects only when the sentence has a presen-
tational reading. Unergatives with bare plural subjects are grammatical in the locative inversion
construction, that is, when there is a preposed locative phrase, as in Aquí han dormido animales
‘Here have slept animals’. They are also acceptable when the postverbal subject is the focus of con-
trast, as in Han dormido animales, no hombres ‘Have slept animals, not men’.



endpoint), as shown in (8), but ungrammatical with atelic unaccusative
verbs, such as verbs of existence, durative verbs and iterative verbs
(i.e., some stative and achievement verbs in Vendler’s 1967 classifica-
tion). as in (10) and (11).

10) *Faltado el café, no podremos desayunar.
lacked the coffee we will not be able to have breakfast
‘Without any coffee left, we won’t be able to have breakfast.’

11) *Ida la tormenta, podremos ir a la playa.
gone the storm we will be able to go to the beach.
‘Now that the storm is gone we will be able to go the beach.’

Another difference between unaccusative and unergative verbs in
Spanish concerns the position of the subject with presentational verbs
(Contreras, 1978; Suñer, 1982), although this is an optional rule
(Demonte, 1985). Stylistically, subjects of unaccusative verbs show a
marked tendency to appear in object position (postposed), as in (12).

12) María llegó ayer / Ayer llegó María. (preferred)
Mary arrived yesterday / *Yesterday arrived Mary.

By contrast, if postposed, subjects of unergative verbs sound odd,
unless there is special emphasis in the discourse context.

13) María trabajó ayer (preferred) / *Ayer trabajó María.
Mary worked yesterday / *Yesterday worked Mary.

VI Methodology

1 Participants

Participants were a control group of 28 Spanish monolingually raised
native speakers from a variety of Spanish-speaking countries (henceforth
monolinguals), and two experimental groups: 71 English-speaking 
L2 learners of Spanish (ranging from low intermediate to advanced)
and 36 Spanish heritage speakers, or Spanish–English bilinguals of
Mexican background living in the USA. Some of the monolinguals
were recent arrivals in the USA and spoke some English while the rest
were tested in Argentina. To my knowledge, no dialectal variation with
respect to the use of unaccusative and unergative verbs has ever been
reported in the literature, perhaps because unlike Italian and French,
Spanish does not have two perfect auxiliaries. The L2 learners and the
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heritage speakers were enrolled in Spanish and literature classes at a
major research university. Although the heritage speakers had not
received early schooling in Spanish (as main language of instruction,
not as a foreign language), they were taking Spanish as a second
language, or as a major area of study. Some of these heritage speakers
had recently spent some time in a Spanish-speaking country, ranging
from 1 to 7 months. Many of the advanced L2 learners also had some
study-abroad experience, ranging from 2 months to 5 years. Information
about age, and age of exposure to Spanish, is summarized in Table 1.

2 Tasks

All participants, including the monolingual speakers, were first asked to
complete a linguistic background questionnaire and a Spanish
Proficiency Test (parts of the DELE), consisting of a cloze and a vocab-
ulary part. Based on this test, the L2 learners and the heritage speakers
were divided into advanced, intermediate and low intermediate levels.
Mean and standard deviations for this classification appear in Table 2.

According to the results of a one-way ANOVA on the proficiency
scores, there was a significant difference by groups (F(2,124) �

255.661, p � 0.0001). Tukey comparisons indicated statistical differ-
ences between the monolinguals and all the other groups. Furthermore,
the low intermediate, intermediate and advanced proficiency groups
were different from each other. While there were no statistical differ-
ences between advanced L2 learners and heritage speakers, or between
the low-proficiency L2 learners and heritage speakers, the difference
between the means of the intermediate heritage speakers (36.5) and that
of the intermediate L2 learners (31.9) was significant ( p � .024), due to
the greater standard deviations of the L2 learners.
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Table 1 Participants’ biographical information

Monolingual L2 learners Heritage
speakers (n � 28) (n � 71) speakers (n � 36)

Age Age of first Age Age of first Age Age of first 
exposure to exposure to exposure to 
Spanish Spanish Spanish

Mean 31 birth 23.08 14.56 21.4 birth
Range 19–60 19–45 12–24 19–26
sd 7.76 5.49 3.04 2.0
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The main instrument was a grammaticality judgement task (GJT)
consisting of a total of 110 sentences (55 grammatical and 55 ungram-
matical) presented in randomized order. A scale ranging from 1 (totally
unacceptable) to 5 (perfectly acceptable) followed each sentence, so that
participants could express different degrees of acceptability. The test
included 9 unaccusative verbs, 9 unergative verbs and 10 transitive
verbs as distracter items. Within the unaccusative and unergative verbs,
there were 3 verbs of different semantic subclasses representing Sorace’s
(2000b) unaccusative/unergative continuum, ranging from ‘core’ to
‘peripheral’unaccusatives, as in Table 3, and ‘core’and ‘peripheral’unerga-
tives, as in Table 4. (The test did not include alternating unaccusatives
(romper/romperse ‘break’ (transitive/intransitive).)

