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1. New migrations and L2 acquisition: An introduction

1.1.The variable “literacy”

Low literacy and schooling rates are a significant factor among adults in the recent
migration towards Europe, and to Italy. A large percentage of new migrants, in fact, come
from poor and rural regions of the world, not rarely torn apart by conflict, such as Sub-
Saharan Africa or South Asia. These areas are widely characterised by poor access to
school, early school leaving or poor-quality education: according to UNESCQO’s estimates
(as of 2016), more than three quarters of the roughly 750 million worldwide illiterate
adults (two-thirds of whom women) are concentrated precisely in these parts of the world
(cf. UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2017a, 2017b).

Against this scenario, the lack of second language acquisition (SLA) research on this
population of learners is surprising. Even a quick look at the indexes of the most important
applied linguistics journals or the programmes of the main conferences in the SLA field
immediately reveals that the overwhelming majority of research concerns educated and
literate learners (cf. Arnett 2008; Plonsky 2016; Young-Scholten forthcoming). In
contrast, attention to the role that illiteracy or poor literacy in the learners’ mother tongue
(L1) play in the acquisition of the grammar of the second language (L.2) is still peripheral,
if not almost non-existent in SLA research.

This lack of attention to the role of L1 illiteracy — and, more in general, to the
sociolinguistic variables characterising the condition of migration — is problematic at the
theoretical level. To what extent, in fact, can research based on samples of convenience
in which individuals belong compactly to the so-called WEIRD population (Western,
educated, industrialized, rich, democratic, Henrich et al. 2010) be considered
representative? Working with biased samples necessarily undermines the reliability of the
research results (cf. Plonsky 2016; Plonsky and Derrik 2016). This methodological
problem has long attracted the attention of researchers. At least since the early 2000s,
Tarone and colleagues have repeatedly pointed out that an adequate theory of SLA should
account for the acquisition process of illiterate and low-literate adults (Tarone and

Bigelow 2005; Tarone et al. 2007, 2009). However, as recent calls for replication of SLA



studies with non-WEIRD participant samples reveal', this issue still needs to be
addressed.

Yet, there exists in Europe an important tradition of studies on the acquisition of L2
by adults with a low formal schooling background. These adult learners were temporary
workers from southern Europe, Northern Africa and Turkey who had immigrated since
the early 1970s to the highly literate countries of Western Europe (Becker et al. 1977,
Clahsen et al. 1983, 1991; Klein and Perdue 1997; Perdue 1993). The end of this research

season corresponded to the loss of social relevance in SLA studies:

Four decades ago when second language acquisition (SLA) began to emerge as a field of
inquiry in its own right and ceased to be a branch of foreign language pedagogy, such learners
were the focus of several major studies. In the 1970s and early 1980s, a series of publications
emerged from a radical new line of research whose focus was on the most disadvantaged of all
L2 learners: working class adult immigrants past the age of compulsory schooling. In West
Germany and other northern European countries post-Second-World-War labour shortages led to
recruitment of unskilled/semi-skilled temporary workers from southern Europe, Morocco and
Turkey. Visas were for limited stays and L2 classes were therefore not offered. The study of these
uninstructed or ‘naturalistic’ L2 learners planted seeds for socially relevant research on the
acquisition of linguistic competence, but these seeds have never properly germinated in
generative SLA. Those outside of generative SLA circles express similar views. [...] This is
unfortunate because in post-industrialized countries there are now many more adults who fit the

profile of those studied in 1970s West Germany. (Young-Scholten 2013: 442)

As a matter of fact, studies on non-literate adult learners are at the present marginal
in the field of SLA. The little existing research is mainly carried out by scholars involved
in the international association LESLLA (Literacy Education and Second Language
Learning for Adults, www.leslla.org). In this context there is consensus that low- or non-

literate adult migrants acquire L2 linguistic competence more slowly compared with

! For instance, in early 2019, Sible Andringa and Aline Godfroid, through the Language Learning journal,
called for replications of SLA studies with non-academic participant samples “to examine the
generalizability of second language acquisition [...] research findings”
(https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/lang.12338), while one of the symposia at the next AILA
(Association Internationale de Linguistique Appliquée) conference (Groningen, August 2020) is
significantly entitled “Convenient samples and inconvenient truths” (https://www.eventure-
online.com/eventure/login.form?Uf7d080¢8-98a4-48ad-b7f4-0c302630dd35#).




educated adults, but there are divided views on the nature of the relationship between L1
literacy and L2 acquisition (e.g. Tarone et al. 2009; Young-Scholten and Strom 2006).
Slow acquisition, in fact, may result from low- or non-literacy or from other factors
related to or deriving from literacy, such as, respectively, low exposure to the target
language in contexts of social marginalisation or low or no access to written texts (e.g.
newspapers or other written texts of daily use which typically increase the input in
contexts of linguistic immersion). In fact, at the moment we can only speak for certain of
a positive correlation between lack of alphabetical skills and low acquisition of L2.
Whether or not this correlation can be described as a causal relationship has yet to be
shown on the basis of new studies in which the variables involved (at least, literacy,
schooling, exposure to the target language) are kept separate.

In short, more research is needed and it is also necessary for it to involve different
L2s. Most LESLLA studies on SLA, in fact, are dedicated to L2 English (see Tarone
2010; Tarone and Bigelow 2005, 2007; Tarone et al. 2009; Vainikka and Young-Scholten
2007; Vainikka et al. 2017; Young-Scholten and Strom 2006) and L2 Dutch (e.g., Julien
et al. 2016; Oldenkamp 2013; Sanders et al. 2014; Van de Craats 2011), two languages
that are closely linked, because of the researchers involved, to the very foundation of the
association, which can be set at the first meeting in Tilburg 2005 (van de Craats et al.
2006). In addition to this nucleus, new studies have emerged in the last years which
involved L2 Finnish (Tammelin-Laine 2014, 2015; Tammelin-Laine and Martin 2016)
and L2 Greek (Janko 2018, 2019; Janko et al. 2019; see also Kosmidis et al. 2006).

As for Italy, during the last decades, research has provided wide descriptions of L2
Italian acquisition paths and learners’ morphosyntax, drawing an accurate picture of the
L2 Italian grammar. Important aspects of such research activity have been the corpus-
based character, which has allowed the systematic analysis of a substantial amount of

data®, and the attention to non-guided contexts of acquisition, that is, to the acquisition

2Cf.in particular the databank of the Pavia Project (Andorno 2001), which is the basis of most research on
L2 Italian to which I will refer in this work. Other important corpora of L2 Italian which collect oral and/or
written texts are: ADIL2 — Archivio Digitale di Italiano L2 (Universita per Stranieri di Siena, cf. Palermo
2005, 2009), LIPS — Lessico Italiano Parlato di Stranieri (Universita per Stranieri di Siena,
<http://www.parlaritaliano.it/index.php/it/corpora-di-parlato/653-corpus-lips>, cf. Gallina and Barni
2009), Corpus parlato di italiano L2 (Osservatorio sull’italiano di stranieri e sull’italiano parlato all’estero,
Universita per Stranieri di Perugia, <http://elearning.unistrapg.it/osservatorio/Corpora.html, cf. Atzori and
Spina 2009), Italiano scritto L2 (University of Salerno, http://www.parlaritaliano.it/index.php/it/corpora-
di-parlato/662-corpus-italiano-scritto-12, cf. Turco and Voghera 2010) VALICO — Varieta Apprendimento




outside the classroom (cf. Chini forthc.; Giacalone Ramat et al. 2013 for summaries of
this research). In particular, since the 1980s and for a timespan of about twenty years, the
researchers involved in the Pavia Project have collected, transcribed and analysed in the
light of the functionalist-typological framework the interlanguages of a group of (mainly)
adult immigrants who were acquiring L2 Italian in exclusively or predominantly
naturalistic contexts (Andorno and Bernini 2003). Important collections of the results of
such research activity are Bernini and Giacalone Ramat (1990) and Giacalone Ramat
(2003a), to which I will refer frequently in the next chapters.

None of the studies on L2 Italian, however, has assumed learners’ literacy in L1 (or
in an early learnt language) as an explicit variable in data collection and analysis®. As a
consequence, the role that this factor plays on the acquisition of L2 Italian morphosyntax
has so far remained unexplored®.

The research on the acquisition of morphosyntax by low- or non-literate learners
which will be described in the following chapters represents a first effort to fill this gap.
It is part of the broader research and pedagogical activity on adult and young adult
migrants carried out at the School of Italian language for Foreigners of the University of

Palermo.

1.2. ItaStra: The School of Italian for Foreigners of Palermo

ItaStra is the School of Italian language for Foreigners of the University of Palermo, in
Sicily, that is, the Italian region on the Mediterranean Sea which is the most involved in

the migrant welcome system.

Lingua Italiana Corpus Online (University of Torino, <http://www.valico.org/>, cf. Corino and Marello
2017).

3 Asfaras I know, the only systematic study which assumes (types of) L1 literacy as a variable is Maftia
and De Meo (2015) on the development of L2 prosodic competence in Senegalese learners with low levels
of literacy. They proposed that this competence is influenced by the different educational models of
Senegal, in particular the French schools, where writing and reading practices are encouraged, and the
Quranic schools, where speaking and listening skills are practiced mainly through the recitation of the
Quran (cf. 3.3).

* On the other hand, important results have been achieved in the reflection on teaching practices to develop
oral and writing skills in migration contexts. Cf. Borri et al. (2014) and Minuz et al. (2016) on syllabus and
descriptors for the pre-A1l levels not included in the CEFR (Common European Framework of Reference
for Languages) and the multimedia project Ponti di parole (www.pontidiparole.com), aimed at learners
with little or no literacy (ItaStra 2016-2017).




In Palermo regularly reside about 26.000 foreign residents (25.974 on January 1st,
2019, that is 3,9% of local population). Almost 80% of the migrant population is 18-64
years (38,6% 30-44 years). The most numerous countries of origin are Bangladesh,
Romania, Ghana, Sri Lanka, Morocco, Philippines. Most of them arrived in Italy as
adults, mainly from areas of the world with low literacy rates, and have never been
included in the Italian school system. The reasons for exclusion from education are to be
found in part in the exiguity and low quality of the local public language courses for
adults, but also in the foreign residents’ special needs related to their timetables, the
difficulty to attend mixed courses (i.e. male and female) due to cultural reasons, the need
to care for young children (D’ Agostino and Sorce 2016: 12).

In recent years, in addition to the middle-/long-term resident population, an equally
articulated population of newcomers has arrived by sea, often in very dramatic conditions;
they are hosted in the numerous hosting centres in the city area. While highly
heterogeneous (minors, refugees, victims of the human trafficking), this new population
is for various reason to be considered as socially “vulnerable”, not least because of the
frequent lack of school skills and literacy in L1.

Since 2012, ItaStra has dedicated considerable efforts in organising language and
literacy courses for the local migrant population, both the newly arrived and middle-
/long-time residents. Based on agreements with city and national authorities and various
European funding support over the years, migrant learners — a fairly new typology for
classes held at universities — have been offered specific literacy paths and/or they have
been involved in regular language courses, side by side with the more usual learners, such
as international students, PhD students, visiting scholars and professionals. This choice
responds to both ethical needs of social inclusion and linguistic needs, as it ensures rich
and articulated linguistic input and increases the opportunities for using the target
language by learners typically living in contexts of little or non-exposure (Amoruso et al.
2015; Amoruso and D’Agostino 2017).

In this context, in parallel with the pedagogical effort addressed to migrants’ linguistic
education, several lines of research have been developed, which articulate from different
perspectives the issue of language and/in migration. The first line of research has

developed along the sociolinguistic tradition in which the initial group of researchers of

> Data from the Istituto Nazionale di Statistica (ISTAT), cf. http://dati.istat.it/.



the School is placed. Along this line, particular attention is dedicated to the linguistic
dynamics characterising new migration, plurilingualism and techniques to promote
learners’ linguistic repertoires, such as linguistic autobiography and narration as an
interactional process (cf. inter al. Amenta and Paternostro 2019; D’ Agostino 2013, 2017a,
2017b, 2017¢c; D’ Agostino and Amoruso forthc.; De Fina et al. forthc.; Di Benedetto et
al. 2017).

A second line of research is linked to the updating of teaching practices and tools in
migration contexts (see in particular ItaStra 2016-2017) and, related to this, to the teacher
training (Arcuri and Mocciaro 2014, forthc.; Arcuri et al. 2015, 2017)6.

The attention to the relationship between literacy and second language has developed
along two main lines. A first area of research investigates literacy, learners’
multilingualism and the interaction of such factors with the cognitive processes which are
claimed to be related to language acquisition, such as phonological memory and
metalinguistic awareness (Amoruso 2018).

In the second area of research, within which this work is placed, the focus shifts from
the cognitive processes to the second language forms and the functions they encode. In
this area, an increasing amount of data on migrants’ interlanguages has been collected
over the years which largely resulted from interviews carried out for preliminary studies
(e.g. Mocciaro 2019 and forthcoming). A new data collection, specifically designed for
the research on migrants’ L2 morphosyntax, has expanded this original nucleus. It
consists in the recordings and transcriptions of the speech of twenty young adult migrants,
both literate and low-/non-literate, during thirteen months of their life in Palermo. The
longitudinal character of data collection was aimed at capturing different stages of
development of learners’ interlanguages. The objective of this data collection was to

create the conditions for:

— verifying whether the existing descriptions of L2 Italian morphosyntax — in

particular, those resulting from the functionalist approach — also allow us to

% The training addressed to teachers and other professionals working with migrants is, in fact, increasingly
central to the activity of ItaStra. It is worth mentioning the longstanding collaboration with the CPIAs
(Territorial Centres for Adult Education) of Palermo (D’Agostino and Sorce 2016) and the wide training
activities carried out in the last years in the context of the AMIF project “La forza della lingua” (D’ Agostino
2018).



describe the route, rate and end-state of the acquisition process followed by
low-/non-literate learners;

— verifying whether any aspects of the learners’ interlanguages can be
interpreted in the light of current theoretical insights on the role of literacy in
SLA;

— providing material for future comparison with the research products on other

L2s acquired by such learner population.

The work is organised in two main parts. In the first part (Chapters 2-4), I introduce the
theoretical and methodological background against which the research has developed.

In Chapter 2, an overview of the main European studies on language acquisition by
adult migrants is presented (2.1); the attention is focused in particular on the functionalist-
typological framework of the basic variety (2.2), the Italian studies which are the starting
point of my research (2.3) and some related models of description (2.4).

In Chapter 3, the focus shifts to different traditions of studies that have addressed
literacy at various levels. After a quick overview of the classical linguistic perspective on
the relationship between writing and oral language (3.1), the classical anthropological
perspective is described (3.2); while this postulated dramatic cognitive effects arising
from literacy vs. illiteracy, other studies, carried out within the same discipline and in
social psychology, substantially reduced the scope of these consequences; in (3.3),
LESLLA studies are described and the main trends within these research field are
distinguished, i.e. the cognitive trend (3.3.1) and the linguistic trend (3.3.2).

Chapter 4 deals with the issue of new learners and the old and new variables at work
(4.1). In 4.2, T will describe learners’ languages and, in particular, the typological
diversification of such languages and learners’ multilingual repertoires (4.2.1) and the
role of the L1s in the second language acquisition process (4.2.2); in 4.3, I will discuss
the role of exposure to the target language and the features of the input to which learners
are exposed.

The second part of the work (Chapters 5-7) is dedicated to the description of the
research and its results.

In Chapter 5, after describing the context in which the research has developed, that

is, ItaStra and its research activity (5.1), I report on the construction of the corpus (5.2),



namely the selection of participants (5.2.1), the sessions of data collection (5.2.2), as well
as the difficulties related to the work with this specific population of learners (5.2.3) and,
finally, the criteria for archiving and transcribing data (5.3).

Chapter 6 is dedicated to the description and analysis of learners’ interlanguages
during the thirteen months of the survey, focusing the attention on the development of
their verbal system (6.1). After summarising the essential migrants’ life experience in this
timespan (6.2), an outline of the target language system is provided (6.3). Data analysis
is carried out in 6.4; the attention in mainly paid to the way in which learners encode
notional categories for which they didn’t yet acquire or are in the process of acquiring the
target morphology. The results of the analysis are summarised and discussed in 6.5 and
suggest that, under similar conditions of exposure to the target language, low-/non-literate
learners develop the same verbal morphosyntax as literate learners.

The approach adopted brought to the light specific interlanguage constructions, to
which Chapter 7 is dedicated. We are dealing with analytical solutions involving
functional elements such as copula, auxiliaries or light verbs which learners select to
encode grammatical functions which are instead entrusted to inflectional morphology in
the target language (7.1). The existence of such constructions has been previously
observed in the reference literature on L2 Italian (and other L2s) morphosyntax (7.2);
however, taking into account the variable literacy, data analysis now shows that the
incidence of such constructions is greater in low-/non-literate learners’ interlanguages
than in literate learners, both in quantitative terms and in terms of stability through time
(7.3); in 7.4 and 7.5, the forms and the functions of the interlanguage constructions are
discussed in further detail, as well as the meaning of their component parts, which are
claimed to undergo grammaticalisation; functional words occurring in the input have
higher phonological salience compared to bound morphemes and this contributes to
explain why learners early acquire such forms, especially learners who can only rely on
aural stimuli, that is, learners who cannot access the written input (7.6). This does not
configure a different acquisition path, nor it signals different cognitive processes at work;
it is just a specific way to grammar, fully consistent with what may happen in all natural
languages and which does not alter nor slow down the overall path of construction of the
L2.

These conclusions are summarised in Chapter 8.



The last section of the work contains the transcriptions of learners’ speech. Rather
than an appendix to the work, it is conceived of as an integral part of it because it meets
one of the main objectives of research, namely the construction of a corpus data. For this

reason, it precedes references.



2. Studies on L2 acquisition by adult migrants

2.1. European studies on adult immigrants

Since the time of the great economic expansion after the Second World War, Central-
Western Europe became a major destination of migration flows from Southern Europe
and from outside Europe, in particular from North Africa and from Turkey. Between the
early 1950s and the early 1970s, the total number of foreigner workers in Europe
increased from around 4 million to 10 million. In Germany, the main destination for
migrants, foreigner workers (the so called Gastarbeiter ‘guest workers’) increased from
0.6 to 11.2%: they were 3 million at the beginning of 1970s. The oil crisis of 1973 and
the subsequent global recession provoked more restrictive immigration policies and a
drastic reduction in the recruitment of foreigner workers. Migration flow, however, did
not stop (Bettin and Cela 2014; Corti 2003).

As aresult of the dense presence of immigrant workers, an increasing interest towards
second language acquisition by such learner population developed in the 1970s and
1980s. Immigrant workers often had low levels of school experience in their countries
and, on the other hand, were unlikely to receive L2 courses in immigration countries
because of their frequent status as temporary workers. A summary of the main large-scale

projects on adult immigrants is in Table 1.

Study L1/L2 Subjects Type of study
Heidelberger Pidgin Projekt L1 Italian, Spanish 48 adults cross-sectional
(Becker et al. 1977) L2 German
ZISA (Zweitspracherwerb L1 Italian, Portuguese, 45 adults cross-sectional
italienischer, portugiesischer Spanish 12 adults 2 years longitudinal
und spanischer Arbeiter) L2 German
(Clahsen et al. 1983; Meisel et al. 1981)
ESF (European Science Foundation) L1 multiple, 40 adults 2 Y5 years
(Klein and Perdue 1992; Perdue 1993) L2 multiple longitudinal
LexLern (Lernbarkeitstheorie und L1 Korean, Turkish 17 adults cross-sectional
lexikalisches Lernen) L1 Spanish 7 learners
(Clahsen et al. 1991) L2 German

Table 1. Studies on adult immigrants (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 2011: 113, adapted)’

7 Vainikka and Young-Scholten (2011: 113) include in the Table other studies on the acquisition of German
by immigrants based on cross-sectional data collections from adult migrants, namely: 1) data collected for

10



The earliest research on immigrant learners was the Heidelberger Pidgin Projekt
(Becker et al. 1977), a cross-sectional study which involved 48 adult foreign manual
workers in Germany, 24 with L1 Italian and 24 with L1 Spanish. They were in Germany
from 2 to 6 years and were acquiring German naturalistically. Their exposure to the target
language, however, was poor because of the conditions of marginalisation characterising
the migration experience. The hypothesis informing the research project was that the
immigrant population was developing a pidgin. To verify this idea, data on learners’
speech were elicited through oral conversations; then, based on the analysis of a
succession of one hundred utterances produced by each learner, learners were arranged
on four levels of proficiency. The lowest group presented a pre-morphosyntactic
utterance organisation, that is, utterances lacking verb and argument structure; the
subsequent levels showed a continuum of acquisition of the verbal forms similar to that
observable in all learners (namely, main verb > copula > modal > auxiliary). Different
rates of acquisition were traced back to sociolinguistic variables, such as degree of
interaction with native speakers, type of job, location of residence, age at arrival, etc.
While learners with a high level of early schooling acquired German at different degrees,
low-schooled learners almost always were placed at the lowest proficiency group. As
pointed out by Young-Scholten (2013: 444-445; Vainikka and Young-Scholten 2011),
one aspect that deserves special attention, especially in the light of subsequent studies, is
the presence of specific sub-patterns in learners with the lowest levels of early education.
Specifically, some of these learners used the modal muss ‘must’ to mark tense (Ich muss
gesehen ‘1 must see:PST.PTCP - I saw it’) and the overgeneralisation of this form was
said to result from its high frequency in the input learners received in the workplace. We
now know that similar patterns are found in other L2s, namely in Dutch (van de Craats
and van Hout 2010; Julien et al. 2016; Starren 2001) and in Italian (Bernini 1989, 2005);
I will come back to this in Chapter 7.

A second key project which dealt with the acquisition of L2 German by migrant
workers was the Zweitspracherwerb italienischer, portugiesischer und spanischer

Arbeiter (ZISA, see Clahsen et al. 1983; Meisel et al. 1981). ZISA was conducted at the

the study reported in Von Stutterheim’s (1986) on the acquisition of the temporal system, which involved
20 L1 Turkish adult learners; these data were made available to LexLern; 2) data collected for the study in
Dimroth (2002), on the acquisition of topic-related additive words (e.g. noch ‘also, another’), which
involved 40 learners with L1 Russian, Croatian, Turkish.

11



University of Wuppertal (West Germany) and was aimed at analysing the acquisition of
word order in L2 German. The research was based on cross-sectional data from 45
subjects, 20 with L1 Italian, 19 with L1 Spanish and 6 with L1 Portuguese, whose oral
productions were collected using interviewing techniques, and longitudinal data from
other 12 learners who were interviewed at fortnightly intervals over a period of two years.
Subsequent work also included Turkish learners (Clahsen and Muysken 1986). The ZISA
study brought to the light a common path of acquisition for all learners, which starts from
the canonical, that is non-marked SVO (the word order in declarative sentences) and
proceeds along the diverse specific patterns (adverb preposing, verb separation, inversion,
verb end) making up the complex system of the target language, although many of the
learners failed to reach the most advanced stages (inversion and verb end). Despite the
commonality of this path of development, some variation has been observed. First, while
L1 Romance learners began with SVO, Turkish learners initially used a different order
reflecting their L1 (SOV) (Pienemann et al. 1988). Second, two groups of learners were
identified. One group moved slowly along the path, shifting to a new stage only when the
previous one was entirely consolidated, thus showing a “standard” orientation that
favoured accuracy in supplying grammatical morphemes, while the other group moved
on quickly showing a “simplifying” orientation that favoured communicative
effectiveness at the expenses of morphological accuracy (Clahsen et al. 1983). As Tarone
etal. (2013: 188; cf. also 2009) note, “one must wonder whether literacy level might have
been a key factor in differentiating these two learner groups”.

Second language acquisition by adult immigrants (Klein and Perdue 1992; Perdue
1993) was a large-scale study carried out between 1981 and 1988 in five different
European countries (France, Germany, Sweden, The Netherlands, UK). It was directed
by the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics of Nijmegen under the auspices of the
European Science Foundation (ESF, hence the abbreviation by which it is most often
referred to). The research involved 40 adult learners with six different L1s who were
acquiring five different European L2s naturalistically. For each target language (TL), two
L1 groups of four subjects have been observed: TL English & L1 Punjabi, Italian; TL
German -> L1 Italian, Turkish; TL Dutch - L1 Turkish, Arabic; TL French - L1
Arabic, Spanish; TL Sweden = L1 Spanish, Finnish. Data collection was longitudinal

and lasted 30 months; during this period, learners were tested at regular intervals through
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different techniques, e.g. personal narratives, describing a picture or telling a film clip
(namely, C. Chaplin’s Modern Times). Different tasks favoured the elicitation of different
types of data, for instance the analysis of temporality was mainly based on personal
narratives, utterance organisation on story retelling, spatiality on picture descriptions; all
data, however, were cross-checked (Perdue 1993). The project — and the subsequent
extensive research activity — was inspired by a function-to-form methodology, that is, it
aimed at investigating how certain notional categories or functions (e.g. time, space, etc.)
were encoded by learners from one stage to another of their path of acquisition (cf. von
Stutterheim and Klein 1987). This also implied working with different linguistic levels
simultaneously, as for instance the same notion of “time” can be encoded by word order
(sequences of words iconically reproducing sequences of events), lexical items (e.g.
adverbs: tomorrow I go to Prague) or morphosyntax (I’ll go to Prague) at different stages
of the acquisition path (cf. Bardovi-Harlig 2015). The most durable result of the research
conducted in such theoretical context surely was the elaboration of Klein and Perdue’s
(1992, 1997) theory of the “basic variety”, which will be described in Section 2.

The last project, in chronological order, to be mentioned is LexLern (Clahsen et al.
1991), carried out at the University of Diisseldorf in the last 1980s; it was headed by
Harald Clahsen and funded by DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft). The project
involved 17 learners with L1 Korean and Turkish and 7 learners with L1 Spanish who
were acquiring German without classroom. Data were collected through interviewing
techniques and tasks designed to elicit sentence types enabling the examination of
subjects, verb placement, and person and number marking (Vainikka and Young-
Scholten 1994, 1996, 2011). Data collected for LexLern contributed to the first definition
of the stages of acquisition under the Vainikka and Young-Scholten’s Organic Grammar
approach, which will be described in Chapter 3.

As Young-Scholten (2013: 445) observed in reviewing the European tradition on
second language acquisition by adult immigrants, all these studies show that there is a
correlation between the immigrants’ low socio-economic stratum and the stage of
development of their morphosyntax; in addition, participants were sometimes reported to
have a limited school experience. No explicit information, however, is given about

learners’ literacy in their L1s (or other early learnt languages).
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2.2. The theory of the “basic variety”

Based on the results of the ESF project, Klein and Perdue (1997=K&P), proposed an
influential description of the organisational principles governing the structure and the
development of the interlanguages. The focus of this description is the notion of “basic
variety” which has been described in the article “The Basic Variety (or: Couldn’t natural
languages be much simpler?)”, published on a special issue of the journal Second
Language Research in 1997.

The starting point for elaborating their theory was the observation that all forty
learners involved in the ESF project developed, after some time, a stable linguistic system

that:

- seemed to be determined by the interaction of a small number of organizational
principles,

- was largely (though not totally) independent of the specifics of source and target language
organization,

- was simple, versatile and highly efficient for most communicative purposes. (K&P: 303)

Starting from this simple yet structured initial stage, the interlanguages can develop
along a series of successive varieties, whose internal organisation is highly systematic, as
is the passage from one variety to another. However, for a third of the ESF learners the
basic stage was the final point of the L2 acquisition and only vocabulary and fluency
increased later on. Klein and Perdue interpret this basic system as the very core of all
fully fledged languages; it represents “a particular natural and transparent interaction
between function and form in human language” (K&P: 304). It is not a poor imitation of
the target language, but an autonomous system, largely independent of both source and
target languages and, hence, error-free by definition. Other languages are just different
results of the same acquisition process in which learners stopped acquiring simply
because their varieties and the input became identical.

Apparently, Klein and Perdue’s model is theoretically similar to Selinker’s (1972)
description of the interlanguage as an independent language system, but differently from
Selinker’s proposal, the basic variety theory includes a highly systematic analysis of the

structural properties governing learner varieties and, hence, it is more rigorous at the
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methodological level (Perdue 1993) or — we could claim — it operationalises a general
theoretical proposal.

The structural properties characterising the basic variety constitute a well-defined and
recurrent set of features which can be found in learners’ productions irrespective of their
L1s and the target languages they are acquiring.

To start with, lexicon is essentially made up by a set of open-class items and a handful
of closed class items, namely noun-like and verb-like items, some adjectives and adverbs,
a minimal system of pronominal means to refer to the speech act participants and to the
third person referents, a few quantifiers, negation, a few (typically overgeneralised)
prepositions (K&P: 312; see also Dietrich 1989 a, 1989b).

Utterances show a non-finite organisation, that is, they are organised around verbs

and their arguments, but the verbs occur in a non-finite, that is “basic” form:

There is no inflection in the BV, hence no marking of case, number, gender, tense, aspect,
agreement by morphology. Thus, lexical items typically occur in one invariant form. It
corresponds to the stem, the infinitive or the nominative in the target language; but it can also
be a form which would be an inflected form in the target language. Occasionally, a word
shows up in more than one form, but this (rare) variation does not seem to have any functional

value: the learners simply try different phonological variants. (K&P: 311)

Since verbs and nouns occur in an invariant form, information about temporality,
aspect, modality, person, number and gender is conveyed by non-inflectional means, that
is, lexical items such as quantifiers (e.g. ‘three’ to express the plural of an uninflected
noun), adverbs (‘yesterday’ to express past tense instead of a non-finite verb) or boundary
markers to express the beginning or the end of a situation (e.g. work finish ‘after work’,
K&P: 321).

Non-finite utterance organisation may be governed by pragmatic or semantic
principles. Before the basic variety emerges, the organisation of the words in the utterance
(i.e., word order) is only guided by information needs, e.g. topic-focus and/or given-new
distinctions. In the basic variety, semantic-syntactic organisational principles prevail (but
pragmatic principles may coexist); in fact, the position of the (argument-like) nouns
depends on their degree of control (i.e., agentivity) on the event, according to the principle

that “[t]he NP-referent with highest control comes first”, that is, in initial position (K&P:
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315). When the argument structure stabilises, this utterance organisation becomes a clear
agent-verb-patient > subject-verb-object word order (Perdue and Klein 1993; see also
Jordens 1997). Hence, we are dealing with the very first appearance of the L2 grammar
which, irrespective of the organisational principles of the source® and the target
languages’, is mainly governed by semantic and lexical(-syntactic) (that is, lexical
encoding of grammatical categories) principles.

In a nutshell, the basic variety has to be counted among the natural languages. As a
consequence, according to K&P it must be kept distinct from other similar constructs,
such as Binckerton’s (1990) “protolanguage” or Givon’s (1979: 102, 1984-1990)
“pragmatic mode” which, however, are important forerunners of the theory. In particular,
Givon (1979) described two extreme communication modes, the pragmatic mode and the
syntactic mode; the first one is found in child language, in second languages and in the
pidgins. Givon’s theoretical framework is a functionalist one and considers linguistic
forms as deriving from the functions they play in speakers’ discourse through
grammaticalisation processes. In this perspective, speakers gradually acquire the
syntactic mode (while, however, retaining the first pragmatic one) through a path of

grammaticalisation. What differentiates the pragmatic mode from the basic variety is the

8 According to other researchers, learners’ L1 does exert a role in the very initial stages of acquisition, for
instance in word order. In an article published in the same special issue where K&P appeared, Schwartz
(1997: 393) proposed that the L1 grammar “is the first ‘way station’ for TL [target language] input data,
imposing analyses on them and thus potentially deriving analyses quite distinct from those of the TL native
speaker”. For instance, she claims, Punjabi and Turkish learners of English and German use their L1 word
order (SVO) in their early basic varieties, while Moroccan Arabic learners used their L1 SVO order. Similar
observations are in Vainikka and Young-Scholten (1996); they reported on Turkish and Korean learners of
L2 German who produced utterance-final verbs and, in contrast, learners with L1 Italian and Spanish who
produced verb-initial utterances; both cases showed the L1’s influence (SOV and SVO, respectively). These
observations can be surely acceptable and may eventually rearticulate the description of the very initial
phases of the acquisition path. They do not undermine, however, the theoretical validity of the whole
construct, as a certain amount of L1 influence is in fact recognised in K&P approach. For instance, they
observe that the L1 may influence word formation and, in particular, the relative order in hierarchical
compounds of head and complement; although in the basic variety this order frequently reflects that of the
corresponding target language, learners’ L1s may interact in many contexts (K&P: 312). In the typological
perspective, this the order of constituents in word formation may correlate with syntactic word order (see
in particular Gaeta 2008).

? Also the hypothesis that the target language does not play any role should be scaled down. In general, as
the observations on word formation in fn. 8 show, K&P’s do not consider the structure of the target language
be inconsequential. However, the role of the target language could be more extensive than they postulated.
For instance, their claim that, because of semantic reasons, a basic agent-V-patient emerges in all the initial
varieties has been criticised by both Schwartz (1997) and, from a typologically-informed framework, by
Comrie (1997), who observed that all the target languages involved were in fact SVO languages and, hence,
they could have favoured this tendency. The same holds true for L2 Italian, as observed by Banfi and
Bernini (2003) and as also my data confirm (see Chapter 6, Section 4.2).
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very poor structure of the first, which lacks a stable syntax or clear distinctions between
lexical classes and is, instead, entirely governed by information principles, such as given-
new distinctions. Givon’s pragmatic mode, then, resembles more the stage preceding the
emergence of the basic variety, that is, it describes a pre-basic variety (Klein et al. 1993;
Perdue 1996). However, the idea of a systematic progression from a pre-morphosyntactic

organisation towards a morphosyntactic organisation is shared by both approaches.

2.3. Italian research on second language acquisition: the functionalist framework

A substantial part of the Italian SLA research, and certainly the more systematic in terms
of methodology and results, has been carried out by the researchers of the Pavia Project,
a cross-university project directed by the university of Pavia in the late 1980s (but
continued later on, in the following decade, after its official end)'’. As for its theoretical
and methodological premises, the project was inspired to the European Science
Foundation Project and, hence, adopted the notion of basic variety elaborated by Klein
and Perdue (1992, 1997; Perdue 1993). The numerous studies produced within the
project, which covered extensive areas of L2 morphosyntax and pragmatics (cf. Chini
forthc.; Giacalone Ramat et al. 2013 for an overview), have mainly been corpus-based
analyses of qualitative type.

The Pavia corpus consists of both cross-sectional and longitudinal data, collected in
a timeframe of twenty years, from the late 1980s to the early 2000s, in the context of
different studies. Data were elicited through diverse techniques, among which narration
tasks, picture descriptions and, above all, interviews. Data collection involved numerous
adult learners over the years; however, the databank of the project only includes the
twenty learners whose speech was entirely transcribed (Andorno 2001; Andorno and
Bernini 2003). These twenty learners were between 12 and 31 years old (most of them,
i.e. 11 learners, between 20 and 31), had different L1s, different levels of education and
had arrived in Italy for different reasons: a better job opportunity, a religious training,

family reunification, flight from war. They were acquiring Italian in a naturalistic way,

10 The other universities involved were Bergamo, Milano Bicocca, Torino, Trento, Vercelli, Verona, Siena
Stranieri (Giacalone Ramat 2003a: 13).
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through interaction with native speakers, although the conditions of exposure varied in
terms of frequency and quality of the input. Moreover, most of them had followed or were
following Italian courses, although the school input was limited compared to the
naturalistic one and, for this reason, they were considered as naturalistic learners
(Andorno and Bernini 2003: 31).

The research activity of the Pavia Project is placed in the functionalist framework
according to which the functions determine the forms and language systems consist in
function-to-form mappings (Cooreman and Kilborn 1991: 197). In this theoretical
perspective, linguistic description should account for: a) the grammatical forms, b) the
semantic functions (e.g. semantic roles, temporality and aspect etc.) and the pragmatic
functions (e.g. topic/focus relationships) encoded by the grammatical forms, and c) the
mechanisms governing the grammatical expression of these functions (Giacalone Ramat
2003a: 18; Tomlin 1990).

On this background, the first analyses within the project focused on the morphological
development of nouns and verbs (e.g. the studies collected in Bernini and Giacalone

Ramat 1990) and adopted a bidirectional form-to-function approach:

These analyses have tried to follow the emergence of a grammatical form in the interlanguage
and the gradual specialisation of its function, inspired to the form-to-function approach, but they
also have considered it necessary to take into consideration the function-to-form direction that
starts from a conceptual domain (temporality, modality) and examines the different encodings in
the lexicon and grammar in the light of the context and the pragmatic values. (Giacalone Ramat

2003a: 20, translation EM)

This approach brought to the light regular patterns, in various language domains, in
the path of development of L2 Italian, which are largely consistent with the research
results on other L2s (Giacalone Ramat 2003a: 21). A case in point is the research on the
expression of temporality, started from the earliest stages of the project and which has
produced very important and stable results (see Giacalone Ramat 2002; Banfi and Bernini
2003, inter al.). This research has not only confirmed the existence of a structured
progression of stages of acquisition, as suggested by other European research, but it has
also highlighted specific acquisition sequences of functions and forms (this will be

reported in more details in Chapter 6). On the other hand, it has also highlighted some
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specificities for L2 Italian. For instance, inflectional morphology emerges earlier than in
L2 German, French or English (Dietrich et al. 1995; Klein and Perdue 1992), both in the
temporal-aspectual system (in particular, the inflectional morphology for tense and
aspect; morphological expression of modality, instead, develops later) and in the nominal
one (especially gender, Chini 1995; Chini and Ferraris 2003; Valentini 1990).
Typological distance may play a role in slowing down the acquisition of morphology, as
in the case of learners with an isolating L1, e.g. Chinese (Banfi 2003; Giacalone Ramat
2003a: 21; Valentini 1992). However, despite the existence of language-specific patterns,
the path of acquisition of L2 Italian appears to be governed by general organisational
principles largely shared by other L2s, which confirm “the universal aspects, the

psychological, cognitive, biological foundation” of the L2 (Giacalone Ramat 2003a: 23).