All the unaccusative and unergative verbs appeared in the following
constructions:

• with preverbal subjects: grammatical for both types of intransitive
verbs but preferred for unergatives; as in (12);

• with postverbal subjects: grammatical with unaccusatives but dispre-
ferred with unergatives; as in (13);

• in participial absolutive constructions: grammatical with telic unac-
cusatives, as in (8), but ungrammatical with atelic unaccusatives (10)
and with unergatives, as in (9);

• in bare plural postverbal subject constructions (grammatical with
unaccusatives but ungrammatical with unergatives), and in bare plu-
rals with preverbal locatives with unergative verbs (more acceptable
than without the locative).6
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Table 3 Unacusative verbs

CHANGE OF LOCATION CHANGE OF STATE EXISTENCE OF STATE

llegar ‘arrive’ morir ‘die’ existir ‘exist’
salir ‘leave’ desaparecer ‘disappear’ quedar ‘remain’
caer ‘fall’ surgir ‘emerge’ faltar ‘lack’

Note: Those in the left-hand column are most unaccusative, those in the middle
column less so, and those in the right-hand column are least unaccusative.

6Sentences with locatives were included for control purposes and will not be further discussed.
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Table 4 Unergative verbs

CONTROLLED PROCESS CONTROLLED PROCESS UNCONTROLLED PROCESS

(NONMOTIONAL) (MOTIONAL)

hablar ‘speak’ correr ‘run’ temblar ‘shiver’
cantar ‘sing’ caminar ‘walk’ bostezar ‘yawn’
trabajar ‘work’ nadar ‘swim’ transpirar ‘sweat’

Note: Those in the left hand column are most unergative, those in the middle column
less so, and those in the right-hand column are least unergative.

• in the passive construction (ungrammatical for both types of verbs);
passives were included because L2 learners have been shown to
accept intransitive verbs in passive constructions in English, and it is
important to see whether this error is also attested in Spanish.

Before taking the GJT, the learners and the heritage speakers were
given a vocabulary task that included all the critical items in the GJT,
in which they had to match a verb with a picture. The purpose of this
task was to make sure that participants were acquainted with the dictio-
nary meanings of the verbs before they were ready to judge them in
sentences. Items that were unknown to a participant were removed from
further analysis for that particular participant. Except for few lower
proficiency L2 learners, most learners and heritage speakers knew all
the lexical items.

3 Hypotheses

To formulate the hypotheses, let us start with the assumption that
heritage speakers and L2 learners of similar proficiency will behave
alike. With respect to the syntactic reflexes of unaccusativity, if low
intermediate L2 learners and heritage speakers do not distinguish
between unaccusative and unergative verbs, they will assign similar
ratings to the two classes of intransitive verbs in the five constructions
tested. Specifically, if they assume that all verbs are unergatives, as
Oshita (2001) proposed, they will tend to reject unaccusative verbs in
participial absolute constructions and in bare plural constructions; they
will tend to reject unaccusatives and unergatives in passive sentences;
and they will tend to reject unaccusatives and unergatives with post-
verbal subjects.



If intermediate learners and heritage speakers have already restructured
their grammars and have realized that unaccusatives and unergatives have
different underlying syntactic representations, then they will treat both
classes of intransitive verbs differently. Specifically, they will correctly
accept unaccusative verbs and correctly reject unergative verbs in the par-
ticipial absolute and bare plural constructions. If, as in English, passive
unaccusatives are also attested in Spanish interlanguage grammars at this
stage, then these learners and heritage speakers are also expected to
incorrectly accept more passive unaccusatives than passive unergatives.
Finally, they will accept unaccusatives, but not unergatives with postver-
bal subjects, and they will rejct unaccusatives with preverbal subjects.

If complete restructuring of interlanguage grammars and native-like
competence is possible with unaccusative verbs in Spanish, advanced
learners and heritgage speakers should overcome errors typical of the
intermediate level, such as, for example, incorrect acceptance of
passives, if these occur in Spanish at all.

With respect to the semantics of unaccusativity, if the unaccusative
hierarchy is universal, as Sorace (2000b) claims, then its effects should
be observable in the acquisition and potential attrition of Spanish as
well. In particular, if errors with unaccusatives and unergatives occur,
we expect to find more errors or indeterminate judgements with
‘peripheral’ and ‘less core’ verbs than with ‘core’ verbs.

Finally, if native-like knowledge is difficult to achieve in the seman-
tic domain of unaccusativity, as Sorace has claimed, and because
previous research on attrition has shown that syntax–semantics and
syntax-pragmatics interfaces are more likely to be affected than syntax
proper, then we expect L2 learners and heritage speakers to give more
determinate judgements on the syntactic, rather than semantic, compo-
nent of unaccusativity, as revealed by verb-class analyses. In what
follows, I present overall results by group first and then break them
down by proficiency levels.

VII Results

1 The syntax of unaccusativity

In this analysis, I focus on how all the unaccusative and unergative verbs
were rated overall in the five different constructions, while in the next
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section I break the results down into semantic subclasses. Mean
acceptability scores were submitted to a three-way ANOVA with
repeated measures, with verb (unaccusative and unergative) and con-
structions (preverbal subjects, postverbal subjects, absolutive construc-
tions, postverbal bare plural subjects and passives) as the within subjects
factors, and group (native speakers, L2 learners and heritage speakers)
as the between subjects factor. There was a main effect for verb
(F(1,128) � 787.555, p � 0.0001), for construction (F(4,128) � 312.842,
p � 0.0001) and for group (F(2,128) � 154.441, p � 0.0001). All other
possible interactions were significant at the alpha � 0.05 level. Given
that a main objective of this study is to investigate whether the experi-
mental groups distinguish between unaccusative and unergative verbs in
the same construction, these contrasts were analysed through paired
sample t-tests, and Bonferroni corrections. Because there was a signifi-
cant three-way interaction, I followed this up with simple main effects
for construction and group. When differences between groups are
reported, these were obtained through one-way ANOVAs and selective
post hoc pairwise comparisons.

Let us start by showing the overall pattern of response of the
monolingual native speakers, displayed in Figure 1. As can be seen in
this figure, the monolingual controls rated sentences with preverbal
subjects equally acceptable with the two types of verbs, with mean
acceptability scores above 4.9. With postverbal subjects, however, there
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Figure 1 Monolingual Spanish speakers (n � 28): mean acceptability scores



was a slight preference for unaccusatives as opposed to unergatives,
and this difference was significant according to paired sample t-tests
(t � .413, df � 54, p � 0.029).7 Recall that only telic unaccusative
verbs (verbs of directed motion like caer ‘to fall’ and verbs of appear-
ance like aparecer ‘appear’) are grammatical in the absolutive con-
struction. Atelic unaccusatives (verbs of existence like existir ‘exist’)
and all the unergatives are ungrammatical. For this comparison, the
analysis was performed between the two classes of telic unaccusatives
and all the unergatives. (The results of the atelic unaccusatives, which
do not accept the construction, are discussed in the individual verb
analysis below). As predicted by proposals in the syntactic literature,
telic unaccusatives were rated significantly more acceptable than
unergatives in the participial absolute construction (t � .547, df � 54, p
� 0.011), and so were unaccusatives in constructions with postverbal
bare plural subjects when compared to their unergative counterparts
(t � 624, df � 54, p � 0.0001). Finally, native speakers rated unac-
cusative and unergative verbs equally unacceptable in passive construc-
tions, with mean acceptability scores below 1.20.

Figure 2 shows the pattern of response of the L2 learners, which is
very similar to that of the native speakers. For example, there were 
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7In a recent study involving oral production (oral narrative retelling) (Montrul, 2004a), 90% of
postverbal subjects produced by monolingual speakers and heritage Spanish speakers were with
unaccusative verbs.

Figure 2 English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish (n � 71): mean acceptability scores



no significant differences between sentences with preverbal subjects 
(t � �1.232, df � 140, p � 0.222), while differences between unac-
cusatives and unergatives with postverbal subjects, in the absolutive
construction and with bare plural postverbal subjects, were all signifi-
cant at the p � 0.0001 level. The main difference between the native
speakers and the L2 learns was the stronger acceptance of passives by
the latter (well above 2.2). However, the difference between passive
unaccusatives and unergatives turned out to be nonsignificant.

Figure 3 displays the results of the heritgage speakers, who also
showed robust knowledge of the syntax of unaccusativity. Like the
monolingual speakers, the heritage speakers rated unaccusatives and
unergatives with preverbal subjects equally acceptable. However, there
were significant differences between unaccusatives and unergative
verbs with postverbal subjects (p � 0.025), in the absolutive construc-
tion (p � 0.0001) and with bare plural postverbal subjects (p � 0.001).
The rate of acceptability of unaccusatives and unergatives (close to 
1.6) was stronger than that of the monolingual native speakers, and 
weaker than that of the L2 learners.

Let us summarize the results so far. The L2 learners and heritage
speakers have robust knowledge of the syntactic reflexes of unaccusa-
tivity in Spanish, since they correctly discriminated syntactically
between unaccusative and unergative verbs with postverbal subjects, in
the absolutive construction, and with postverbal bare plural subjects.
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Figure 3 Spanish heritage speakers (n � 35); mean acceptability scores



The most notable difference between the three groups is the acceptance
rate of ungrammatical passive unaccusatives and unergatives. While the
heritage speakers and the monolingual speakers tended to reject passive
unaccusatives and unergatives (with ratings below 1.60), the L2 learners
gave acceptability scores close to 2.7. The acceptability rate that heritage
speakers assigned to passives was statistically higher than the rates
assigned by the native speakers (p � 0.037), but statistically lower than
the rates of the L2 learners (p � 0.028), according to ANOVA. These
overall group results are consistent with the results of another study
comparing the interpretation of tense and aspect morphology in these two
populations (Montrul, 2004b), where I suggested that heritage speakers
and advanced L2 learners were very similar with respect to the type of
linguistic knowledge they had, and what they appeared to lack.

However, since L2 acquisition studies have also shown that
knowledge of unaccusativity was not quite evident in low-proficiency
learners, but clearly emerged at the intermediate level (Oshita, 2001), it
is therefore important to investigate whether L2 learners and heritage
speakers indeed display similar linguistic knowledge when proficiency
level is taken into account.

2 Results by proficiency levels

Figure 4 shows the mean judgements on sentences with preverbal sub-
jects, which are grammatical with unaccusatives and unergative verbs.
All proficiency levels in the L2 learner and heritage speaker groups
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Figure 4 Mean acceptability scores on sentences with preverbal subjects



were accurate on these sentences, rating them alike. The results of
unaccusative and unergative verb sentences with postverbal subjects
appear in Figure 5. Recall that there is a stylistic preference for unac-
cusatives with postverbal subjects, although the two verb types are
grammatical in this construction. With the exception of the low profi-
ciency L2 learners, who did not discriminate between unaccusative and
unergative verbs with postverbal subjects, all the other groups assigned
statistically higher ratings to unaccusatives than to unergatives.