2.4. Functionalist perspectives: general principles

The functionalist framework on which the research activity of the Pavia Project is based
was not only informed by the results of second language acquisition research, but it also
drew hypotheses and models of description from other fields, such as the theories of
linguistic change (namely, grammaticalisation theories) and linguistic typology
(incidentally, some of the researchers involved, for example Anna Giacalone Ramat, are
leading scholars in these fields).

The role of grammaticalisation processes in the development of the L2s was early
analysed in functionalist research, not only in Italy (see in particular the articles collected
in a 1992 special issue of the journal Second Language Acquisition). The idea that
grammar develops from lexical items which undergo reinterpretation in the discourse
context (Givon 1979; Heine et al. 1991; Hopper and Traugott 2003, just to mention a few
seminal studies) seemed to some extent transferable to the interpretation of the micro-

diachrony of second language acquisition:

Are the channels of grammaticalization the same in both instances, diachrony and language
acquisition? There are striking similarities in the paths of change suggesting that the notion of

grammaticalization provides a suitable basis for examining both acquisition of grammaticalized
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semantic relations and the historical development in the same area. Along a grammaticalization
scale, the individual learner would start from autonomous lexical elements and step gradually into

the grammatical encoding of the target language. (Giacalone Ramat 1992: 298)

However, Giacalone Ramat (1992; 1995b; 2000) cautioned about extending the
notion of grammaticalisation, as it is used in historical linguistics, to explain the overall
acquisition process. She suggested distinguishing two different levels of the analysis.
Examples of grammaticalisation in the strict sense can be locally (yet consistently) found
in second language acquisition process. A case in point is the use of adverbs or other
lexical items to mark grammatical functions, e.g. sempre ‘always’ to mark continuous
aspect, forse ‘perhaps’ to mark epistemic information, finito ‘finished’ to delimit an event,
hence to mark perfectivity. In these cases, a lexical form does develop a grammatical
function (even if not necessarily stable through time). A further good example of
grammaticalisation is provided by temporary non-target analytical constructions, such as
avevo credo ‘have:IPFV.1SG believe:PRS.1SG - I believed’ (Bernini 1989, 1990), in
which aspectual information (in this case, imperfective aspect) is expressed separately
from the main verb by means of the auxiliary, in this case ‘to have’ (this type of
construction will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 7).

While these cases resemble the classical examples of grammaticalisation because they
create new, albeit temporary, forms, the acquisitional grammaticalisation, that is, the L2
learners’ progressive development of grammar, does not produce new grammatical

forms, but the autonomous organisation of grammatical subsystems:

A quite different process is acquisitional grammaticalization, namely, the emergence and
development of learners’ grammars. What we find in acquisition is rather the autonomous
organization of subsystems in the developmental sequence that a given learner goes through,
whereby the most relevant pattern is provided by analogical formations that extend existing
models. Think of the many cases of overgeneralization of rules or of regularization strategies that
have been reported in the literature, such as, for example, the regularization in learner Italian of
past participles according to the first conjugation ending -ato: *chiedata (=chiesta) < chiedere
(‘asked’). In such cases, learners tend to interpret an ending — usually a frequent and
morphosemantically transparent one — as categorial and behave as if it were categorial, extending
it to all relevant contexts. All this constitutes a wealth of evidence in favor of a trend to get closer

to the grammatical system of the target language. Unlike grammaticalization in the typological
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sense, the outcome of acquisitional grammaticalization is not the creation of any new grammatical
form. The learner’s task in such cases is to discover the grammatical structure of the target and

possibly to master it. (Giacalone Ramat 1992: 300).

The same stance is taken by Dittmar (1992: 255, in the same special issue where
Giacalone Ramat’s 1992 article appeared): “Therefore, acquisitional grammaticalization
has to do with a multilevel linguistic process that may be, but need not be, different from
historical grammaticalization.” Thus, grammaticalisation is not synonymous of
“acquisition of grammar” and the latter could be better defined a mise en grammaire
according to Giacalone Ramat (2000: 124; 2003a: 19).

From this initial debate, the term grammaticalisation has been steadily acquired in the
technical vocabulary of second language acquisition studies — at least those with a
functionalist matrix. However, the dense theoretical reflection that characterised the
initial phase of the research did not follow'".

The relationship between SLA and functional typology (cf. Comrie 1989; Croft 2003)
is a closely related issue. The assumption here is that interlanguages fall in the category
of typological descriptions: although partially influenced by the properties of the source
and target language, they are fundamentally autonomous linguistic systems that learners
develop spontaneously as a consequence of exposure to the target language. Therefore,
as suggested by numerous studies (as, for instance, those collected in Giacalone Ramat
2003a), interlanguages should adhere to organisational principles consistent with those

underlying any other natural language:

What a typological perspective on acquisition can teach us is that both the source and the
target languages may cover only one segment of the potentially available clause combining
strategies, and that learner varieties may exhibit choices that are different from both, still

remaining within the range of the potentially available options. (Giacalone Ramat 2000: 125)

Witis interesting to note — and it is maybe revealing of the current status of the notion in functional SLA
studies — that the fundamental Heine and Narrog’s (2011) The Oxford handbook of grammaticalisation
does not include a chapter dedicated to second language acquisition (it includes, however, a chapter on first
language acquisition, see Diessel 2011).
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Phenomena that cannot be traced back to either the source or the target language are
frequent in interlanguages, but as a rule they encode options which are possible in

typological perspective (the analytical constructions referred above are a case in point).

What does it mean to say that ILs [interlanguages], or learner languages, are natural systems?
It does not mean that all ILs are as complex as all natural languages, for clearly they are not. [...]
What it does mean is that if a given linguistic phenomenon appears to be impossible in any of the
world’s languages, then it will also be an impossible form in a second language system. (Gass

and Selinker 2008:193).

What we know from typological generalisations can be used in SLA to predict
developmental patterns and acquisition hierarchies. However, as already Comrie (1984)
pointed out, the relationship between typology and SLA is in fact bi-directional, because
by letting itself be observed while proceeding through different varieties, SLA provides
valuable data to validate and eventually redefine typological claims (see also Giacalone
Ramat 1995a, 2003c, 2008; but see also Greenberg 1991 who considers the relationship

as asymmetric):

[T]n learner languages, acquired under “naturalistic” circumstances, form-meaning relations
are simpler and relatively more transparent than in fully developed languages (the usual object of
study of typology) and can better illustrate the organizing principles of language systems as well
as markedness relations. Learner languages would represent a set of less marked options.

(Giacalone Ramat 2008: 254)

A case in point is represented by the oppositions of number in the nouns (the example
is borrowed from Giacalone Ramat 2008; to this work and to her 2013 synthesis I refer
in the rest of this short description of typology and SLA). Crosslinguistically, the plural
tends to be marked while the singular is unmarked (this may mean that it has less
“substance”, e.g. a zero-marking, as in English). Similarly, in the interlanguages, plural
inflection tends to be omitted especially when quantifiers and numerals are also selected
(tre lingua ‘three language:SG’); this might mean that, because of the contextual presence
of a heavy marker of plurality, the morphological marker is felt to be redundant. This case

— Giacalone Ramat observes — can be interpreted both as a neutralisation of the number
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opposition when a quantifier is selected, according to a pattern found in various languages
such as Lezgian or Turkish (WALS 2005: 143), or as the overgeneralisation of the less
marked form.

Markedness correlates with frequency, as the unmarked member of an opposition also
tends to be used more frequently. Frequent forms and patterns in the input are proved to
affect first language acquisition (Diessel 2015; Tomasello 2003) and they more likely do
the same in second language acquisition (Ellis 2002: 143; Bybee 2008). Interestingly,
frequency also affects the diachrony of linguistic forms as frequent forms tend to undergo
grammaticalisation (cf. Bybee 2003, 2010).

Another central notion in functionalist typology which played a major role in second
language acquisition studies is that of prototype. Linguistic categories are conceived of
as made up of central and peripheral members, depending on the degree to which each
member exhibits the properties which define the prototype. In second language
acquisition, prototypical meanings and functions are expected to be acquired before the
less prototypical ones, because they are more easily accessible, that is, they require less
conceptual elaboration (Taylor 2008).

The notion of prototype has been used to explain some trends in the acquisition of
temporal-aspectual categories. Many studies have shown that learners first develop
perfective past markers with perfective-like predicates, that is, with telic verbs (Andersen
and Shirai 1996). This is the hypothesis of the “Primacy of Aspect” (where “aspect”
should be understood not as grammatical aspect, but as lexical aspect, i.e. as Aktionsart
or actionality of the predicates). This is consistent with the typological tendency
according to which languages typically correlate past temporal reference, perfectivity and
telicity (this is Dahl’s 1985 past time prototype). This correlation has been proved for L2
Italian too (Giacalone Ramat 1995b, 2003c; see also Banfi and Bernini 2003), although
its explanation is anything but clear-cut; for instance, Giacalone and Rastelli (2008)
argued against the universal validity of the prototype for second language learners, who
need instead to acquire the language-specific semantic features (hence, the actionality) of
the predicates on a contextual basis (cf. 6.4.2). In other terms, “[p]rototypes are not
available to the learner, but have to be inferred from the input” (Giacalone Ramat 2008:

268).
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Similar conclusions are in Wulff et al. (2009), who investigated the role of frequency
and prototypicity of the linguistic items contained in the input by comparing native
English corpora, L2 English data and native speakers’ judgements on the lexical
semantics of the predicates. This procedure allowed them to single out the most frequent
lexical types associated to the temporal-aspectual features under examination. They found
a Zipfian distribution based on which a small group of verbs makes up the vast majority
of occurrences, while most lexical types have a low amount of occurrences. In addition,
they identified some verbs that typically occur with a unique temporal-aspectual
morpheme, e.g. finish, that typically occurs in the past/perfect form, and wait, that more
typically occurs in the progressive form. In sum, input is anything but balanced and it
rather shows significant differences in the frequency of the individual lexemes. Most
frequent patterns constitute the prototypical examples, which are the most easily acquired
by L2 learners.

The convergence of the research results on the acquisition of temporal-aspectual
features highlights the theoretical-methodological contiguity between the European
functionalist approaches deriving from the ESF experience and from the Pavia Project
and other models of functionalism, namely the usage-based approaches, largely based in
the United States. The label “usage-based” is transparent and tell us that the researchers
working in this framework share the fundamental idea that language is rooted in speakers’
use, it emerges from use (a synonymous label is, in fact, “emergentist approaches”).
Compared to the European functionalism, the usage-based approaches have a more
pronounced cognitive (rather than communicative) component, that is, they are more
interested in the psychological processes which guide language construction (whether
first or second or in historical perspective), and a strong constructionalist
characterisation. A constructionalist approach to linguistic structure explains language
use as a system of conventionalised pairings of form and function, whose overall meaning
cannot be predicted from their component parts, but is instead recognised, learnt and
stored as an autonomous unit (cf. Goldberg 2006: 4-6). This idea of construction
embraces all the levels of grammatical analysis: not only syntactic units, but also
morphemes, words, phrasal patterns and so forth. Acquiring a language means grasping
the regularities in the form-function associations learners come across in the concrete

experience of the language, that is, in language use (Ellis 2013). This explains the great
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attention that usage-based approaches reserve to the input and, in particular, to the
phenomena of frequency and perceptive salience (Ellis 2002, 2006b, 2017a, 2017b;
Bybee 2008).

Related input factors such as frequency and salience will turn out to be particularly
relevant in the analysis of some constructions found in the interlanguages of adult

migrants. These constructions will be analysed in Chapter 7.
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3. Second language acquisition and literacy

3.1.  Orality and writing in classical linguistic reflection

The scant attention that second language acquisition research has reserved to the learners’
alphabetical skills can be in part traced back to the rather marginal role that writing has
played in the linguistic reflection of the twentieth century.

As Cardona (2009: 4-5) observed, in nineteenth-century Indo-European studies, the
contrast between writing and orality was not explicit. Focused on ancient languages, this
tradition of studies was born and consolidated in contact with written languages and,
because of this, writing was perceived as an integral part of the research object and, as
such, it did not need a particular definition. When, at the beginning of the twentieth
century, linguistics became a theory of language, rather than a grammatical description
of individual languages, the focus shifted from writing to speech and the role of writing
became marginal.

This paradigm shift is generally identified in the publication, in 1916, of the
Ferdinand de Saussure’s Cours de linguistique générale. In the Cours, orality and writing
not only become separate objects of study, but writing appears to be lowered in rank
compared to orality, just a tool to represent the oral language. The entire Chapter 4 of the

Cours is dedicated to this issue'”:

Langue et écriture sont deux systémes de signes distincts; I’unique raison d’étre du second
est de représenter le premier; 1’objet linguistique n’est pas défini par la combinaison du mot écrit
et du mot parlé; ce dernier constitue a lui seul cet objet. Mais le mot écrit se méle si intimement

au mot parlé dont il est I’'image, qu’il finit par usurper le rdle principal; on en vient a donner autant

12 As it is well known, the Cours was published after Saussure’s death, three years earlier, and the
organisation of the materials is largely due to the editors. We cannot be sure to what extent their
interventions have altered the content or the scope of Saussure’s thought. The problem is anything but new
(cf. the annotated Italian edition by De Mauro [Saussure 1967], the reflections in De Mauro 2005 and,
recently, Migliore 2014) and, above all, it is not of great importance here, where more than the philological
truth and the thought of Saussure “as such” (Derrida 1967: 82), what counts is the reception of this thought
in the subsequent linguistic culture, which has undoubtedly passed through the edition of Cours.
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et plus d’importance a la représentation du signe vocal qu’a ce signe lui-méme. C’est comme si
I’on croyait que, pour connaitre quelqu’un, il vaut mieux regarder sa photographie que son visage.

(Cours 1916 [1976]: 45)

Actually, other passages of the Cours tell us that Saussure is far from considering
writing as inessential to language. In fact, writing is not limited to passively representing
the oral language, but seems to possess an autonomous and actualising capacity of
“figuring” (cf. first passage below), i.e. making it visible what is by nature immaterial;
the possibility of “concealing” the language, providing it with unfaithful representations

(cf. the third passage below) is, I believe, a not secondary aspect of this autonomy:

Ainsi, bien que I’écriture soit en elle-méme étrangére au systéme interne, il est impossible de

faire abstraction d’un procéd¢ par lequel la langue est sans cesse figurée. (Cours 1916 [1976]: 44)

Quand on supprime I'écriture par la pensée, celui qu’on prive de cette image sensible risque
de ne plus apercevoir qu’une masse informe dont il ne sait que faire. C’est comme si ’on retirait

a ’apprenti nageur sa ceinture de liege. (Cours 1916 [1976]: 54)

Le résultat évident de tout cela, c’est que I’écriture voilela vue de la langue: elle n’est pas un
vétement, mais un travestissement. On le voit bien par 1’orthographe du mot francais oiseau, ou
pas un des sons du mot parlé (wazo) n’est représenté par son signe propre; il ne reste rien de

I’image de la langue. (Cours 1916 [1976]: 51-52)

These aspects of the Saussurian reflection are revealing of the deep rootedness of the
western linguistic culture in the written tradition, so that “those who lack this sensitive
image can only perceive a shapeless mass”. This claim is made about the linguistic
sounds, the phonemes.

In the subsequent linguistic reflection, in Europe and overseas, the “one-dimensional
vision of writing, perfectly isomorphic to the language” (Mancini and Turchetta 2014:
13, translation EM) certainly had a greater impact. Suffice it to report Bloomfield’s (1933:
282) description of the relationship between writing and orality. While recalling that
writing is just a recent innovation and that it has been used for a huge length of time only

in a few language communities and, within these, only by a minority of persons, he
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claims: “For the linguist, writing is, except for certain matters of detail, merely an external
device, like the use of phonograph, which happens to preserve for our observation some

features of speech of past times.”

3.2.  The anthropological perspective and the consequences of literacy

The interpretation of writing as “vicarious” of the oral language remains dominant in the
theories of the language throughout the twentieth century and beyond.

On the other hand, this dominant idea has been questioned since the 1960s in
anthropological research. In this context a new interpretation emerged that conceived of
writing as a competence independent of oral expression and capable of influencing
linguistic categorisation and learning. The pioneering study of this new paradigm is The
consequences of literacy by Goody and Watt (1963; see also Goody 1987, 1988). In the
transition from non-alphabetical to alphabetical societies, Goody and Watt identified a

radical change in the forms of thought and memory:

The social function of memory — and of forgetting — can thus be seen as the final stage of
what may be called the homeostatic organisation of the cultural tradition in non-literate society.
The language is developed in intimate association with the experience of the community, and it
is learned by the individual in face-to-face contact with the other members. What continues to be
of social relevance is stored in the memory while the rest is usually forgotten: and language —
primarily vocabulary — is the effective medium of this crucial process of social digestion and
elimination which may be regarded as analogous to the homeostatic organisation of the human
body by means of which it attempts to maintain its present condition of life. (Goody and Watt

1963: 307-308)

The emergence of writing dramatically alters the nature of the relationship between
language and social experience, which is no longer direct and concrete as in non-literate
cultures: “[w]riting establishes a different kind of relationship between the word and its
referent, a relationship that is more general and more abstract, and less closely connected

with the particularities of person, place and time, than obtains in oral communication.”

28



(Goody and Watt 1963: 321). History and logic, in fact, are consequences of the literate
society.

Goody and Watt explicitly rejected any dichotomy based on substantial mental
differences between literate and non-literate peoples, but the sharp divide they postulate
between the two types of societies and the contrast between concrete and abstract ways
of categorisation still seemed to imply, for other scholars, a primitive view of the non-
literate societies (see for instance Cardona 2009; Finnegan 1988, 2002; Street 1984,
2001). Moreover, an ethnocentric bias of the primacy of alphabetical writing underlies
the description of literate societies. As Cardona (2009: 7) explained, the history of
writing, as it has been described in most research until the last century is essentially a
teleological history according to which “the various writing systems are phylogenetically
ordered along a path of increasing improvement”; needless to say, the most advanced
stage of this path is alphabetical writing; actually writing is synonymous of alphabetical
writing.

Years after Goody and Watt’s (1963) seminal work, an influential study by Ong
(1982) will reiterate the idea that the development of abstract thinking results from the
invention of writing, as this invention permitted the emancipation of the language from
the hic et nunc of the speech dimension. In Ong, the contrasts between non-literate vs.
literate cultures is even more explicit and sharp than in Goody and Watt’s description and
has clearer cognitive consequences. This position is effectively summed up by Bigelow

and Tarone (2004: 691):

He maintains that literate expression is organized formulaically, structured in proverbs and
other set expressions; additive rather than subordinating and analytic; redundant rather than
parsimonious; participatory rather than distanced; and situational rather than abstract. Literacy
causes a shift in expression to parsimony, analysis, distance, and abstraction, which according to

Ong, transforms human consciousness.

A similar basic vision permeates, albeit with different nuances, other fundamental
works of the twentieth century that have dealt to varying degrees with the issue of the
contrast between non-literate vs. literate societies, such as Havelock (1982), McLuhan

(1962) and Olson (1977, 2002, 2004; Olson and Torrance 1991).
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In Olson, however, the focus shifts from the contrast between societies and cultural
models to the individual dimension and, related to this, towards the educational aspects
of literacy. Literacy, in fact, allows the reflection on language, that is, the metalinguistic

awareness:

Writing is what introduces our speech to us, revealing our speech as having a particular
structure. Children do not know that they speak words, that is, that the flow of speech can be
thought of as a string of lexical items. But children in an alphabetic society do come to think about
language, mind, and world in terms of the category systems employed in writing. (Olson 2002:

164)

The individuation of the cognitive effects of literacy, namely the ability to identify
discrete segments in the speech stream, such as words and phonemes, will turn to have
important consequences in the psycholinguistic research on language processing (cf. 3.3).

The “great cognitive divide” between writing and orality postulated by Goody and
Watt and the first generation of the anthropology of writing has been criticised by other
scholars that argued for a more fluid relationship between the two modalities of
expression. First, orality cannot be reduced to the immediate needs of the speech
dimension. Cultural transmission is possible also through the oral channel and complex
literary genres are recognised also in oral cultures (Feldman 1991). Certainly, in a context
of exclusive orality the relationship with memory may be different from that described

for literate cultures, also at the individual level.

Although the tools of literacy certainly may help learners to remember aspects of the L2, it is
also possible that without them would use other means of remembering and the tools of literacy
may also limit them in certain ways. Members of oral cultures have very effective strategies for
remembering content without the aid of notes: For example, our informants tell us that an illiterate
Somali herdsman can easily remember the names, habits, and social preferences of 200 camels.
Their memory for information transmitted orally seems to be excellent as well: Somali poets can

recall and recite many long oral poems. (Bigelow and Tarone 2004: 692-693)

However, the assumption underlying the cognitivist anthropological vision that there
is a correlation, if not a causal relation between literacy and conceptual development has

been challenged by other studies carried out in the context of social psychology. This
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research suggested that a more refined conceptual elaboration rather depends on the
socio-cultural coordinates within which literacy takes place, as Scribner and Cole’s
(1981) fundamental study on the Vai population in Liberia has shown.

At the beginning of the 19th century, Vai developed their own writing system which
was used for practical purposes and was transmitted individually, that is, from an adult to
a young person, outside the school context. The distribution of literacy among the Vai
population, however, was quite complex: beside those who had only learnt the Vai script,
there were many illiterate individuals, others who attended Quranic schools (where
Arabic could be learnt by repetition of the Quran, without understanding the text, or as a
second language), others who attended schools in English (that had spread mainly as a
result of a large literacy program in the 1970s). Scribner and Cole’s research aimed at
assessing the effects of literacy on cognition and, therefore, the test sessions included
groups of well differentiated subjects (non-literate subjects, literate subjects in the Vai
alphabet, etc.). The subjects tested were 1000 for a period of four years. The tasks were
oriented to different areas of the intellectual activity: abstract thinking, taxonomic
categorisation, memory, logical reasoning and metalinguistic thinking. Contrary to what
expected on the basis of the existent literature, no appreciable difference emerged
between illiterate and literate subjects as for the tests of memory, conceptual elaboration
and deductive reasoning; the only differences concerned competences directly related to
reading and writing tasks. More important differences were related to schooling, which
in many cases seemed to be the relevant variable in the way of performing tasks and in
the results achieved. Scribner and Cole concluded that no causal link can be proved
between literacy and cognitive development and the latter rather depends on the context
in which the activity of writing is placed and the purposes to which it is aimed.

These results are consistent with what has been argued in other sectors of the
anthropological reflection in which more attention has been focused on the socio-
symbolic value of literacy. In this perspective, literacy is conceived of not as a mere
technical skill but as a system of social practices which cannot be reduced to cognition.
Rather, literacy practices interact with the cultural institutions within which they are
carried out and are ideologically modelled by such institutions (Cardona 2009; Street

1984).

31



3.3. LESLLA studies

As already mentioned in 1.1., research on the impact of low L1 literacy on L2 acquisition
is still peripheral to the wider field of second language acquisition and has mainly been
carried out by researchers involved in LESLLA (Literacy Education and Second
Language Education by Adults, www.leslla.org). This is an international association
which, since its creation at the inaugural symposium in Tilburg in 2005 (van de Craats et
al. 2006)", brings together academics and professionals who work with adult migrants
with little or no formal schooling and, hence, address the issue of literacy from different
disciplinary and theoretical-methodological perspectives.

The L2 linguistic competence, however, is far from being a major topic of research
in LESLLA studies, mainly devoted to the development of literacy skills and to related
pedagogical challenges: based on a review of the 418 presentations at LESLLA annual
symposia from 2005 to 2017, Young-Scholten (forthc.) calculated that only 6,71% was
dedicated to language acquisition.

The few scholars interested in the role of L1 (alphabetic) literacy in second language

acquisition fall into two main perspectives:

(1) the cognitive perspective, inspired by the findings of psycholinguistic
experimental studies on phonological awareness and working memory (cf. the
research conducted by Tarone and colleagues since the early 2000s);

(2) the linguistic paradigm, represented by Organic Grammar, a model of description
falling into the generativist framework (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1998,
2007; Vainikka et al. 2017; Young-Scholten and Strom 2006).

One of the main divides between these two perspectives is the role assigned to explicit
knowledge in adults’ L2 acquisition. In the first case, acquisition is viewed as a largely
conscious process involving explicit attention to linguistic forms (Schmidt 1990). In the

second case, acquisition is conceived of as an entirely subconscious process guided by

13 Until 2017, the name of the association was “Low Educated Second Language and Learning Acquisition
for adults”.
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internal linguistic mechanisms and triggered by mere exposure to primary linguistic data
(that is, the language spoken by natives).

When it comes to the analysis of non-literate learners’ second language acquisition,
there is consensus in both perspectives that they acquire L2 linguistic competence more
slowly compared to educated, literate learners; however, the interpretation of this
observation varies considerably and a greater emphasis is given to phonological

awareness or to phonological competence, depending on the theoretical stance assumed.

3.3.1. The cognitivist perspective

It is commonplace in psycholinguistics research that the ability to segment the speech
into non-semantic units and to consciously manipulate these units depends on alphabetic
literacy; this refers, in particular, to segmentation into phonemes, while segmentation of
syllables and individuation of rhymes are independent of literacy (cf. Goswami and
Bryant 1990; cf. also Castro-Caldas 2004; Huettig and Mishra 2014). On the other hand,
literacy does not affect the ability to process oral speech in semantic units. Reis and

Castro-Caldas (1997: 445) found that:

Learning to match graphemes and phonemes is learning an operation in which units of
auditory verbal information heard in temporal sequence are matched to units of visual verbal
information, which is spatially arranged. This type of treatment of auditory verbal information
modulates a strategy in which a visual-graphic meaning is given to units that are smaller than
words, and thus independent of their semantic representation [...] If we, as normal adult readers,
are asked to spell a word, we evoke a visual image of its written form. The awareness of
phonology also allows us to play with written symbols (which can be transcoded to sounds) to
form pseudo-plausible words, independently of semantics. Therefore, learning to read and write
introduces into the system qualitatively new strategies for dealing with oral language; that is,
conscious phonological processing, visual formal lexical representation, and all the associations

that these strategies allow.

Phonemic awareness is an explicit, that is, metalinguistic skill, whereas the semantic

processing is implicit. Illiterates and literates, thus, process language differently, as only
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alphabetic literacy provides strategies to process language segments irrespective of the
semantic content.

Reis et al. (2007) found that phonological awareness also entails the ability to segment
the oral input into words as phonological units, independent of their lexical semantics,
that is, to identify word boundaries in the speech continuum (cf. also, in LESLLA
research, Kurvers et al. 2007, 2015; Onderdelinden et al. 2009).

The advocates of the cognitive perspective on second language acquisition by
LESLLA learners conclude that: (1) if literacy affects the (conscious) processing of the
oral input and (2) if conscious processing of the oral input is crucial to acquiring the
second language, as postulated in Schmidt’s (1990) noticing hypothesis, (3) then literacy
must have important consequences in second language acquisition. For instance, low- and
non-literate learners will struggle more than literate ones to acquire functional units
smaller than words such as morphemes (e.g., English third person singular -s, plural -s or
past tense -ed) and will produce uninflected verbs and nouns more often than literates do
(cf. Bigelow and Tarone 2004; Tarone 2010; Tarone and Bigelow 2005; Tarone et al.
2007, 2009). In addition, as they lack a non-semantic notion of word we should also
expect that they will struggle in acquiring purely functional words lacking semantic
content (e.g. articles, auxiliaries etc.).

Tarone and colleagues’ research took the steps from a small-scale study on the
acquisition of L2 English by a group of eight Somali adolescent and adult learners who
were immigrated to Minnesota at the beginning of 2000s and who were largely low- or
non-literate. In order to verify the impact of this factor on the second language acquisition
process, Tarone and colleagues replicated on this population some studies previously
carried out with literate learners, namely research on corrective feedback, elicited
imitation and oral narratives. Literacy levels (whether in L1 or L2) were explicitly
measured by means of a dedicated test. Data were collected in non-schooling contexts in
a couple of individual sessions. In particular, oral narratives aim at eliciting linguistic
forms that learners produce when they are focused on meaning and that, hence, can be
considered acquired. This part of the research focused on the production of bare verbs
and nouns (that is, verbs and nouns lacking inflection: what Klein and Perdue 1997 call
“basic forms”) and utterance complexity calculated on the basis of the number of relative

clauses and causal expressions (introduces by because, so etc.).

34



Research results showed that low-/non-literate learners produced a higher percentage
of bare forms than literate learners (64% vs. 50% for verbs and 62% vs. 23% for nouns);
this distribution could be related, according to the researchers (in particular Tarone et al.
2006), to the ‘simplifying’ vs. ‘standard’ orientation already observed by Clahsen et al.
(1983) in the ZISA data. In addition, literate learners produced more complex utterances
than non-/low-literate learners (28 vs. 8 relative clauses) and more dependent and so-
clauses (131 vs. 72).

Tarone et al. (2006 and subsequent research) attribute differences between literate
and non-literate learners in supplying target morphology to their difficulty to process oral
input, hence, to the lack of literacy skills. However, they also observe that, although
lacking the phonological awareness necessary to process the speech stream, the subjects
involved were able to memorise and reciting long narratives in Somali; apparently, their
working memory was based on alternative means than phonemic segmentation, maybe
prosodic units such as rthythm and rhyme which are not affected by literacy.

This last observation was not further developed, as far as [ know, but it still represents
a very important direction of research, especially in the light of the more recent Maffia
and De Meo’s (2015) findings on the acquisition of prosody by low-literate L2 Italian
learners.

Maffia and De Meo’s study (see also De Meo 2018; Maftfia 2015; Maffia et al. 2015)
is based on the perceptual and spectro-acustic analyses conducted on a corpus of
utterances produced by twenty Senegalese subjects and collected through elicited
imitation tasks. Maffia and De Meo propose that differences in performing can be traced
back to the different types of school that learners had attended in Senegal. As in many
other African countries, in Senegal education is entrusted to French schools, which are
based on a classical Western model of education where reading and writing practices are
favoured, or to Quranic schools, which primarily aim at learning the Quran through oral
repetition and, hence, favour speaking and listening abilities. According to Maffia and De
Meo, learners who had attended the French school produced more accurate texts, but
those who had experienced the Quranic schools achieved by far better results in
reproducing the intonation and the rhythm of the L2.

These results could suggest that oral processing and language acquisition may rely on

alternative paths than phonemic segmentation. It is worth mentioning other research
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which suggests that segmentation of the speech stream in words first relies on
(unconscious) phonological analysis of the signal in prosodic units such as moras,
syllables and feet; this is independent of literacy and implies phonological competence

and prosodic sensitivity (Carroll 2004).

3.3.2. The linguistic perspective

Advocates of the linguistic perspective argue instead that the relationship between
phonological awareness and second language acquisition cannot be taken for granted.

Along these lines, Young-Scholten and Strom (2006) carried out a study on reading
ability, phonological awareness and linguistic competence of adult immigrants who were
acquiring L2 English in a naturalistic context. The subject were 17 Somali and
Vietnamese learners with none or low school experience prior to immigration. Writing
and reading skills were measured by means of tasks in both native language and in
English. Tests of phonological awareness, based on existing research, showed that this
developed after the subjects became able to read; in contrast, word awareness and
prosodic awareness appeared to be independent of reading skills. The task to elicit
morphosyntactic competence was the description of a picture. Young-Scholten and Strom
found a correlation between low-/non-literacy and morphosyntax development but
cautioned against interpreting this as causal. Other factors — including linguistic factors —
can still be at work. One of these factors is phonological competence.

This line of reasoning is developed in Vainikka and Young-Scholten (2007: 143) who
proposed that literacy affects the acquisition of phonological competence in a second
language, which in turn may result in incomplete analysis of morphological constituents.
This hypothesis was first elaborated by Vainikka and Young-Scholten (1998) adopting
their Organic Grammar approach.

Resting on one line of generative grammar assumptions (the weak continuity
hypothesis), they argue that at the beginning of the acquisition path learners do not project
any functional syntax, despite the opportunity of transferring this from their Lls.
Learners’ initial interlanguages are “minimal trees” whose headedness is based on their
L1s. When it comes to acquire functional elements, because they differ across languages,

they must be acquired in response to the input. If learners get sufficient input in the target
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language (and this is not always the case for adult immigrants), they “build structure”
based on Universal Grammar mechanisms still available to them.
This structure building passes through stages along which the morphosyntactic

system becomes more and more complex. Organic Grammar stages are illustrated in

Table 2.

stage word order verb types agreement/tense pronouns syntax
VP L1 order, then thematic (main) subject, object pronouns none
L2 order verbs absent
NegP resembles the thematic verbs none pronouns negation;
L1 apart from copula ‘is’ forms begin  single clauses;
complex syntax to formulaic or
emerge intonation-
based Qs
TP resembles the thematic verbs, no agreement; more conjoined
L2 apart from modals; copula some tense, some  pronoun clauses.
complex syntax  forms beyond aspect, but not forms, but formulaic wh-
‘is’ productive they Qs; yes/no Qs
can still be w/o inversion
missing
AgrP resembles the thematic verbs, productive tense, pronouns simple
L2 apart from modals, copula aspect; some obligatory, subordination;
complex syntax  forms beyond agreement, esp. ‘there’ and wh-Qs,
‘is’; auxiliaries forms of ‘be’ existential but all Qs may
in all forms and ‘it lack inversion
tenses
CP always complex tense, forms usually use of ‘there’ complex
resembles aspect forms; correct, and ‘it’ subordination;
the L2 passives; range apart from newly beyond stock all Qs
of thematic attempted ones phrases with inversion
verb, modal,

auxiliary forms

Table 2. Organic Grammar stages for L2 English (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1998).

As Table 2 shows, projections or phrases to be acquired are the negation phrase
(NegP), the tense phrase (TP), the agreement phrase (AgrP) and the complementiser
phrase (CP). It is easy to observe that, beyond the theoretical premises, the OG model has
many points of contact — and therefore is compatible for the purposes of the description
— with the theory of the basic variety. The “minimum tree” closely resembles Klein and
Perdue’s (1997) “non-finite utterance organisation” and the same is true for the
progression of the stages (except some aspects, such as the role of L1 in word order in

the early stages, but see 2.2. fn. 7).
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A crucial aspect in the OG theory is that, unlike in L1 acquisition where bound
morphemes (e.g., inflectional affixes) trigger morphosyntax acquisition, it is free
morphemes that do so in L2 acquisition. This relates to the phonological difference
between bound and free morphemes: free morphemes such as auxiliaries typically
constitute at least a phonological foot, while bound morphemes typically involve units
smaller than a foot. Lack of phonological attainment may in turn result in incomplete
analysis of sub-foot constituents in the learner’s L2 (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1998:
106). Thus, free morphemes are more easily perceived and acquired and it is possible that
a bound morpheme can never act as a trigger, resulting in a fossilised non-target grammar
if a parameter setting, for example, can only be triggered by a bound morpheme. This can
be the result of little exposure to the target language, which frequently happens in adult
migration contexts.

Exposure is even poorer for low-/ non-literate learners who cannot access written
texts and, hence, have fewer chances to experience the target language morphosyntax and
only rely on aural input. According to Vainikka et al. (2017), this could explain why the
non-literate learners they studied overgeneralised function words as what they claim are
“placeholders”. The study involved eight L1 Arabic and six L1 Urdu adult learners who
were living in the UK at the time of testing; their literacy and formal education varied, as
did their length of residence in the UK. Data were elicited through various tasks involving
the use of pictures in order to stimulate learners’ oral production.

Vainikka et al. observed that these adults, who were in a literacy class at the time of
testing, overgeneralised multi-word sequences not directly related to the actual verbal
head to mark morphosyntactic functions in L2 English (e.g., in the to mark progressive

aspect, as in in the drink; in the no cooking):

What is of note in our data is that even when these strings belong to a different category than
expected, they are nonetheless closed class elements. Their recruitment of these words and
sequences is not random; learners do not simply use content words which are frequent in the input
such as ‘table’, ‘book’ or ‘bus’. There is compelling evidence that they subconsciously know and
use closed class elements, i.e. function words, after identifying them in the L2 input they are

receiving. We refer to these as place holders. (Vainikka et al. 2017: 247)
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The occurrence of such sequences shows, according to the researchers, that learners
are able to subconsciously identify functional vs. lexical forms in the input, presumably
based on what was presented in the classroom. It also shows that learners select a
“heavier” form compared to inflection, which Vainikka et al. say is most likely due to a

“greater reliance on auditory as compared to visual memory”:

These single words or sequences learners produce seem to mark a syntactic function. We
propose that learners are working on the projections TP and AgrP and they know — from their
continued access to Universal Grammar — that every project requires a head (T for TP and Agr
for ArgP). UG leads them to fill the head, but because they are uncertain exactly what fills that
head, they recruit functional elements other than the target elements.

There is individual variation in learners’ use of placeholders at the time data were collected.
[...] [pllaceholders are not used by all learners. Those who used placeholders (1) are beyond the
VP and NegP stages and not yet at the CP stage and/or (2) have no native language literacy.

The non-literates in our sample are more likely to use placeholders not directly related to the
actual verbal head such as ‘the’ and ‘in’. This may be due to greater reliance on auditory as

compared to visual memory. (Vainikka et al. 2017: 248).

Vainikka et al.’s analysis will turn to be very helpful in interpreting some data from

my corpus, namely certain types of non-target constructions (Chapter 7).

An aspect which clearly emerges from all LESLLA studies here reported is the
necessity — yet the difficulty — to isolate the different variables at work in adult migrants’
acquisition process, which normally correlate and may interact in a quite complex way.
First, literacy and schooling/education should be measured separately, also because they
do not necessarily implicate each other. Second, literacy should be kept distinct from (the
quantity and quality of) exposure to the target language, since low levels of literacy
typically correlate with migrants’ low interaction with native speakers, which results in a
low amount of linguistic input. As a consequence, the two variables easily overlap and it
is a difficult task to assess which of them does actually affect morphosyntax acquisition
(not to mention that, in a sense, low literacy itself can be conceived of as low exposure,

as learners cannot access the written input).
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4. New migration, new learners and old variables

4.1. Old and new variables

This chapter focuses on some of the variables that come into play in the study of the
acquisition of L2 by adult migrants with little previous school experience, little or no
alphabetical competence and who learn Italian in a predominantly naturalistic context.
Both old and new variables are at work, that is, variables traditionally present in the
reflection on the acquisition of second languages (age, L1, context of acquisition, i.e.
whether naturalistic or guided, exposure and input) and variables specifically related to
this type of learners (multilingualism, previous schooling and literacy in L1). Moreover,
the specific migration condition reconfigures some of the old variables, so that, for
example, exposure becomes a much more nuanced notion than it is generally assumed.