Figure 6 displays the results of the absolutive construction. Except
for the low proficiency L2 learners, who did not discriminate between
the two verb classes (p � 0.554), the intermediate and advanced L2
learners groups and all the heritage speakers showed the same pattern
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Figure 5 Mean acceptability scores on sentences with postverbal subjects

Figure 6 Mean acceptability scores on the absolutive construction



of response as the native speakers, assigning statistically higher ratings
to unaccusatives than to unergatives.

Figure 7 presents the results of postverbal bare plural subjects, which
are also acceptable with unaccusatives and less acceptable with unerga-
tives. The contrast between the two verbs turned out significant for the
monolinguals, the heritage speakers, and the intermediate and advanced
L2 learners. The contrast was not significant for the low intermediate
L2 group ( p � 0.102). Although the low proficiency heritage speakers
also rated unaccusatives higher than unergatives, and the difference
between the two means was greater than for the L2 learners, the con-
trast did not reach significance in this case, due possibly to the small
number of subjects in this group (n � 5).

Figure 8 shows the results of the passive voice. The monolinguals,
the advanced L2 learners and the advanced heritage speakers
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Figure 7 Mean acceptability scores on sentences with bare plural postverbal subjects

Figure 8 Mean acceptability scores on passives



correctly assigned very weak acceptability ratings to these sentences. 
By contrast, the intermediate and low proficiency L2 learners and
heritage speakers assigned stronger ratings than the native speakers and
the two advanced groups. In general, and as shown by the overall
results, the L2 learners were more accepting of these ungrammatical
sentences than the heritage speakers.

In short, these results by proficiency levels show that qualitative dif-
ferences between the heritage speakers and L2 learners were only found
with the low proficiency groups. By and large, these L2 learners appear
to show no syntactic discrimination between unaccusatives and unerga-
tives in any of the constructions tested, while low proficiency heritage
speakers showed the predicted pattern.

3 The semantics of unaccusativity

Let us now focus on the different subclasses of verbs, to see the extent
to which the patterns of responses of the three groups conform to
Sorace’s unaccusativity hierarchy. Here, I only focus on bare plurals
(Figure 9), absolutive constructions (Figure 10) and passives
(Figure 11), and first show overall results by group, by verb and by
construction, followed by a presentation by proficiency groups.

Postverbal bare plural subjects are grammatical with all unaccusatives
and ungrammatical for unergatives. Two-way ANOVAs were run with
group and semantic subclasses as factors. (There were 3 verbs per sub-
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Figure 9 Mean ratings on sentences with bare plural subjects by verb class



class.) For the native speakers, there was an effect by verb and a verb by
subclass interaction. Unaccusatives were assigned statistically higher
ratings than unergatives (F(1,27)�120.610, p � 0.0001). While there
were no differences between the ratings for unaccusative verbs
of directed motion (mean 4.69), of appearance, (4.82) and of existence
(4.8), there were differences among the unergative classes (F(2,26) �

4.95, p � 0.015). Uncontrolled process unergatives received statistically
lower ratings than motional process ( p � 0.001) and controlled process
unergatives ( p � 0.033), and this is the opposite trend predicated by the
unaccusativity hierarchy.

The heritage speakers and the L2 learners showed the exact same
pattern of response as the monolingual speakers: unaccusatives were
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Figure 10 Mean ratings on the absolutive construction by verb class

Figure 11 Mean ratings on passive sentences by verb class



assigned statistically higher ratings than unergatives; there were no
differences between the ratings for the three unaccusative classes; and
uncontrolled process unergatives received statistically lower ratings
than the other unergatives. The results of the uncontrolled process
unergatives are consistent with the variability expected under Sorace’s
unaccusativity hierarchy, since these are ‘peripheral’ unergatives. In
terms of groups, monolinguals, heritage speakers and L2 learners were
significantly different from each other with the three subclasses of
unaccusative verbs (F(2,128) � 545.348, p � 0.0001): monolinguals
assigned the strongest ratings, L2 learners the lowest and heritage
speakers fell in between.

Figure 10 focuses on the results of the absolutive construction.
Unaccusative verbs of directed motion and of appearance are accept-
able in this construction, whereas unaccusative verbs of existence and
the unergative classes (uncontrolled process, motional process and con-
trolled process) are not. The results of the monolinguals display pre-
cisely this pattern: verbs of directed motion and of appearance received
similar ratings (above 4), while the atelic unaccusatives (verbs of exis-
tence) and the three unergative classes received ratings below 1.5.
These differences were significant according to an ANOVA with
repeated measures (F(5,23) � 245.637, p � 0.0001). Although the rat-
ings of the L2 learners are less determinate than those of the other two
groups, like the monolinguals, the L2 learners also rated unaccusatives
of directed motion (3.13) and of appearance (3.07) statistically higher
than unaccusatives of existence (2.36) ( p � 0.0001). Among the
unergatives, uncontrolled process verbs (which are ‘peripheral’ unerga-
tives in Sorace’s hierarchy), received statistically higher ratings (2.63)
than motional (2.11) and controlled process verbs (2.15). The heritage
speakers displayed the most variability. The three unaccusative sub-
classes were rated significantly different from each other according to
t-tests ( p � 0.0001). Although these speakers clearly recognized that
existence verbs are the least acceptable in this construction, they also
rated the ‘core’ directed motion verbs lower (2.4) than ‘less core’
appearance verbs, which received a rating of 3.12. Crucially for
Sorace’s hierarchy, however, the ‘peripheral’ existence verbs were rated
lower (1.14) than the ‘core’ directed motion verbs. As for the unerga-
tive verbs, just like the L2 learners, the peripheral uncontrolled process

228 SLA and L1 loss in adult early bilinguals



verbs received stronger ratings (2.20) than the other two unergative
subclasses, which had ratings of 1.23 and 1.24.

Investigated through ANOVAs and Tukey post hoc procedures,
group differences showed that the L2 learners and the monolingual
speakers differed significantly from each other with all the subclasses
of unaccusatives and unergatives: the L2 learners gave weaker judge-
ments than the monolinguals. The heritage speakers were statistically
different from the monolinguals with directed motion (p � 0.002) and
appearance unaccusatives (p � 0.001), and with uncontrolled process
unergatives (p � 0.0001). The heritage speakers and the L2 learners
assigned statistically similar ratings to appearance unaccusatives and
uncontrolled process unergatives.

Finally, Figure 11 displays the ratings for ungrammatical unac-
cusative and unergative verbs in the passive construction. As can be
seen, the native speakers assigned very weak ratings to these sentences,
although they rated core unaccusatives more acceptable (mean 1.66)
than all the other verbs (appearance 1.23, existence 1.03, uncontrolled
process 1.09, motional process 1.2 and controlled process 1.15) ( p �

0.016). The L2 learners rated passives with all the unaccusative verbs
statistically alike, with ratings ranging from 2.1 to 2.3. Among the
unergatives, the ‘peripheral’ uncontrolled process verbs received
stronger ratings (2.91) than all the unaccusatives and the two other
classes of unergatives ( p � 0.001). The ratings for controlled process
unergatives (2.56) were statistically different from the ‘core’ controlled
process unergatives (2.33) ( p � 0.009). The heritage speakers dis-
played greater variability with all the verbs. The three unaccusative
subclasses were rated statistically different from each other, and so
were the unergative ones. The ‘less core’ appearance unaccusatives and
the ‘peripheral’ uncontrolled processes verbs received the stronger rat-
ings, above 2. Overall, there were also significant differences among
the three groups (F(2,128) � 445.757, p � 0.0001). The difference
between the monolinguals and the heritage speakers almost reached
significance ( p � 0.054), particularly due to the higher acceptability
ratings the heritage speakers assigned to the verbs in the middle of the
hierarchy: appearance and existence unaccusatives, and uncontrolled
process unergatives. The L2 learners were statistically different from
the monolinguals ( p � 0.001) and the heritage speakers ( p � 0.001).
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4 Verbs by proficiency

In this section we focus on an analysis of verbs by proficiency level, to
see whether L2 learners and heritage speakers differ from each other
when this variable is taken into account. A repeated measures two-way
ANOVA revealed a main effect for proficiency (F(2,128) � 154.047,
p � 0.0001). When the two experimental groups were compared with
each other, advanced heritage speakers gave overall higher ratings than
advanced L2 learners (F(1,46) � 701.069, p � 0.0001), and the same
statistical pattern was observed with the intermediate (F(1,26) �

183.908, p � 0.0001) and low (F(1,29) � 888.351 p � 0.0001) levels of
proficiency.

Let us now look at individual constructions once more to see the
extent to which the different levels of proficiency show semantic
discrimination, as revealed by ratings on subclasses of verbs. Table 5
presents the ratings for the bare plural construction. Numbers in bold
indicate variability, or ratings that are statistically different at the p �

0.05 level from the ratings of the other verbs in the same class. The two
advanced groups and the monolinguals showed a similar pattern of
response, rating uncontrolled process verbs statistically lower than the
other unergatives. The intermediate L2 learners rated uncontrolled
process unergatives statistically lower than the other two unergative
subclasses. By contrast, the heritage speakers, who assigned higher
ratings to all verbs, rated uncontrolled process unergatives and exis-
tence unaccusatives, the most peripheral classes in Sorace’s hierarchy,
differently from other verbs of their respective classes. As for the
lowest proficiency levels, the L2 learners rated all verbs statistically,
alike, suggesting that they did not discriminate semantic subclasses in
this construction, while the heritage speaker counterparts assigned
differential ratings to the ‘peripheral’ unaccusatives and unergatives,
just like the intermediate heritage speakers.

The results of the absolutive construction, presented in Table 6, show
that the monolinguals and the two advanced groups correctly assigned
lower ratings to unaccusative verbs of existence, since these are not
grammatical in this construction. However, the L2 learners and the
heritage speakers also rated uncontrolled process verbs statistically
higher than the other two other subclasses of unergatives. Furthermore,
the advanced heritage speakers rated directed motion unaccusatives
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statistically lower than appearance unaccusatives. The two intermediate
groups showed the same pattern of variability: they rated existence
unaccusative statistically lower than the other two unaccusative sub-
classes, and uncontrolled process unergatives higher than the two other
unergative subclasses. As for the lower proficiency groups, the L2
learners rated all unaccusatives and unergatives statistically alike, while
the heritage speakers correctly rated existence unaccusatives lower than
the other unaccusatives. Also with this construction, it appears that a
clear difference between L2 learners and heritage speakers emerges at
this level: while the L2 learners appear to have no semantic discrimina-
tion among verbs (and rated from alike), the heritage speakers do.