Not all variables at work will be given here the same degree of attention. For example,
the age of learners does not discriminate between the specific learning population under
consideration and other types of adult learners, so it will not be discussed further. For the
opposite reason, that is, because it is the focus of the work and has already been addressed
in the previous chapter, I will not discuss further the role of literacy, except for its possible
interaction with the other variables. The existent research discussed in Chapter 3 also
highlighted the need to keep distinct literacy and schooling, because these two conditions
do not necessarily overlap. I will come back to this in Chapter 5 while discussing the
characteristics of the research sample.

The attention will be here focused on two variables traditionally recognised in second
language acquisition research. The first variable is the language spoken by the learners
who, in the specific case we are dealing with, frequently exhibit plurilingual competence.
As we have seen in Chapter 2, the theory of basic variety does not assign a crucial role to
L1(s) in the acquisition process; nevertheless, a certain degree of influence is still possible
(cf. 2.2. fn. 7). For this reason, a quick overview of the learners’ languages will be
provided, framing them in a typological perspective on the basis on the existing

descriptions.
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The second variable to be considered is learners’ exposure to the target language. In
migration contexts, this is a much more nuanced condition than it is in other contexts of
second language acquisition. In general, migrants experience low interaction with the
local communities and, hence, are low exposed to the target language. In addition, not
only the quantity but also the quality of the input to which they are exposed may vary in
relation to individual life experiences, e.g. types of job or school programs. Isolating and
controlling these aspects is a hard task. This issue will be further discussed in the next
chapter (cf. in particular 5.2.3). Here the attention will be primarily focused on the

importance of this variable in the acquisition process.

4.2. The languages of the learners

4.2.1. Learners’ repertoires and their typological features

The learners included in the research sample arrived in Italy from different countries of
sub-Saharan Africa and from Bangladesh. Therefore, they are native speakers of several
Niger-Congo languages and, in the sole case of Bengalese speakers, of an Indo-European
language. These languages exhibit typologically different features at all the levels of the
linguistic analysis. Although the detailed account of these languages is outside the scope
of this research, it will be useful to provide at least a summary of the main characteristics
on the basis of the existing descriptions.

Table 3 reports the languages in the research sample and their genetic classification,
based on a comparison of the descriptions in Comrie (2009), Ethnologue and WALS
online. As it is well known in typology, classification is questionable for some African
languages; for instance, Igbo is classified among the Kwa languages or among the Benue-
Congo languages depending on the scholars’ perspective (cf. Comrie 2009: 857). The
languages indicated in grey in the third column occur only as second languages. The table
includes post-colonial languages, that is, English and French, and contact languages, that

is, pidgins.
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FAMILY GROUP LANGUAGE

Niger-Congo West Atlantic Pulaar, Wolof
Mande Bambara, Bissa, Kojaka, Mandinka
Benue-Congo Esan, Igbo, Ika, Urhobo, Yoruba, Bini
Gur Senufo, Mooré

Indo-Aryan Bengali

German English, Nigerian Pidgin English

Romance French

Table 3. Learners’ languages and their classification.

In terms of geographical distribution and number of speakers, languages in Table 3
are not uniform. Some of the learners’ L1s are distributed over large areas and have a
large number of speakers both as L1 and L2 (Bambara, Pulaar, Mandinka), others are
spoken in smaller areas (e.g. Senufo).

As for African languages, frequently, different languages coexist within the same
geographical area. All African states, in fact, are multilingual. Within the borders of the
same state up to 20 to 30 mother tongues can be spoken. The European post-colonial
languages (e.g. English and French, but also Spanish and Portuguese in other countries)
are generally official and/or schooling languages and are widespread as second
languages. In such contexts, it is quite usual for an individual to master multiple
languages, at various levels of competences. Each adult, in fact, speaks at least a mother
tongue (which is literally the language spoken by the mother when the father, as it
happens, belongs to a different ethnic/linguistic group or is emigrated for work), possibly
the language of the father (alongside the first language or even during adolescence), other
languages to communicate with friends or with the neighbouring villages (Adegbija 1994;
Turchetta 1996, 2008). In these multilingual situations, various languages are also used
as lingua franca (e.g. Bambara, Mandinka, Wolof, cf. Juffermans and McGlynn 2009;
McLaughlin 2018). In addition, some contact languages developed over time. The most
important example is the Nigerian Pidgin English (Faraclas 1996, 2013). According to
APiCS 2013, “Nigerian pidgin is [...] the African language with the greatest number of
speakers, the pidgin/creole language with the greatest number of speakers, and the fastest

growing pidgin/creole language in the world”.
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The Niger-Congo family is surely the main linguistic family in Africa in terms of
geographical extension and number of speakers. This is largely due to Bantu languages
which, however, are not represented in the sample and, hence, will not be accounted for.
The following outline, which is mainly based on the syntheses in Pulleyblank (2009) and
Turchetta (2008), only include linguistic aspects relevant to the analysis here carried out,
namely phenomena related to verbal morphosyntax and basic utterance organisation, i.e.
word order.

In all Niger-Congo languages, temporal-aspectual and modal information is conveyed
by a complex system of verbal affixes and suffixes, which may also be discontinuous.
Temporal morphemes are typically placed to the left of the verbal morpheme and to the
right of the subject. In fact, in most Niger-Congo languages, the basic word order is SVO.
Many scholars, however, consider temporality as a recessive feature while verbal
morphology appears to be more oriented towards aspect. Some languages have a tonal
system which can convey grammatical (e.g. temporal) information.

The West Atlantic group includes several languages spoken both in the inland and
along the coast from the border between Mauritania and Senegal to that between Sierra
Leone and Liberia. Most West Atlantic languages are spoken by small communities of
speakers, except for Pulaar and Wolof, the former increasingly used as a lingua franca
and the latter spoken by millions of people also as a vehicular language. With the
exception of some shared typological features (e.g. a system of nominal classes, which is
consistent with that of all Niger-Congo languages, and a category of suffixed verbal
extensions), these languages have few common features. Pulaar and, to a lower extent,
Wolof exhibit consonant alternation to convey morphological information, i.e. to express
the grammatical function of the morpheme in the sentence.

On the other hand, the Mande languages show specific typological features that make
them a clearly identified group within the Niger-Congo family. They cover a geographical
area between Senegal, Guinea and Mali and include widely spoken mother tongues, such
as Bambara, which is also used as lingua franca (in a morphologically simplified version)
and as a second language. Typologically, in contrast with the other Niger-Congo
languages, Mande languages show a basic SOV word order and a variable order
modifier/noun (genitive/noun; possessive/noun; noun/adjective; noun/demonstrative and

demonstrative/noun; noun/plural).
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The Benue-Congo group is by far the largest one within the Niger-Congo family, both
in terms of the number of languages and the number of speakers. Benue-Congo languages
are spoken as mother tongues from Nigeria to Kenya and South Africa. In the non-Bantu
languages of the group, the most interesting typological characteristics are the high
frequency of serial verb constructions and the presence, in some cases (for example, in
Igbo), of verbal extensions which modify the verbal semantics adding causative,
instrumental and reciprocal valences.

The Gur languages are a rather heterogeneous group, whose internal genetic
relationship is still controversial. They are spoken in Burkina Faso, Ghana, Togo, Ivory
Coast, Mali, Benin and Nigeria. They have rather diversified structural and typological
characteristics.

Bengali is an Indo-Aryan language spoken in Bangladesh and Western Bengala by
more than 200 million of persons. The short summary of the main typological
characteristics here provided for this language is based on Da Milano and Condotti (2008)
and Klaiman (2009). The basic word order is SOV and adjective and genitive are placed

before the noun they modify. The verb is organised around three components, agreement,

AG AGR

aspect and tense-modality: base + ASP*™® + TENSE/MOD*®®. The fundamental aspectual
opposition is between perfective and imperfective, while other types of aspect are
expressed by means of verbal compounding. Subject/verb agreement involves person and
status (despective, ordinary and honorific). Copula can be omitted.

Both in Africa and in Bangladesh, post-colonial languages are still widely used as
they are schooling languages (and official languages in African countries). Education is
in English in Bangladesh (in non-compulsory secondary school), Gambia and Nigeria;
French is used in Burkina Faso, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mali and Senegal. From the
typological perspective (Banfi and Grandi 2003; WALS online), both French and English
are SVO languages; in English the adjective precedes the noun, while in French there is
no dominant order of noun and adjective. French belongs to the inflectional
morphological type and expresses temporal-aspectual information on the verb; English
exhibits a mixed system where different morphological types are represented (isolating

features: for instance, lack of gender and number in adjectives, lack of gender in nouns,

use of the conversion to change the morphological category of words, e.g. a round

44



table/to round a figure, agglutinative features, i.e. combination of two distinct

morphemes, e.g. tall-er; fusional features, e.g. ending —ed ‘past / past participle’).

4.2.2. Previous known languages and second language acquisition

Jarvis and Pavlenko (2007) identified three conditions based on which the influence of
an L1 (or a previous know language) can be used as an explanation of learners’

productions:

— a group of learners, homogeneous as far as their L1 is concerned, manifest a
homogeneous linguistic behaviour in L2;

— this behaviour is specific of the L1 group and cannot be observed in other L1
groups;

— the linguistic behaviour in the L2 is apparently reminiscent of a structure in the

L1.

The heterogeneity of the languages spoken by learners as their first or second
languages makes it hard to systematically control the impact of this variable on the
acquisition of a new language. For this reason, it has not been considered in data analysis
described in Chapter 5-7. Moreover, at a first glance, learners’ productions do not exhibit
linguistic phenomena in the domain of morphosyntax (and, in particular in the domain of
the verb which is the focus of the analysis) which can be explained as clear examples of
L1 influence. Rather, as we will see and as it was predictable based on the theoretical
approach assumed, learners manifest a quite uniform behaviour in terms of both forms
produced and functions associated to this forms, as well as in the direction of development
of such form-function pairs. Still a few phenomena related to utterance organisation could
be traced back to learners’ L1. A case in point is word order which, in the initial varieties
of some learners, may sporadically be OV instead of VO (cf. 6.4.2). Independent of the
status of VO order in the initial varieties (a generalised semantically-based word order,
as proposed by Klein and Perdue 1997, or the effect of pressure of the target language, as
suggested by Comrie 1997, see 2.2), the OV order is almost only found in learners with
an OV L1, namely Mande languages (e.g. uova mangiare ‘eggs eat’, 66 MD 2 a, L1:
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Mandinka) and Bengali (e.g. una cassetta rubare ‘a case (he) stole’, 10 SM 4 b). We
also find cases of modifier-head order, which typologically correlates with OV
(Bangladesh persone ‘Bangla persons’ vs. target order: ‘persone bengalesi/bangla/del
Bangladesh’). We cannot exclude — and in fact it will be important to verify this in the
near future — that a systematic analysis will show a more extensive role of the L1.

Another aspect which deserves attention is whether and eventually to what extent the
other languages of learners’ repertoires also affect some aspects of the morphosyntactic
development, i.e. what is known as “interlanguage transfer” (see Gass and Selinker 2008:
136-151 for an overview). For instance, in my data, the modifier-head order may also
occur in the interlanguages of Nigerian learners who have VO L1s (Africa chiesa * African
church’ vs. target form ‘chiesa africana’, 95 LO 5 a, L1: Igbo; mafia citta ‘mafia city’
vs. target form ‘citta di mafia/mafiosa’, GO 118 GO_3L1, L1: Esan, cf. 6.4.2). These
cases could be explained as an influence of English that the students involved speak as
L2 at various levels of competence; English, in fact, not only belonged to the repertoires
of many learners prior to immigration, but it still continues to be widely used as a lingua
franca in the countries of arrival.

There are other subtler levels at which the L1 may influence L2 (cf. Odlin 2014) for
recent discussion). A case in point is the overproduction of certain target forms. Just to
mention an example, Jarvis et al. (2012) have shown, based on the analysis of a large
corpus of L2 English, that the presence vs. absence of the article allows us to distinguish
texts written by Finnish, Spanish, Portuguese, Danish and Swedish learners. As already
said, the variety of L1s in the research sample prevent us to observe more closely the
range of phenomena that might be related to L1s or other languages known by the

learners. But this is certainly an interesting area that will be food for further investigation.

4.3. Exposure and input

4.3.1. Naturalistic acquisition: a complex construct

Especially in migratory contexts, the issue of learners’ exposure to the input in the target

language should be considered both in its quantitative aspects, i.e. in terms of frequency
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and continuity of exposure, and in its qualitative aspects, i.e. taking into account the
characteristics of the input.

Low interaction with speakers in local communities has been widely observed in
(sociologically- and sociolinguistically oriented) migration studies that highlight the
segregation experienced by adult migrants who are typically grouped in specific urban
areas (cf. inter al. Blommaert 2015; Vertovec 2007; see also the study recently carried
out in the context of the European Union reported in Tintori et al. 2018). In Italy, in the
case of newcomers, segregation also involves hosting centres, a housing reality certainly
multi-faceted but typically with little connection to the local communities (D’ Agostino
2017b). Low interaction with native Italian speakers and, hence, low exposure to the
target language also emerges from migrants’ own narratives collected for this study
(interviews included various questions about linguistic exchanges and languages used in
diverse contexts of interaction), as well as previous research conducted at ItaStra (De Fina
et al. forthc.).

There could be a contradiction between migrants’ low interaction with native Italian
speakers and the description of their second language acquisition as “naturalistic”, as this
term does imply interaction. However, exposure to the target language is not a monolithic
notion and a wide range of interaction situations make up the migrants’ naturalistic
context of acquisition. Among these interaction situations, it is worth mentioning the low
quality of the input in the hosting centres or, later, at work, where persons in charge,
professionals and volunteers make extensive use of highly simplified and poor versions
of the target language, which may reflect an intentional foreigner talk choice, as well as
the inherent speakers’ sociolinguistic stratum. In addition, input comes also from other
non-native speakers, both in the hosting centres and at work, as in such multilingual
microcosms Italian increasingly becomes a lingua franca (cf. Pennycook and Otsuji
2015). The exposure to different varieties of Italian may dramatically affect the
morphosyntactic outputs of learners’ interlanguages. Low literacy and low education
levels make the scenario more complex, because learners cannot access the written
language and, hence, the input is even more restricted.

In the last twenty years, several studies have highlighted, from different perspectives,
the need to look at the input with greater attention (cf. Carroll 2001; Flege and Liu 2001;
Piske et al. 2001; Piske and Young-Scholten 2008). However, this remains one of the
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most under-investigated sector in second language acquisition studies. Several reasons
contribute to the difficulty of this study, both reasons related to the learners and reasons
related to the input. On the one hand, we cannot know for certain “what in the language
the learner hears influences rate, route or end state” of the acquisition process (Piske and
Young-Scholten 2008: 2), nor can we be sure how much input a learner needs (Carroll
2001). On the other hand, evaluating the internal characteristics of the input (for example,
the forms it contains, their frequency etc.) is, especially in contexts of naturalistic

acquisition, particularly difficult.

4.3.2. Properties of the input

In considering the role of input in the acquisition of second languages, three factors are
generally taken into account, which interact with each other in a fairly complex way. Two
of these factors have already emerged in the description of functionalist approaches in
2.4: they are frequency and salience; the third factor is transparency (cf. Goldschneider
and DeKeyser 2005; DeKeyser 2005; Ellis 2006a, 2006b; Cintron-Valentin and Ellis
2016).

The role of frequency in second language acquisition has been investigated in terms
of both token frequency, i.e. the absolute frequency of a certain item, and #ype frequency,
i.e. the productivity or the distribution of a certain pattern. This is explained by Bybee
(2008: 218):

Token frequency counts the number of times a unit appears in running text. Any specific unit,
such as a particular consonant [s], a syllable [ba], a word dog or the, a phrase take a break, or
even a sentence such as You know what I mean can have a token frequency. Type frequency is a
very different sort of count. Only patterns of language have type frequency because this refers to
how many distinct items are represented by the pattern. Type frequency may apply to phonotactic
sequences; it would be the count of how many words of the language begin with [sp] versus how
many begin with [sf]. It may apply to morphological patterns, such as stem + affix combinations.
For instance, the English past tense pattern exemplified by know, knew; blow, blew has a lower
type frequency than the regular pattern of adding the -ed suffix. Syntactic patterns or constructions

also have type frequencies: the ditransitive pattern in English, exemplified by He gave me the
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change is used only with a small set of verbs, while the alternate pattern He gave the change to

me is possible with a large class of verbs.

Salience is a multifaceted notion which may be understood at different levels. A form
or construction that encodes relevant aspects of the human beings’ experience is salient
at the cognitive or semantic level. For instance, the semantic role Agent is more salient
than Object because agentivity is crucial in human actions (Ryder 1999); similarly, the
endpoint of a motion event is more salient than its source because the cognitive system
of humans is inherently forward-looking, driven by goals, plans, desires, hopes (Baars
and Gage 2013: 233) and, in fact, adults and children more frequently mark the endpoint
of motion rather than its origin (Lakusta and Landau 2005).

Perhaps more relevant to second language acquisition is perceptual salience, which
has been used to explain the acquisition of morphemes (cf. Brown 1973). Perceptual
salience depends on the physical prominence of the signifiers and can be due to segmental
features (for instance, the number of the phonemes or the number of phonological feet or
syllables of a certain morpheme), suprasegmental (for instance, whether a certain
morpheme is stressed) or distributional (for instance, the position of a morpheme, the
presence of a pause delimiting it etc.).

Perceptual salience interacts with frequency and, in particular, low salience may
result from high frequency. This is clearly explained by Cintréon-Valentin and Ellis (2016:
91):

Many grammatical form-function relationships in English, like grammatical particles and
inflections such as the third person singular -s, are of low salience in the language stream. This is
a result of the well-documented effect of frequency and automatization in the evolution of
language. The basic principles of automatization that apply to all kinds of motor skills (like
playing a sport or a musical instrument) are that through repetition, sequences of units that were
previously independent come to be processed as a single unit or chunk [...]. The more frequently
speakers use a form, the more they abbreviate it: this is a law-like relationship across
languages. Zipf (1949) summarized this in the principle of least effort — speakers want to
minimize articulatory effort so they tend to choose the most frequent words, and the more they
use them, automatization of production causes their shortening. Frequently used words become

shorter with use. Grammatical functors are the most frequent elements of a language, thus they
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lose their emphasis and tend to become abbreviated and phonologically fused with surrounding

material.

As a consequence, grammatical functors — that is, bound morphemes — are difficult
for second language learners to perceive. This is apparent if we consider that the signal
to which learners are exposed is continuous and that word boundaries — where inflection
is placed — are not given in the input, but superimposed by language processing, that is
when learners segment the input into discrete units: as Carroll (2004) points out, this is
not a mere perceptual phenomenon, but a linguistic operation.

The third factor to be taken into account in analysing the input is transparency, which
concerns the relationship between meaning and form. A transparent relationship is a
univocal one; its contrary is opacity. A relationship is opaque when the same meaning is
expressed by several forms or the same form expresses several meanings, that is, it is
polysemic. Transparency is a parameter frequently used in morphological analysis,
especially in the case of inflectional and fusional languages (Andorno et al. 2017: 112).
For instance, in Italian there are numerous examples of morphological opacity, such as
cumulative morphemes (that is, different grammatical categories are “accumulated” in
the same morph, e.g. the ending —e in giall-e expresses both gender and number and, in
particular, it realises the options ‘feminine’ and ‘singular’), homonymy of morphs (e.g,
—e may indicate ‘masculine, singular’ as in cane ‘dog’, ‘feminine, singular’ as in madre
‘mother’ or ‘feminine, plural’ as in gialle ‘yellow’; cf. Chini and Ferraris 2003).

This short sketch certainly leaves unaddressed many important aspects related to the
input and its processing by the learners (cf. Valentini 2016a, 2016b for a comprehensive
description of L2 Italian studies on input); however, it suggests at least the complexity of

this phenomenon in the acquisition of second languages.

4.3.3. Input and grammar

The input to which the learners are exposed can also vary in relation to the forms and
constructions it contains. This is related to sociolinguistic variation. The target language,

in fact, is anything but monolithic and, rather, it varies according to the contexts in which

it is used and the speakers who use it.

50



These aspects are particularly understudied, obviously because it is a rather hard task
to analyse the grammar of the input in the diverse naturalistic situations of exposure.

Some interesting observations derive from studies not directly addressing the issue of
the input in second language acquisition. I refer, in particular, to the studies reported and
discussed in Dabrowska (2012). The article contests the idea that, in acquiring a mother
tongue, all speakers converge towards the same grammar, which she claims is a myth of
second language acquisition studies (mainly in generativist studies). Rather, there are
differences related to the type of the input to which learners are exposed and, hence, to
the type of education. This variation, she claims, may result in different grammars, that
is, different competences as opposed to performances.

Dabrowska reviewed several studies on adult L1 speakers and one study also
involving L2 learners, i.e. Dabrowska and Street (2006). These studies involved testing
the productivity of diverse morphological and syntactic phenomena, among which the
Polish genitive singular masculine inflection and the dative inflection, some English
complex constructions and passive constructions.

The tests of productivity of such phenomena revealed a strong correlation with
speakers’ degree of education. For instance, as for the Polish dative singular inflection,

Dabrowska found that:

The effect of education can be most plausibly attributed to asymmetries in the distribution of
dative nouns in spoken and written discourse, and differences in the amount of exposure to written
discourse. In spoken texts, the dative case is used to mark semantic functions such as recipient,
beneficiary, addressee, and experiencer. [...] All of these uses, however, are fairly literary, even
archaic, and hence largely restricted to written texts. The effect of this is that the dative occurs in
a much wider range of constructions, and hence with a much wider variety of nouns, in written
language. [...] Since more educated speakers have more experience with formal written language,
they encounter a larger number of noun types in the dative; and since exposure to a larger number
of different noun types with a particular inflection results in greater productivity [...], more
educated speakers are more likely to use the dative inflections productively. (Dabrowska 2012:

227)

According to Dabrowska, the correlation between level of education and differences
in grammatical knowledge results, in the case under examination, from the richer

experience that educated learners have had with the written input. In other cases, it may
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result from a combination of the written input and exposure to specific linguistic
constructions in contexts of explicit instruction, as in the case study reported in
Dabrowska and Street (2006). This is a study on comprehension of active and passive
sentences by L1 speakers and L2 learners; these subjects were organised in four groups,
namely highly educated L1 speakers (British post-graduate students), less-educated L1
speakers (with no more than secondary school experience), highly educated and less-
educated non-native speakers. Dabrowska and Street found that both highly educated
groups performed better, but non-native non-graduates performed better than less-
educated native speakers in some tasks. In this case, low education and exposure seem to

interact with other factors:

Dabrowska and Street conclude that the less educated speakers’ difficulties with passives are
attributable to the fact that they have had less experience with them (since passive sentences are
relatively infrequent in spoken language) and hence lack a well entrenched passive schema.
However, the sheer amount of exposure cannot be the only reason for the observed differences,
since it cannot explain why the less educated non-native speakers performed better than the less-
educated natives, who presumably had more exposure to passives. Clearly other factors are at
work. These could include the type of experience (explicit instruction, exposure to a relatively
large number of exemplars over a relatively short period), metalinguistic skills (presumably
enhanced in the non-native group by explicit instruction in second language), or differences in

motivation and ability. (Dgbrowska 2012: 248)

This line of reasoning suggests that the type of input (including the input learners can
receive in the school context and/or by experiencing written texts) can be decisive in
determining the frequency of a given linguistic phenomenon (cf. similar observations in
Cintron-Valentin and Ellis 2016).

Again, however, I believe it is essential to keep the variables distinct, in order to avoid
overlaps in the role of input, level of education, explicit education — all of which are facts
that interact in the reality of language acquisition, but which must be assessed separately.

For example, it will be crucial to analyse the grammar contained in the oral input in
contexts of low immersion which characterises the main acquisition condition for most
migrants. This would allow the quality of input to be isolated from the levels of education

of the learners, as well as from explicit instruction.
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There is a wealth of sociolinguistic literature on non-standard Italian varieties (cf.
Berruto 1987; D’Agostino 2012) from which this possible direction of research could
certainly benefit.
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5. The Italian LESLLA corpus: reasons, method, problems

Data are not “out there” waiting to be picked; phenomena are out there.
Data have to be constructed, organized and nursed by disciplined watching,
until you actually see evidence.

(Selinker 2014: 252)

5.1.The context of the research: ItaStra

As already mentioned in Chapter 1, the research project on L2 Italian morphosyntax
acquisition by low-/non-literate learners developed as a part of the broader research and
pedagogical activity on adult and young adult migrants carried out at the School of Italian
language for Foreigners of the University of Palermo (ItaStra).

Since 2012, ItaStra has welcomed an increasing number of learners belonging to
various groups of the migrant population in Palermo, both newly arrived and middle-
/long-term residents. A relevant part of these new learners consisted of unaccompanied
minors (or former minors). Other groups are young adults and adults among which
refugees and asylum seekers, women victims of human trafficking, long-term resident
women whose social relationships are limited to family and compatriots and who,
therefore, have minimal relations with the territory, people who have suffered severe
forms of physical or psychological violence. In other words, we are dealing with anything
but homogenous groups of people who are unlikely to be brought together in a single
category, but who for different reasons are to be regarded as socially “vulnerable”
(Amoruso and D’ Agostino 2017; Amoruso et al. 2015; D’ Agostino 2017c). An essential
aspect of this vulnerability is the frequent lack of schooling and literacy skills in L1s.

The educational effort that ItaStra addresses to the migrant learners (by means of
language and literacy courses as well as activities aimed at social inclusion) not only has
imposed a substantial upgrade of the didactic practices, but it has also grown in parallel
with the research activity on such learner population. One of the main line of research at
ItaStra is connected to the sociolinguistic tradition of the School and is focused on the
linguistic dynamics characterising the new migration processes, plurilingualism, literacy

and multigraphism. In this context, various quantitative and qualitative studies carried out
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in the last years allowed to reconstruct the quite complex picture of the linguistic and
sociolinguistic background of many hundreds of learners already residing in Palermo or
recently arrived on the Sicilian coasts (cf. inter al. D’ Agostino 2017a, b, ¢).

The most recent data derive from a survey conducted in 2017-2018 for the project
“The strength of the language: paths of inclusion for fragile individuals” (funded by
AMIF, Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, 2014-2020). The survey allowed
collecting systematic information on migrants’ provenance and L1s, education, literacy
and linguistic competence in Italian; data on literacy and L2 Italian were obtained through
dedicated tests (D’Agostino 2018). These data fill an important gap in information on
migrants. As a matter of fact, there is no national registry of the level of literacy, education
and languages of migrants already living in Italy or who are arriving in recent years by
sea. D’Agostino (2017b: 143-144, translation EM) described in great details this void in

information:

A few minutes after landing and constantly afterwards, those who arrive on the Italian coasts
must explain, tell, fill out forms on the basis of which their destiny we be will decided. [...] In the
first moments after landing, immediately after the medical screening, the compilation of the so-
called “news sheet” takes place, a short form containing first of all some basic personal data: age,
sex, nationality, departure location. [...] there are no data on the education and languages known
by the migrant, in which language the sheet is administered, or whether it is completed
independently or administered orally. [...] These data lack in the very first news sheet and
apparently remain uncollected even afterwards. The equation nationality=language is still alive
for the Italian institutions, even for areas where high rates of illiteracy and linguistic diversity
make it particularly problematic. The data provided by the Ministry of the Interior only refer to

age, gender, country of birth',

The ItaStra survey involved a sample of 774 migrants (571 of whom then attended

language courses), both newly arrived and middle-/long-term resident (2.8% of the 6,737

4 Some data on literacy derived from the annual reports of the System of Protection for Asylum Seekers
and Refugees (SPRAR 2017, 2018), according to which 23.7% of 19,263 migrants attending Italian
language courses in 2016 and 19.5% of 22,452 in 2017 were included in pre-literacy classes. Similar results
derived from a study commissioned by UNICEF (REACH 2017) on unaccompanied foreign minors, who
represented 34.5% of migration to Sicily in 2016. This study reported that on a sample of 570 minors
(especially 15-17 years old males) landed in Sicily in 2016, 13% declared to be not able to read and 29%
only in part; 14% declared to be not able at all to write, the 32% only in part. These data, however, were
only self-reported (cf. D’Agostino 2017 a, b).
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migrants official residing in Palermo), 542 men and 232 women (and 289 minors, only
2% female). On the whole, the sample represented almost 2.9% of the 26,737 foreigners
officially resident in Palermo. They arrived from North Africa (Algeria, Egypt, Morocco,
Tunisia), various countries of Sub-Saharan Africa (Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon,
Congo, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ivory Coast, Mali, Mauritius, Nigeria,
Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Togo), China and several countries of South
(Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka), South-Eastern (Philippines) and Western Asia
(Iraq, Syria) and, to a lesser extent Europe (Serbia) (Modica 2018: 20).

The most common L1s in the sample are, in a decreasing order, Mandinka, Bengali,
(varieties of) Arabic, Bambara and Akan (Twi-Fante), while the most widely spoken
languages are English and French, followed by Mandinka, Wolof, Arabic, Pulaar,
Bengali. A large percentage declared a bi- or plurilingual competence (45% bilingual,
35,35% trilingual, 4,65% more than three languages), while only 15% were monolingual
(D’Agostino and Lo Maglio 2018: 27). Plurilingualism especially characterises learners
from Sub-Saharan Africa, due to the high degree of societal multilingualism
characterizing this area (cf. 4.2.1). Individual repertoires may include several languages,
used with different levels of competence, e.g. languages spoken within the family,
vehicular languages used to communicate with neighbouring villages, former colonial
languages (still official languages and used in formal education, i.e. French and English),
pidgins (e.g. Nigerian Pidgin English) or language acquired during the migration
experience (especially Arabic).

While information on migrants’ plurilingual repertoires was collected through a
questionnaire, data on L2 Italian derived from a specific language test'’, which has
revealed a level of competence from Al downwards (i.e., lower than the so-called
“survival” level, A2 which guarantees autonomy just in basic communicative contexts)

for 58,5% of the sample. This results are not surprising for the newly arrived migrants,

'S During the test, learners were asked to tell 1 to 4 sequences of 4 pictures each. Pictures were original and
represented daily situations in Palermo (reading, meeting a friend, sleeping etc.). Testers were asked to note
down the essential characteristics of the learners’ performances on the basis of a set of descriptors, in order
to place them below or above level Al of the CEFR, e.g. “learner uses just isolated words”, “learner uses
personal pronouns + infinitive”, “learner uses other unanalysed verbal forms, e.g. present 3 singular”,
“learner does not use the past participle”, “learner uses the past participle”, “learner uses the passato
prossimo, i.e. analytical perfective past”. The aim was to build a simple and clear didactic tool based on
areas of a widely shared linguistic knowledge (everyday objects, usual pragmatic contexts). The tool was
being tested at the time of the administering (Amoruso and Lo Maglio 2018: 182).
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because of the the restricted input in the hosting centres, where they live in condition of

substantial segregation, as well as the inadequacy of most of the language courses:

In a first phase (which can last up to a couple of years) the new migrants are hosted in
reception centres with few contacts with the local community. [...] [Many of them] are placed in
the so-called “extraordinary reception centres” (CAS), former hotels or sheds scattered
throughout Italy, in many cases far from inhabited centres; the rest is divided among the “centres
for asylum seekers” (CARA), government mega-structures where people remain for months (even
if the law provides for a maximum stay of 35 days) and the “centres for the protection system for
asylum seekers and refugees” (SPRAR), formed by a network composed of local authorities and
non-governmental associations spread throughout the country (the only region excluded is Valle
d’Aosta). In the SPRARs, which in principle should ensure the “second reception”, migrants are
housed in small structures or apartments and often involved in education and social work
integration. In addition to this there is the reception system for “unaccompanied foreign minors”,
divided into a system of first reception (with large, and often very problematic, housing realities)
and smaller structures, often apartments, second reception, partly of good quality. This element,
that is, the separation and segregation in which a large part of the newly arrived migrants, together
with the extreme fragmentation and insufficiency of the system of supply of Italian language
courses (offered in part by the system of Territorial Centres for Adult Education, i.e. CPIAs, and
in part by volunteering) causes a general difficulty in starting (and then continuing) the path of

acquisition of the language of the host country. (D’Agostino 2017a: 144, translation EM)'

It is worth noting, however, that low competence of Italian not only involves the
newly arrived migrants, but also 49.22% middle- (at least 1 year) and long-time residents
(D’Agostino and Lo Maglio 2018: 24). This results from migrants’ low interaction with
native speakers and hence, low exposure to the target language. As widely observed in

(sociological and sociolinguistic) migration studies, migrants are typically grouped in

16 The Italian asylum and reception system underwent substantial changes in December 2018. According
to the new laws on migration (Decree Law n. 53/2019, the so called Security Decree), new asylum seekers
will no longer be hosted in the SPRAR centres, but in first and temporary reception centres, namely CARA
(Centri di accoglienza per richiedenti asilo ‘Centres for accommodation of asylum-seekers) and CAS
(Centri di accoglienza straordinaria ‘Centres for estraordinary reception’). SPRAR centres, where
residents have access to a much wider range of services, will now be reserved for beneficiaries of
international protection and unaccompanied minors. For this reason, they have been renamed SIPROIMI
(Italian System of Protection for Beneficiaries of International Protection and Unaccompanied Minors).
The very recent change of government, however, makes the current situation fluid and hopefully subject to
new changes.
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specific urban areas in a condition of substantial segregation (cf. inter al. Blommaert
2015; Vertovec 2007; Tintori, Alessandrini and Natale 2018; this issue has been
addressed in 4.3). The experience of low interaction with the local community also clearly
emerges from migrants’ narratives collected for recent research conducted at ItaStra (De
Fina, Paternostro and Amoruso forthc.).

Also data on literacy have been elicited through a dedicated test rather than derived
from migrants’ self-report or inferred from the declared schooling experience (Amoruso
and Lo Maglio 2018). The ItaStra literacy test is focused on reading and writing short
words and sentences and, depending on the learners, it can be administered in Italian or
in various learners’ mother tongues (Bambara, Mandinka, Pulaar, Wolof) or school
languages (Arabic, English, French, Italian) and in the Roman alphabet or in different

writing systems (Arabic, Bengali, Chinese, Hindi, Pulaar, Tamil)'”:

It should be immediately said that the test does not measure learners’ reading and writing
skills in the language of learning, but rather their level of literacy, that is, their ability to encode
and decode the written language, to compose and break down words and phrases and thus to
process writing from its smallest elements, syllables and graphemes. A set of operations whose
realization requires development of specific cognitive mechanisms that are beyond the use of a
specific language, but thanks to which the reading-writing mechanism can be extended to any
language, reducing the (language-specific) grapheme-phoneme correspondence to a peripheral

phenomenon. (Amoruso and Lo Maglio 2018: 182-183, translation EM)

About 31% of the sample was not fully literate in the L1 or in an early learnt post-
colonial language, with a lower percentage for women (26,72%), a higher percentage for
men (32,84%) and for minors (35,88%) (D’ Agostino and Lo Maglio 2018: 24-25). These
results mainly refer to migrants from sub-Saharan Africa and Bangladesh and therefore
confirm UNESCO’s estimates that the lowest literacy rates are observed precisely in this
part of Africa and in South Asia, due to low access to school, early school leaving or poor

quality education (UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2017a, 2017b).

7 In addition, for languages with multiple writing systems, more than one test has been developed. This is
the case of the tests in Latin, Arabic and N’ko alphabets for Bambara and Mandinka. The choice of the
language (L1/colonial language/L2/LS) and the writing system has always been left to the individual
migrant. The test has undergone some changes over time in the direction of a greater simplification and
manageability by people who administer it and it is still experimental.

58



The lowest literacy rates are observed in sub-Saharan Africa and in Southern Asia [...]. Adult
literacy rates are below 50% in the following 20 countries: Afghanistan, Benin, Burkina Faso,
Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Cote d'Ivoire, Ethiopia, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-
Bissau, Haiti, Iraq, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal, Sierra Leone and South Sudan.
Youth literacy rates, for the population aged 15 to 24 years, are generally higher than adult literacy
rates, reflecting increased access to schooling among younger generations. Nevertheless, youth
literacy rates remain low in several countries, most of them in sub-Saharan Africa, which suggests
problems with low access to schooling, early school leaving or a poor quality of education.

(UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2017a: 3)'®

This also explains why data on literacy do not perfectly overlap with self-declared
schooling. In fact, almost 60% of illiterate or low literate individuals declared a school
experience from 3 to more than 6 years and 23% more than 6 years (D’Agostino and Lo
Maglio 2018: 26). Inconsistencies between the two sets of data seem to depend precisely
on the low standards of education in many of home countries which can hardly guarantee
full literacy. In this context, several years of school attendance are not equivalent to full
(and sometimes not even partial) literacy, especially in the rural areas far from the main
cities, where literacy rates do not exceed 70%, with lower rates for females (cf.
D’Agostino 2017a: 49; D’Agostino and Amoruso forthc.). The need of isolating the
variable literacy by using a dedicated test is commonplace in the existing literature on
low-/non-literate learners. For instance, Tarone (2010: 78), in commenting the study she
conducted with other colleagues on the relationship between low-literacy and second
language acquisition by Somali immigrants in Minneapolis'®, observed that: “It is
interesting that years of schooling did NOT always correspond to measured literacy
levels, validating our decision to empirically establish literacy levels using an objective
measure.”