The results of the passive, displayed in Table 7, show that most of the
variability in the ratings of different verbs occurred with appearance
and existence unaccusatives and the uncontrolled process unergatives,
that is, the ‘peripheral’ and ‘less core’ classes. This was the case for
the advanced and intermediate groups. As for the lowest proficiency
groups, while the L2 learners rated all verbs alike within each class, the
heritage speakers displayed the greatest variability with uncontrolled
process unergatives. Overall, the verb by proficiency analysis revealed
that heritage speakers displayed more semantic discrimination and more
variability than L2 learners. An important qualitative difference
emerged at the lowest level of proficiency: while the heritage speakers
demonstrated some semantic discrimination of verbs, the L2 learners
did not. Therefore, despite having scored similarly in a proficiency test,
the heritage speakers appear to know more about the semantics and
syntax of unaccusativity in Spanish than their L2 learner counterparts.

VIII Discussion

In examining the long-standing effects of incomplete acquisition in
early bilinguals and comparing them with typical L2 language learners,
this study has shown that, overall, L2 learners and heritage speakers 
are very similar in the type of linguistic competence they have, yet
important differences emerged when proficiency level was factored in,
particularly at the low intermediate level.

Intermediate and advanced L2 learners and heritage speakers dis-
played robust knowledge of the syntax of unaccusativity in Spanish.
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These participants showed the exact same pattern of discrimination and
response as the monolingual native speaker controls. In other words,
participants rated unaccusatives with preverbal and postverbal subjects
as grammatical, but accurately perceived a stylistic difference between
the two classes of verbs with postverbal subjects. All these participants
rated unaccusative verbs statistically higher than unergative verbs. They
also recognized that unaccusatives are acceptable in the absolutive con-
struction (with the exception of existence verbs) and in the postverbal
bare plural construction, while unergatives are less so. Finally, interme-
diate and advanced L2 learners and heritage speakers recognized that
unaccusative and unergatives are not acceptable in passive constructions,
although the intermediate group accepted this error much more that the
other groups. Even though the intermediated groups accepted more
ungrammatical sentences than the advanced groups and the mono-
linguals, they still showed reliable discriminations between the two
classes of verbs. In short, despite overall quantitative differences, heritage
speakers and L2 learners did not differ qualitatively, and both groups
displayed robust syntactic knowledge of unaccusativity in Spanish.

With respect to the semantics of unaccusativity, advanced and inter-
mediate L2 learners and heritage speakers also showed sensitivity to
semantic subclasses. In general, heritage speakers displayed more
variable judgements by semantic subclasses than L2 learners and mono-
lingual speakers. When variability occurred, this was consistent with the
predictions of the unaccusativity hierarchy: it was most prominent with
the ‘less core’ and ‘peripheral’ unaccusatives and unergatives than the
‘core’ ones. For examples, the ‘peripheral’ uncontrolled process unerga-
tives and existence unaccusatives were the subclasses that received most
variable ratings in the absolutive construction, the bare plurals construc-
tion and passives. Appearance unaccusatives received variable ratings
only in the passive construction. These patterns of responses are con-
sistent with Sorace’s (2000b) unaccusativity hierarchy.

The results of existence unaccusatives are also consistent with what
Polinsky (1997) reported for American Russian speakers, both incom-
plete learners of Russian and ‘forgetters’, in her terminology.
Polinsky’s results show that attrition affects the genitive of negation in
Russian (an unaccusative diagnostic), especially in cases where it is
obligatory and highly frequent, as with existential predicates and verbs
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of existence. However, a reviewer questioned whether in fact the vari-
able results of uncontrolled process unergatives reflected in this study
as compared to the other two classes of unergatives (controlled process
and motional) are due to the unaccusativity hierarchy or to other syn-
tactic factors. Uncontrolled process verbs are always intransitive (I
trembled), while the other two unergative classes can take objects on
occasion (sing a song, run a mile). But the fact that controlled process
and motional unergatives can on occasion the transitive, reinforces the
perception of these verbs as more ‘agentive’ than uncontrolled process
verbs. Because agentivity is strongly aligned with unergativity, this is
not suprising. As Sorace (2000) explains, the notions of agentivity and
telicity lie at the heart of the semantic hierarchy. Therefore, the
semantics and the syntax of these verbs are related.

An important difference between L2 learners and heritage speakers
emerged at the low proficiency level, however. While the heritage
speakers discriminated syntactically between the two verb classes in
sentences with postverbal subjects, the participial absolutive con-
struction and postverbal bare plural subjects, the L2 learners did not
show any type of discrimination, rating the two classes statistically
alike in all these constructions. It was also not the case that they
treated all verbs as unergatives, as Oshita (2001) claimed, or at least
it is very hard to tell from the pattern of results obtained from this group.