Other factors deserve attention, which have been already discussed in the previous
chapters. First, in many countries of the sample, in particular in Western and Middle

Africa, learners’ native languages are not involved in formal education and, thus, in

8 Cf. UNESCO eAtlas of Literacy at <https://tellmaps.com/uis/literacy/#!/tellmap/-601865091> and
Ethnologue at <http://www.ethnologue.com> for details on individual countries.

1 Tarone and colleagues’ study is reported in a number of works, among which Bigelow et al. (2006, 2007);
Hansen (2005); Tarone et al. (2006, 2009); Tarone and Bigelow (2005, 2007).
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primary literacy, even when these languages have an autonomous writing system (e.g.
Wolof or Mandinka). In these areas, education is still entrusted to language spoken by a
minority of the population, both as L1 and L2, namely English (Gambia, Nigeria, Sierra
Leone) and French (Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Congo, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mali,
Senegal)®. This situation is generally claimed to increase the rates of school failure and

drop out (cf. inter al. Fall 2011; UNESCO 2012, 2017).

Many children struggle at school when they are forced to learn in languages that are not their
mother tongue. School systems that do not use learners’ own languages or respect their cultures
make it extremely difficult for children to stay in school and learn. For individuals, communities
and even whole ethnic minority groups, this contributes to perpetuating cycles of marginalization
and discrimination. For countries, excluding large portions of the population from their right to
good quality education can delay economic growth and perpetuate conflict and political

instability. (UNESCO 2012: 12)

The spread of Quranic schools (madrassas) in many African countries (e.g. Gambia,
Senegal, Mali) makes the scenario even more complex. In such schools, which are the
only educational opportunity for many people, education promotes memorisation of the
Quran in Arabic (that is, a foreign language) through oral repetition (Fortier 1997, 2003,
2016; Gandolfi 2003). Saleem (2018: 28) describes this educational process as follows:

Before starting the actual memorization memorizers are taught Arabic letters and sounds, and
how to make ‘words’ out of them. This learning of ‘words’, however, is restricted to phonological

form in that they do not learn the meaning.

In other word, memorisers fluently read a text they do not actually understand. These
learning practices, whose purpose is the accurate recitation of the Quran, appear to
remarkably increase learners’ memory capacity and to enhance their prosodic skills (e.g.
in reproducing the L2 pitch contour, cf. De Meo 2018; Maffia 2015; Maffia and De Meo
2015; Maffia et al. 2015). However, they can be hardly considered as literacy practices

20 Although in recent years, interest in the local languages has grown and experiments in teaching in the
mother tongue are underway. For an overview of the many initiatives to promote mother tongues in teaching
in Africa and elsewhere, cf. UNESCO (2012).
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in the strict sense, nor they promote the acquisition of the Arabic language (Saleem 2015,
2018).

In addition to these research lines, new interests developed in recent years at [taStra
which are more specifically focused on the role of literacy on phonological memory
(Amoruso 2018), on the one hand, and on the processes governing the development of
migrant learners’ interlanguages, on the other hand. As for the latter research line, an
increasing amount of data has been collected over the years, largely resulting from
interviews conducted as a part of various preliminary studies (Mocciaro 2019, forthc.).

During the last three years, this nucleus has been expanded on by the new data
collection, specifically designed for the research project on the acquisition of L2
morphosyntax. In order to advance research on low-/non-literate learners’ L2 acquisition,
the creation of dedicated corpora is in fact a prerequisite. However, the interlanguage data
on which the little existing research is based are hardy accessible. To my knowledge, only
a Dutch corpus of non-Ll-literate and Ll1-literate migrant adults’ oral production
currently exists, with audio files and their transcriptions at the CLARIN centre at the Max
Planck Institute in Nijmegen (the access is currently granted on an individual basis) (cf.
Sanders et al. 2014; van de Craats 2011). The new data collection is the first step towards
the construction of a more articulated L2 Italian low-/non-literate learner corpus. It was
conceived of as a starting point for: 1) verifying the degree to which the existing
descriptions of L2 Italian also apply to low-/non-literate learners (in terms of route, rate
and end-state of the second language acquisition process); 2) enabling analysis of low-
/non-literate learners’ interlanguages in the light of current theoretical insights on the role
of literacy in second language acquisition; 3) comparing the resulting data with the

research products on other L2s acquired by such learner population.

5.2.The corpus: participants, data collection

5.2.1. Selection of the research sample

The research is based on a sample of 20 newly arrived migrants recruited during the

literacy tests at ItaStra in 2017. It resulted from a strong selection on a larger initial pool
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of more than 40 learners, which has undergone a significant contraction over time;
whenever longitudinal data were not complete, learners were removed from the research
sample?.

Participants’ data are summarised in Table 4, where learners are indicated by the initial
letters of the name and are sorted in alphabetical order.

The 20 subjects are young adult learners, male, aged between 18 and 30 years. They
arrived from Western Africa (Burkina Faso, Gambia, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mali, Nigeria,
Senegal) and Bangladesh. They are native speakers of a number of diverse languages,

distributed between:

a) Niger-Congo languages: African West Atlantic (Pulaar), Mande (Bambara, Bissa,
Kojaka, Mandinka), Benue-Congo (Esan, Igbo, Ika, Urhobo), Gur (Senufo)zz;
b) Indo-Aryan languages: Bengali®.

As already mentioned in 4.2.1, these languages exhibit typologically different features
at all the levels of the linguistic analysis. Just to give a few striking examples, they are
mainly SVO languages, but Mande languages as well as Bengali are SOV; roughly
speaking, all of them can be described as morphological languages, but the internal
organisation of the morphological systems as well as their complexity vary considerably,
even within the same group; as for phonology, many of the African languages have tonal

systems with effects on grammar.

2! The initial selection favoured the choice of those individuals who did not show an immediate interest in
the inclusion in the ItaStra courses, in order to exclude the variable “instruction” (or, at least, to limit it at
the very initial language courses at the arrival, see 5.2.2 and discussion in 5.2.3) and build up a sample of
learners in the naturalistic context. Only a few of them later enrolled in the ItaStra courses, although none
of the 20 participants were included in full immersion courses at the School. Many participants were instead
involved in other language courses, in voluntary contexts or at the CPIAs, in the months following the first
survey. I will refer to these individual situations while describing learners’ interlanguage development in
Chapter 6.

22Cf. 4.2.1 about the difficulty and questionability of the classification of African languages. For instance,
Igbo is classified among the Kwa languages or among the Benue-Congo languages depending on the
perspective adopted by the scholars (cf. Comrie 2009: 857).

3 In Table 4, L1s are separated from the other languages of the repertoires by a semicolon; L1s are the
languages spoken at home according to learners’ self-report; in some cases, two L1s are indicated. Most of
this information was collected during the first interview before data collection, but additional information
derived from the subsequent sessions of data collection.
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LEARNER AGE COUNTRYOF L1/OTHER LANGUAGES SCHOOLING EARLY LITERACY RESIDENCE COURSES L2 ITALIAN LATE LITERACY
ORIGIN (L1/scHooL Ls) IN ITALY IN ROMAN
ALPHABET
AC 20 Nigeria Ika; English, Pidgin Eng. 12 years Group 3 English 18 months 6 months pre-basic -
AL 27 Nigeria Urhobo; Bini, English, 10 years Group 3 English 18 months 5 months basic -
Pidgin
AO 24 Nigeria Esan; English, Pidgin Eng. 12 years Group 3 English 12 months 2 months basic -
BD 18 Guinea Pulaar; Wolof, French 2 years (Q)  Group 1 11 months 5 months post-basic Group 2
(6(0) 26 Nigeria Ika; Igbo, English, Pidgin E. 12 years Group 3 English 12 months 10 months  post-basic -
GO 27 Nigeria Esan; Yoruba; English, 16 years Group 3 English 16 months 9 months post-basic -
Pidgin Eng.
HL 25 Nigeria Esan; English, Pidgin Eng. - Group 1 11 months 3 months none Group 1
ID 25 Ivory Coast French, Kojaka; Bambara 12 years Group 3 French 11 months  7-8 post-basic -
Malinki months
LO 25 Nigeria Igbo; English, Pidgin Eng. - Group 1 11 months  none pre-basic Group 1
MC 18 Gambia Mandinka; Creole 3 years Group 1 21 months 10 months  basic Group 2
MD 30 Senegal Mandinka; French, English 10 years (Q) Group 2 Arabic 11 months 10 months  post-basic Group 2 French
MF 28 Mali Bambara; French - Group 1 12 months 7 months basic Group 2
MJ 24 Nigeria Igbo; English, Pidgin Eng. 11 years Group 3 English 11 months 11 months  post-basic -
MLG 25 Burkina Faso  Bissa; Mooré, French Syears (Q)  Group 1 11 months 6 months post-basic Group 2
MT 23 Mali Bambara; French - Group 1 11 months 6 months post-basic Group 2
MTR 25 Ivory Coast Bambara; Senufo, Wolof, 2 years (Q) Group 1 11 months 9 months post-basic Group 2
French
oT 23 Gambia Mandinka; Wolof, English 12 years Group 3 16 months 4 months basic -
RC 18 Bangladesh Bengali 8 years Group 3 13 months 9 months post-basic -
Bengali/Eng.
SM 27 Bangladesh Bengali; English 12 years Group 3 12 months  none basic -
Bengali/Eng.
YS 30 Senegal Pulaar; Wolof, French 2 years (Q) Group 1 10 months 5 months post-basic Group 1
Table 4. The participants.
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These typological features may interact to some extent with the acquisition of the second
language. The scenario, however, can be more complex. Most learners have more articulated
linguistic repertoires than the mere competence of a L1. This is especially true for African
learners, whose plurilingual competence has a functional space in the communicative
interchanges with other learners. This mainly involves languages used as linguas francas in
the home countries (e.g. Bambara, Mandinka and Wolof, cf. Juffermans and McGlynn 2009;
McLaughlin 2018), which may serve the same function in the hosting centres, alongside
post-colonial languages, such as French and English (and, very frequently, Pidgin English,
cf. also Asta and Pugliese for the use of this Pidgin among young migrants).

Only at a later stage, Italian will be included in the communicative exchanges among
learners, in the hosting centres and at work. In these contexts, input in Italian come from
both native speakers and, very frequently from other non-native speakers, that is, other
migrants. In addition, learners receive input from other languages and may actually partially
acquire other migrants L1s or L2s**. This complex use of the known languages emerges
frequently in learners’ narratives, as it can be observed in the following passage from a
conversation with a Burkinabe learner in the last session of the data collection

(MLG_5 a NonLit BurkinaFaso):

045 MLG no no no io no no usi qua bissa

046 MLG perché io non ho visto nesciuno qua parli bissa [...]
049 INT  pero usi il francese

050 MLG io sempre e iuso le francese el anche italiano

051 INT e l'italiano certo certo

052 MLG tutto giorno lavorare qua parlano italiano

053 MLG di piu anche italiano di piu francese

054 INT certo si certo certo certo ma con con gli altri ragazzi che parlano il francese::
055 INT  tu parli in francese

056 MLG si anche io era no parlo francese bene

057 INT mmbh:

058 MLG mio paese io parlo sempre bissa e moore¢ [...]

062 MLG perché mio villat+ non ¢ studiato a scuola francese
063 INT mmh mmh

064 MLG per questo motivo

065 INT  si

066 MLG perd quande io arrivo a Italia qua e

067 MLG di qua non c'¢ non c'¢ nessuno parle le mia lingua
068 INT mmh: mmbh:

069 MLG a me obbligatorio dove+ parlare francese per questo
070 MLG per adesso io capisco francese un poco di pit co+ di piu era
071 MLG 1o capisco francese ora in Italia

* Some immigrants have been observed to acquire the native languages of other immigrants by Pennycook
and Otsuji (2015: 16) in speech contexts “where multilingualism is not merely a plurality of languages but
rather a creative space of language making, where rules and boundaries are crossed and changed”. They
describe this scenario as metrolingualism.
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072 INT certo eh ahahah incredibile si si si

073 MLG ho imparato posso dire si anche la lingua italiana
074 INT certo certo certo

075 MLG posso dire conosco tanti cosa nome a l'italiano

‘MLG: No, here I don’t use Bissa because I haven’t met anyone here speaking Bissa. / INT: But you
speak French. / MLG: I always use French and also Italian. / INT: And Italian, sure. / MLG: Where
I work, here in Palermo, they especially speak Italian, more than French. / INT: Yes, sure, but do
you speak French with the other guys who speak French? / MLG: Yes, even if I didn’t speak well in
French. In my country, I used to speak Bissa and Mooré. Because in my village I didn’t study at the
French school. But when I arrived here in Italy, I didn’t find anyone who spoke my language. It was
inevitable to use French, that’s why I now understand a bit more French than before, I started to
understand French here in Italy. I can say that I also learnt Italian language. I can say that I know
many words in Italian, while I can’t say the same for French.

Learners’ plurilingual repertoires, however, did not include Italian at the time of they
arrival on the Sicilian coasts, between 10 and 21 months before the first interview. Most of
them had attended Italian language courses after the arrival, in volunteer contexts and, more
rarely, in the CPIAs. This experience, if not too short or discontinuous, was important
especially because it provided an opportunity for interaction with the natives, which is in
general rare for migrants, and allowed many of them to access the very initial stages of L2
Italian acquisition. In fact, the presence or absence of this first linguistic experience marks a
gap between those who were (although minimally) able to interact in Italian during the first
interview and those who used only languages other than Italian (e.g. English or French).

Apart from possible initial language courses, their exposure to Italian was on the whole
inconsequential, because of the already mentioned condition of segregation in the hosting
centres, where migrants live separated from the local community and excluded from any
form of true linguistic immersion (see 5.1). In the hosting centres (as later in the work
contexts), persons in charge, professionals and volunteers make extensive use of highly
simplified and poor versions of the target language (which reflect an intentional foreigner
talk choice, as well as the inherent speakers’ sociolinguistic stratum) and, in addition, input
in L2 Italian also comes from non-native speakers. As a consequence, at the time of the first
interviews, none of the participants in the survey had gone beyond the non-morphological
stage (that is, the basic variety) or the very initial post-basic variety (signalled by the
appearance of past participle forms) despite a length of residence of many months.

Apparently, the L2 Italian level and the degree of literacy do not correlate, at least at these
initial stages, and the only variable at work in language acquisition is the exposure the target
language. Learners’ degree of literacy in learners’ native (or in an early learnt) language
varied remarkably. Based on the literacy test, learners were ranked on three levels

(corresponding to the three levels of the assessment template linked to the test):
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- Group I: no literacy (not able to read/write isolated words in any writing system);
- Group 2: low literacy (recognition of letters, in the Roman or other alphabets; slow
deciphering of a few words; writing his own name)”’;

— Group 3: literacy.

Literacy may result from school experience, but it may also be learnt outside the school
context, e.g. during the migration or the initial language courses in Italy (in this latter case,
it is associated to learning Italian)*®. This means that the degree of literacy does not directly
correlate to any ideal continuum no schooling > low schooling (less than 5 years) > schooling
(at least 10 years)”’. Group 1 also included learners that had experienced such a short
schooling that it left no mark on literacy competence. Group 2 included learners who had
attended the Quranic school (Q in Table 4)*® only or learners who had developed the
rudiments of writing and reading (isolated words, signing) outside the school context, e.g.
during the trip or during the initial language courses in Italy (late literacy)”. Group 3

included learners who attended the high school. Table 5 schematically represents this

distribution.
Literacy Schooling

Group 1 No literacy No schooling
2-3 years of school at the most
Quranic school only (few years)

Group 2 Low literacy No schooling
Low schooling (max 5 years)
Experience of literacy in informal contexts

Group 3 Literacy Schooling (typically 10-12 years of the high school)

Table 5. Literacy and schooling in the sample.

3 This explains the presence in Group 2 of MD, who declared 10 years of school experience. In the Quranic
schools, education is especially aimed at memorising the Quran in Arabic (that is, a foreign language) through
oral repetition. It is worth noting that MD did not include Arabic among the languages of his repertoire.

26 This explains possible inconsistency between data in the fields “Early literacy” and “Late literacy”, as in the
case of BD, MC, MF, MLG, MT and MTR who resulted illiterate in their L1/early learnt languages, but able
to read isolated words in Italian.

2" Minuz (2005: 39, translation EM) claims that “Schooling can be assessed through the possession of a diploma
or, when this is not possible, through the number of years of study. Less than 5 years means that we are dealing
with students with low or very low education, for whom it is appropriate to check the alphabetical skills. The
number of years is also relevant to evaluate the possibility of forms of return back to illiteracy.”

21t is interesting to observe that none of the learners of the sample included Arabic among the languages of
the repertoire. When Arabic is part of the repertoire, as in fact happens in other cases among migrants, it has
been learnt through contact with Arabic-speaking people, not infrequently during the migratory journey.

% Group 3 had resulted more numerous at the time of the first interview, but it underwent a dramatic rate of
attrition over time.
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I will come back to the variables at work in migrants’ L2 acquisition in 5.2.3., where |
will focus on the various difficulties that emerged in working with the migrant learner

population.

5.2.2. Data collection: Sessions

Data have been collected longitudinally for 13 months in 4 sessions, preceded by a test
session. Learners have been met in non-school settings, i.e., in the hosting centre in which
they were hosted. Before starting data collection learners were asked to sign an informed
consent form which was explained and translated with the support of linguistic mediators
(cf. Thomas 2009). Three ItaStra collaborators participated as interviewers in the test
session, while only two interviewers (including myself) took turns in the other data
collection sessions. With the only exception of the text session, all the sessions were audio
recorded.

Data collection was based on a set of tasks in order to elicit linguistic productions as
similar as possible to those that learners use in a naturalistic context and that more likely
reflect their actual L2 competence®. In particular, sessions included interviews and story
(re)telling tasks, that is, what Pallotti et al. (2010: 224) refer to as “mainly monological tasks”
because, although being essentially one-way communicative situations, they can actually
involve a certain amount of dyadic interaction. This is especially true for interviews, as long
as they are conducted as conversations on various aspects of a person’s life (information gap
task), rather than consisting in a list of standardised questions to elicit the production of
specific linguistic structures. Also telling and retelling activities can involve interaction,
especially in the case of initial learners who aren’t yet very autonomous at the
communicative level and continuously need support by the interviewer in the form of
questions and rephrasing (Pallotti et al. 2010: 220-224)*". The use of the selected tasks was
tested in advance by means of a pilot, carried out 8 months before the start of the survey (see

discussion in 5.2.3).

3% Since Selinker (1972), it is commonly assumed in second language acquisition research that the best way to
infer learners’ linguistic competence (i.e. implicit, internalised knowledge as opposed to explicit, conscious
knowledge) is looking at the oral utterances they produce when focused on meaning (see also recent discussion
in Tarone 2014: 14-15; Van Patten 2014). This is what happens during a task, because in a task language is not
an objective in itself, but a means to achieve another non-linguistic objective (at least on the surface). Learners’
attention is more focused on the meaning and the content of the task rather than on the linguistic forms. This
model produces contexts more similar to those in which language is an instrument of social interaction and as
such it is widely used in teaching contexts (Ellis 2003). A wide analysis of the use of tasks in research is Gass
and Mackey (2011).