While the two groups accepted ungrammatical passive sentences
with the two classes of verbs, the L2 learners’ ratings were statistically
stronger than those assigned by the heritage speakers. In the verb-class
analysis, a similar pattern emerged: while the heritage speakers
displayed some semantic discrimination of verbs, the L2 learners did
not. For example, like intermediate and advanced participants, the low
proficiency heritage speakers rated existence unaccusatives less
acceptable than the other unaccusatives in the absolutive construction,
while the low intermediate L2 learners rated them like all the other
verbs in the two classes.

Overall, the results of the L2 learners and the heritage speakers
showed that they displayed robust knowledge of the syntax of unaccu-
sativity, yet variation and indeterminacy was most notable with the
semantics of unaccusativity, as revealed in the verb subclass analyses.
Perhaps it is this semantic indeterminacy, rather than syntax, that
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contributes to ‘incomplete’ knowledge. This finding is consistent with
observations made both in language acquisition and in language attri-
tion studies: that form (syntax) is stable and easy to acquire/maintain,
while meaning is less so (Sorace, 2000a; Naigles, 2002).

However, in light of the different results of the low proficiency L2
learner and heritage speaker groups, the first question that arises is
whether the results obtained are due to the particular instrument used
to classify participants into different levels, or to other factors. Let us
consider the first possibility. The proficiency measure used was a
prototypical pedagogical tool: a cloze passage with four options per
answer and a multiple choice vocabulary part, both parts taken from
a version of the DELEs (Diploma of Spanish as a Foreign Language).
The DELE is the official accreditation degree of fluency in the Spanish
language, issued and recognized by the Ministry of Education, Culture
and Sport of Spain. The same version of the test used in this study has
already been used in a variety of L2 acquisition studies (see, amongst
others, Duffield and White, 1999; Bruhn de Garavito, 2000; Montrul
and Slabakova, 2002; 2003; and has proven quite suitable to determine
proficiency levels for L2 learners, and to predict linguistic perfor-
mance in this population.

However, this test might not be entirely suitable to predict the lin-
guistic performance of heritage speakers or early bilinguals, especially
those of apparent lower proficiency. An important difference between
classroom L2 learners like the ones tested in this experiment and her-
itage speakers, is that L2 learners have learned the language in a formal
setting and are used to taking this type of discrete point grammatical
tests. By contrasts, the heritage speakers learned Spanish naturalisti-
cally at home in early childhood and received almost no schooling in
that language. Therefore, they may not possess the explicit metalinguis-
tic knowledge that typically develops through literacy and the study of
language as an object.

We know that monolingual children’s ability to understand language
and to talk about language as an object, or metalinguistic awareness,
develops gradually during the pre-school years but clearly blooms when
children learn to read (Bialystok, 2001). We also know from research on
phonological, lexical, semantic and syntactic awareness that pre-school
bilingual children have been shown to be metalinguistically more
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sophisticated than monolingual children because these children implic-
itly focus on linguistic form early in linguistic development (for a
review and for counterarguments, see Bialystok, 2001.) However, the
types of ‘explicit’ metalinguistic awareness or knowledge required to
complete language tests typical of second language classrooms or
grammar courses (i.e., fill in blanks with the correct grammatical form,
choose the correct form of the verb or the right word given a context,
etc.) is developed and practised at school, when children work on their
literacy skills (reading and writing) and study language as an object in
language arts classes or in second language classrooms. Most of the
heritage speakers tested in this study – and particularly those five
individuals who scored the lowest on the proficiency measure – missed
the opportunity to develop literacy skills early in Spanish, and whatever
they know today is through reacquiring the language in a formal con-
text in college. Those that scored at the advanced level used Spanish
more often and had taken more classes in Spanish language and
literature than the lowest proficiency speakers, who were found in
intermediate language classes. Clearly, the speakers who performed at
the lowest levels did not have as much experience as the L2 learners
with explicit metalinguistic knowledge of grammar, spelling, reading
and writing in Spanish. Therefore, a proficiency test like the one admin-
istered, which relies on making grammatical and vocabulary choices,
might not be the best linguistic assessment tool for this particular
population.

The other possibility that I would like to consider is that heritage
speakers are in fact linguistically superior to L2 learners, even when, in
common with L2 learners, they do not reach the same criterial levels as
monolingually raised native speakers, particularly in speech, reading on
writing. While the proficiency test was not able to detect the linguistic
superiority of the low proficiency group, this was clearly demonstrated
by the acceptability judgement measure probing into very subtle areas
of linguistic knowledge that do not fall within the typical morpho-
syntactic structures taught and practised in language classrooms (i.e.,
gender and number nominal morphology, verb tenses, etc.). To the
extent that the instrument used to test unaccusativity can be said to tap
more ‘implicit’ than ‘explicit’ grammatical knowledge, knowledge that
is crucially not available to metalinguistic awareness, then it is safe to
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conclude that heritage speakers have very sophisticated linguistic
knowledge of syntax and semantics, even when the long-lasting effects
of reduced input in early childhood are obvious in other linguistic
domains (vocabulary, morphological errors, semantic interpretations,
etc.). The reason for this linguistic superiority must lie in yet another
crucial difference between heritage speakers and post-puberty second
language learners, such as age of acquisition and nature and timing of
input.

The critical period hypothesis, the notion that there is a matura-
tionally determined time in early childhood during which input is
crucial to develop linguistic skills, at least in L1 acquisition, had often
been invoked to explain why adult L2 learners rarely reach the level of
linguistic competence and performance of native speakers (see, among
many other’s Bley-Vroman, 1990; Johnson and Newport, 1991).
According to Meisel (1997; 2001), maturational mechanisms would
also explain that early bilinguals (our heritage speakers) have linguistic
knowledge that has been acquired early in childhood and through the
operation of Universal Grammar, whereas Universal Grammar is not
implicated at all in L2 acquisition. However, this explanation is not
satisfactory to explain all the results of the present study, since the long-
lasting effects of reduced input in one of the languages of bilinguals
during early childhood also has adverse effects in this population. As
argued by Hyltenstam (1992), Montrul (2002) and Hyltenstam and
Abrahamsson (2003), it appears that learning a language before puberty
is a necessary but not sufficient condition for successful attainment at
the native-speaker level. The pattern of responses assigned by the inter-
mediate and advanced heritage speakers in this study were very similar
to that of L2 learners and still differed significantly from that of mono-
linguals, at least quantitatively. It appears that the amount and nature of
input (in frequency and quality) plays a more decisive role in bilingual
acquisition than in monolingual acquisition, if these children are to
develop balanced proficiency or maintain the two languages to the 
same degree. Indeed, much research in early childhood bilingualism
has suggested that bilingual development is typically unbalanced, with
the weaker language developing very much like a second language, as
judged by processing delays, degree of fluency and types of language
errors made (Schlyter, 1993; Kohnert et al., 1999; Kohnert and Bates,
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2002). The results of the intermediate and advanced speakers presented
in this study and in others (Montrul, 2002; 2004b) suggest that unbal-
anced development during school age can have long-lasting effects on
the weaker language when these bilinguals reach adulthood.

At the same time, a key finding of this study is that it is timing of
input what appears to be crucial. Despite similarities in many areas of
linguistic performance, heritage speakers hear Spanish since birth,
whereas L2 learners do not typically receive exposure in this language
until after puberty. The low proficiency heritage speakers in the cur-
rent study were still superior in the type of linguistic representations
they manifested. This suggests that knowledge of the linguistic area
investigated here – a universal aspect of the syntax–semantics inter-
face – develops very early in life (before age 4), as different studies
with monolingual children have shown (Synder et al., 1995; van
Hout, 1996; Borer and Wexler, 1997; Bel, 2001). Assuming that her-
itage speakers hear and use more Spanish at home before entering
school, it is possible to suggest that knowledge of unaccusativity
develops then, at that early period, and this syntactic knowledge is not
particularly dependent on the development of literacy skills in the
school years.

The findings of this study confirm and complement the findings 
of a recent study by Au et al. (2002) on the advantage of receiving
input in a language early in childhood. Au et al. (2002) tested phono-
logical and morphosyntactic abilities of typical L2 learners of
Spanish (exposed to Spanish after age 14) and Spanish heritage
speakers of very limited proficiency in Spanish (even more limited
than the low proficiency speakers tested here), but who heard
Spanish spoken at home early in childhood. Results showed that the
heritage speakers performed significantly better than L2 learner and
closer to native speakers in the phonology and pronunciation test 
on voice-onset time (VOT) values, while performance on the mor-
phosyntactic instrument testing gender and number were similarly
inaccurate for the two groups. The authors concluded that even inter-
rupted acquisition during childhood can have long-lasting benefits 
in some linguistic areas, especially when heritage speakers are trying
to reacquire their family language in a second language class.
Similarly, the results of the present study show that in addition to
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phonology, early exposure to the language has an effect on aspects of
syntax and semantics that are typically not observable in sponta-
neous production, but can only be revealed by using the tools of
linguistic theory. This dormant advantage is, apparently, only observ-
able when we focus on those individuals with the lowest levels of
proficiency in the language.

IX Conclusions

In attempting to pinpoint vulnerable structural areas of grammatical
development, this study has shown that the phenomenon of unaccusativ-
ity is an ideal testing ground to examine how syntax and semantics are
differentially affected in L2 acquisition and incomplete acquisition.
Reduced input (in comparison with L1 input in L2 acquisition and L2
input in language attrition), type of input (written vs, oral, also literacy),
and frequency of use, among other cognitive factors, 
may conspire to promote these incomplete grammatical states when
compared with monolingual speakers in these acquisition and loss
situations. Intermediate and advanced L2 learners and heritage speakers
displayed comparably similar knowledge of the syntax and semantics of
unaccusativity, which suggests that at these levels of proficiency the lin-
guistic outcomes of these two situations appear to converge. Yet, impor-
tant differences between these two populations were revealed at the
lowest levels of proficiency tested, where the bilingual heritage speakers
displayed a significant linguistic advantage. 

Although generative approaches to second language acquisition
have often been criticized for not having pedagogical implications,
this study shows that linguistic theory as applied to L2 acquisition and
adult early bilinguals could become crucial to inform the construction
of linguistic instruments for identifying measurable differences and
similarities between these different types of bilinguals, and perhaps to
devise more subtle diagnostic tools to understand the specific types of
linguistic knowledge that heritage speakers have or lack. In this 
way, practitioners will be in a better position to address the many
linguistic and pedagogical needs of heritage speakers and second
language learners, especially when they find themselves in the same
second language class.
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