31 According to Chaudron (2003: 764), unstructured interviewed are more naturalistic than elicitation tasks
such as story retelling along a the naturalistic to experimental continuum.
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More in detail, sessions were articulated as follows:

Session 1 (Test session). This session included two steps, namely a preliminary interview
and the literacy test. Interviews were aimed at collecting preliminary personal information
(namely age, provenance, linguistic repertoire, schooling and self-declared literacy) which
were recorded in ad hoc data sheets. Interviews have been conducted in Italian whenever
possible, otherwise in English or French (and, sometimes, with the help of a linguistic
mediator) and, as a result, they also provided preliminary information on learners’ linguistic
competence. Data obtained from the test session have been then stored in an Access database
containing bio-data and results from the literacy test and the interviews. The database and
the registration forms are stored in the ItaStra learner archive and, because they contain
sensitive data, access is restricted.

Session 2. This session of data collection, which took place the day after the test session,
was articulated in two successive tasks. First, learners were shown a short silent video, The
split screen love story, adapted from the web*”. This told two consecutive days lived by two
adults, a man and a woman, who meet at the end of the story; the two days show the same
sequence of events, which are successful in the first day (for example, opening the
refrigerator and taking eggs for breakfast) and unsuccessful in the second day (opening the
refrigerator and not finding eggs for breakfast); the first day is in colour, the second day is
iconically represented in black and white; the actions of the man and the woman are shown
in parallel. In Session 2, only the first part of the video, that is, the first day was shown (the
entire video was proposed in Session 5). Learners were asked to retell what happened in the
video and their performances were audio recorded. Figure 1 reports two screenshots of the
short film. The choice of the video depended on the simple, realistic and non-childish
character of the story and on the linear structure of the narrative. The sequence indeed
includes basic situations of a person’s daily life (e.g. ‘sleeping’, ‘cooking’, ‘drinking a
coffee’, ‘watching TV’, etc.), representative of various event type (action, states, processes).
Consistent with Gass and Mackey’s (2011: 115-116) recommendations, these situations are
easy to describe and require a vocabulary likely known to learners (as long as it corresponds
to their own daily life), but which may also cause some lack of understanding (hence, some

negotiation)’’.

32 The original video is at <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-JibZcGuHwc>. Compared to the original, the
video actually administered to learners was shortened and the soundtrack was eliminated.

3% Gass and Mackey also recommend: “the locations of items in the pictures are appropriate for the desired
level of difficulty.” The video generally meets this need, although for some learners the parallel representation
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Figure 1. The split screen love story (screenshots).

The aim of this task was to elicit data on the presence and the status of the basic lexical
categories, i.e. noun and verb, in learners’ interlanguages, that is, whether or not nouns and
verbs:

a) were encoded as distinct categories (thus signalling the overcome of the pragmatic
phase): in telling a sequence, learners will list the events selecting verbs, e.g. “drinking
a coffee” or, alternatively, nouns standing for events, e.g. “coffee (=drinking coffee)”;
b) if distinct, they were represented by basic forms (basic variety) or inflected forms

(post-basic varieties).

The second task was to select and order a set of 30 images on paper”*, which once again
represented basic daily events, and tell what they did the day before the test with the help of
this visual support (see Figure 2). The aim was deepening the information provided by the
first task, eliciting data on the possible encoding of temporal-aspectual information (by

virtue of the shift to the past) and the person of the verb (by virtue of the shift to the

of the actions of the man and woman was difficult to understand and, in fact, not grasped (see also 5.2.3). For
analogous reasons, only the first part of the video was shown in Session 2.
3* Images derive in part from the ItaStra photographic archive, in part from the Web (copyright free).
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Figure 2. Selected images from Session 2_b.
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autobiographical 1 person, instead of the 3™ required by the previous, too similar to a
possible basic form to be a clear indication of the development of person).

It is worth mentioning that both tasks were proposed to all the learners involved,
irrespective of their competence in Italian; this means that some of them performed the task
in a different language (e.g. in English).

Session 3. After about 6 months, learners were involved in a new narrative task. At this
time, they were asked to talk about their life in Palermo, focusing on an event or a person in
particular. This task required more linguistic and communicative autonomy compared to the
previous ones. However, it aimed at eliciting the same linguistic phenomena as Session 2,
namely, nominal and verbal inflection and its possible development after a certain timespan.

Session 4. The fourth session was proposed after other 4 months and consisted in two
steps. The first step was a conversation about learners’ life experience between the third and
the fourth session, in order to assess their ability to refer to past events and decontextualized
experiences and situations. At the same time, the task allowed to gather relevant information
about their exposure to the language in the meantime (at school, at work, etc.).

The second step was a narrative task based on the six-minute wordless video The pear
film which tells of a man who was picking pears in an orchard when a boy on a bicycle takes
the basket of pears and rides off thus triggering a chain of following events (cf. Chafe
1980)*. Also in this case, learners were asked to retell the story in order to elicit new data
on the development of their nominal and verbal L2 morphosyntax.

Session 5. The last session was carried out after other 3 months (and 13 months from the
beginning of the survey). It included all the tasks already performed in the previous sessions,
namely: a conversation (on learners’ life in Sicily, possible school experience, their native
country), the retelling of the retelling of The pear film and, finally, the retellling of The split
screen love story, which differently from Session 2 was now proposed entirely (first and
second days).

Table 6 reports schematically the sessions in which the collection of data was organised.

3% Produced at the University of California at Berkeley in 1975, based on a project leaded by Wallace L. Chafe,
the film was conceived of as a tool for investigating how speakers convert non-verbal into verbal information,
depending on their linguistic and cultural frameworks. The wordless (but not soundless, as it has a soundtrack)
film was shown to a number of speakers of various languages, who were then asked to tell what happened in
it. The results of this research were then collected and published in Chafe (1980). The Pear film is still today a
widespread tool in linguistics to collect oral data. The film is freely accessible online at
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRNSTxTpG7U>.
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SESSION ACTIVITIES DATA ELICITED TIME SUPPORT
1 Preliminary Bio-data and After 7to 13 Paper template
interview sociolinguistic months from the
Literacy test background arrival
Degree of literacy
2 Narrative tasks Presence of nouns Id. Audio recording
and verbs
Nominal and verbal
inflection
(person, tense,
aspect; number and
gender)
3 Guided Nominal and verbal ~ After 6 months Audio recording
conversation inflection (person,
tense, aspect;
number and
gender)
4 Interview Nominal and verbal ~ After other 4 Audio recording
Narrative task inflection (person, months
tense, aspect;
number and
gender)
5 Interview Nominal and verbal  After other 4 Audio recording
Narrative tasks 1/2  inflection (person, months

tense, aspect;
number and
gender)

The alternation of different tasks (or variants of the same tasks) during the 13 months of
data collection responded to the need, highlighted by Pallotti et al. (2010: 223-224), to
guarantee the comparability of the samples and, at the same time, the new effect for each
administration, thus avoiding repetition or automation (cf. Bygate 2001, also quoted by

Pallotti et al. 2010). Only in the last session, already used tools were retrieved to obtain final

Table 6. Synopsis of data collection sessions.

data more straightforward to compare with those elicited in the previous sessions.

5.2.3. Collecting data from the migrant population: problems and challenges

Gass and Mackey (2011: 1) introduce their work on data elicitation for L2 research with this

reflection:

When we read research reports in journals or books, we can easily be lulled into a false sense of

security. The straightforwardness and simplicity of the reporting, while often necessary for
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publication, can obscure the trials, tribulations, difficulties, and, in some cases, significant problems
that were part of the research process. The passage from generating an idea for a research question
to publishing a report is rarely tidy or obvious; it is a long and arduous undertaking. Furthermore,
since we cannot control every eventuality, compromises in data collection and analysis are often

necessary.

This section is dedicated to the explicit discussion of difficulties and methodological
challenges that the first phase of the research, that is, the selection of the sample and data
collection, has brought to light and that the subsequent sessions have confirmed. Many of
these difficulties appear to be specifically related to the migrant population.

The first problem is the difficulty of isolating the variables at work in the process of
second language acquisition by such learner population, namely L1 literacy and early
schooling, literacy and (quantity and quality of) exposure to the target language, exposure
and instruction. The difficulty depends on the non-discrete character of such variables and
on their diachronic fluidity in migrants’ individual paths of L2 acquisition.

The ItaStra literacy test allowed us to measure learners’ degree of literacy separately and
shed light on the complex interrelation of this variable with the self-reported primary
schooling experience, late schooling in L2 or informal literacy instruction.

Let’s recall here what already observed in 5.2.2., that is, that in the very initial phase of
the L2 acquisition path, the role of literacy (whether early or late) appears to be irrelevant.
This already emerged from data in Table 4 and becomes even clearer if we further narrow
our view to the only two variables at work, i.e. literacy and L2 stage, as represented in Table
7.

The positive correlation between low-/non-literacy and low level of L2 morphosyntactic
competence, frequently observed in the reference literature (Bigelow and Tarone 2004;
Tarone 2010; Tarone and Bigelow 2005; Tarone et al. 2006; Vainikka and Young-Scholten
2007a; Vainikka et al. 2017; Young-Scholten and Strom 2006 inter al.) can hardly be
interpreted as a causal relationship at the first glance. Indeed, both highly and early literate
learners (G3: CO, GO, ID, MJ, RC) and those who are instead low and late literate (G2: BD,
MD, MLG, MT, MTR) or even still lack alphabetical skills (G1: YS) can reach the first
morphological stage of the L2 acquisition, that is the initial post-basic variety. On the other
hand, pre-basic and basic learners belong to all the groups of literacy (G1: HL, LO; G2: MC,
MF; G3: AC, AL, AO, OT)
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G1 G2 G3
Learner Literacy L2 stage Learner Literacy L2 stage Learner Literacy L2 stage
HL - - BD late, L2 post-basic AC early, school pre-basic
language
LO - pre-basic MC late, L2 basic AL early, school basic
language
YS - post-basic MD early, school  post-basic AO early, school basic
language; language
late, L2
MF late, L2 basic CO early, school  post-basic
language
MLG late, L2 post-basic GO early, school  post-basic
language
MT late, L2 post-basic ID early, school  post-basic
language
MTR late, L2 post-basic MJ early, school  post-basic
language
oT early, school basic
language
RC early, school  post-basic
language
SM early, school basic

language

Table 7. Interaction of literacy and L2 stage in the initial path of acquisition.
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There must be different causes and if we look at the participants’ individual life
experience, as it emerges from their narratives, we easily find out a strong and direct
relationship between learners’ degree of exposure to the target language and their level
of L2 Italian. Unfortunately, isolating the variable exposure is anything but an easy task.
Generally speaking, all migrants have very low (quantitative and qualitative) interaction
with native speakers and the input to which they are exposed in the hosting centres and
later at work is generally poor (see 4.3; 5.2.2). There is, however, a considerable amount
of individual variation, especially in time (e.g. whether they find a new job, whether this
involves or not interaction with other speakers, whether these speakers are native or other
migrants).

Crucially, this also includes instruction. The initial selection of the sample favoured
naturalistic conditions of acquisition (which in the specific case of migrants also
corresponds to low exposure), but migrants may have attended language and literacy
courses during their life experience in Sicily and in Palermo, before and after the start of
data collection (see Table 4 for the initial language courses). In many cases, we are
dealing with fragmentary and discontinuous experiences; in other cases, participants have
been included in school programmes to obtain a secondary school certificate or are
attending more systematically language courses in voluntary contexts. Irrespective of the
theoretical assumptions on the role of instructed learning of L2 acquisition (that is,
learning and acquisition may interface vs. learning and acquisition do not interface), these
courses can hardly be seen as “instructed contexts” in the strict sense, because of their
substantial inadequacy to deal with migrants’ specific learning (and existential) situations
(e.g. lack of specific teacher training and adequate pedagogical tools, little flexibility to
meet the needs of young adults and their frequent lack of experience of the school context,
etc.)’®. On the other hand, the attendance of language courses represents an important
opportunity to actively interact with native speakers and to increase the exposure to the
target language, which remains the main condition for language acquisition to occur. Still,

strictly speaking, when a language course intervenes among the variables at work in

36 In recent years, collaboration between university researchers and school teachers and volunteers has
increased in order to improve the training of professionals working with adult migrant learners. One of
these collaborations, which involved ItaStra and one the main CPIA of Palermo, is described in D’ Agostino
and Sorce (2016).
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language acquisition, referring to the context of acquisition as naturalistic could appear
less appropriate’”.

In sum, exposure and instruction — and literacy too at a certain extent — are not
monolithic notions: they change over time, intersect to each other and undergo a high
amount of individual variation, making longitudinal research on migrants’ L2 acquisition
particularly challenging (cf. 4.3). Ideally, these difficulties could be overcome by
establishing “minimum pairs” for each variable (e.g., non-literate / language course, non-
literate / no language course, literate / language course, literate / no language course; low
exposure / language course, high exposure / language course etc.) and then following
closely each of these pairs in the medium or long term. However, migrants’ condition is
in fact very unstable: they arrive in large numbers, they disperse very easily, voluntarily
or not.

This last observation leads us directly to the second problem affecting research on
migrants, that is, the high attrition rate in the learner sample, which slow down and
significantly limit the organisation of work (see 5.2.1). Attrition derives from several
causes: first, migrants are subject to frequent relocations or voluntary transfers; second,
they are forced into difficult existential situations (exhausting work pace and, at the same
time, isolation from the local community) which produces diffidence and make them
much less accessible than other learner categories. This has been already observed in
previous research on migrants’ L.2 acquisition. For instance, Tarone and Bigelow (2005:
89) note that “Recruitment may be challenging when potential participants discover that
the focus on the research deals with one of their weakness, not being able to read and
write”. As a consequence, longitudinal studies are particularly challenging and require

continuous redesign and a very high degree of flexibility on the part of the researcher:

Longitudinal research is challenging to carry out with any population, but it is especially
difficult to conduct with undereducated, transient, or refugee populations. These conditions often
imply varying degrees of poverty, culture shock, distrust, and literacy. University researchers do
not have the sort of access to this population that they have with university student learners.

Because participants change addresses frequently, researchers conducting studies with small

37 But see also Andorno and Bernini (2003) on learners of the Pavia Project who were involved in learning
programmes, although this experience did not alter their status as naturalistic learners. See also Young-
Scholten (2013: 451, n. 5)
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numbers of participants need to plan for a higher than normal attrition rate and develop
tremendous flexibility. Participants who are poor tend to work long and irregular hours or care
for the children of those who are working long hours, which means that they have difficulty

meeting regularly with researchers for data collection. (Bigelow and Tarone 2004: 697)

The research here reported is a case in point. As mentioned in 5.2.1, the initial sample
of 40 learners contracted sharply and in fact halved. Following the resulting sample of 20
learners for 13 months, at regular intervals, was a tiring and time-consuming work, made
up of continuous missed appointments and rearrangements. To give a clearer idea of the
risk of sample loss, I would add that none of the 15 learners who participated in the pilot
of this study (see below) could be tracked back six months after the first meeting.

Another order of difficulty, related to the previous one, concerns the tools that can be
used in the various phases of the survey. Problems start with the recruitment phase and

the informed consent, as well described by Bigelow and Tarone (2004: 697):

Recruitment cannot, obviously, rely on written notices; the less-population must be reached
through personal contacts in the community. Unschooled learners may be less willing to
participate in because they are understandably skeptical of university-sponsored search, and they
distrust researchers who do not belong to their community. Once participants have been
contacted, obtaining their informed consent is also a problem. Informed consent for participants
in an SLA study can be obtained more easily from educated adults studying a language at a
university who may have participated in studies before and can clearly understand and dispute
information on a consent form. But any internal review board should have serious concerns about
informed consent obtained from adults or adolescents with low levels of literacy. Obtaining
informed consent from unschooled participants typically requires an interpreter or liaison from
the participant's culture who understands the unschooled person's world, yet can also understand
the study and the terms of participation. However, such a community liaison may not have a
résumé, be able to fill out university financial forms without help, or even have a telephone.
Although the magnitude of these issues may be common in anthropological or sociological

research, SLA researchers have not typically met such challenges.

In the case of the study reported here, this phase of the work was indeed tricky, but
less difficult than expected. This is because ItaStra, although being a university

institution, has a solid reputation as a place of welcome and inclusive training in Palermo,
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so it is less perceived as an intrusive entity. Secondly, many language mediators, in
several languages, belong to the ItaStra entourage; they are mostly former
unaccompanied foreign minors, who have completed their language training at ItaStra
and have since remained tied to the school and/or co-opted; therefore, they represent a
very solid bridge to reach the newcomers. The context in which the research was
designed, hence, has greatly facilitated the initial phase of data collection.

Other barriers, however, acted more decisively and related to the possible tools to
collect data. Unexpectedly, the learners did not show any reluctance with respect to the
use of audio equipment; rather, they have found it attractive to use the computer to watch
the videos®. However, it was necessary to drastically resize the complex set of tasks
initially designed. The pilot has been crucial in this respect. I met the first groups of
learners 8 months before the start of data collection; they were 35 newly arrived young
adults with a sociolinguistic background quite similar to that of the final group. I proposed
a more varied set of tasks compared to the final one, including not only monological but
also interactive activities. In particular, the two tasks constituting Session 2 of the data
collection were initially proposed within small cooperative groups work that included a
treasure hunt*’. The alternation of different tasks was aimed at obtaining a wider picture
of learners’ interlanguage, based on Pallotti et al. (2010) who have shown that different
tasks reveal different dimensions of the interlanguage in terms of complexity, accuracy
and fluency, e.g. monological tasks seem to require more control over morphosyntactic
complexity, while interactive tasks favour fluency (see also Pallotti and Ferrari 2008;

Tarone 1983, 1985; Tarone and Parrish 1988; Tarone and Liu 1995; Tracy-Ventura and

38 Although it should be mentioned that the environment in which data are to be collected poses a number
of problems. Hosting centres are noisy spaces, unsuited to the needs of linguistic investigation and, in fact,
often have negative effects on the quality of recordings (external noises, sudden interventions by other
actors, i.e. other migrants but also professionals who work there, sometimes even quarrels near the space
where the survey was carried out).

¥ The images were distributed among the groups work; each learner was asked to select up to 10 images
to compose a sequence representing the actions performed the day before the task. Although the choice of
images was an individual activity, this phase of the work involved interaction within the groups to negotiate
meanings; we assumed in fact that not all words (whether verbs, action names or other) were known in the
group: thus, the lexicon was one of the objective of the group interaction. To “conquer” the unknown words,
one learner at a time left the group and was involved in an individual narrative task (The split screen love
story); the prize for this activity was the Italian word requested by the learner and then shared with the other
participants after returning to the group. As soon as everyone had finished composing the sequences,
learners were asked to tell their day to the groups. At the end of the telling task, the sequences should be
displayed on posters to show the similarities and differences in the participants’ days and discuss possible
improvements. This final phase was not carried out.
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Myles 2015)*. However, the initial proposal of the tasks in the pilot underestimated
several circumstances:

1) the lack of familiarity with didactic models and tools (including ludic activities) on
the part of people with little or no school experience (e.g. staying focused on an activity,
sitting, etc.);

2) the more general lack of propensity of migrant learners to carry out didactic
activities outside of the formally designated place, i.e. the school, and especially within
the hosting centre; this was perceived — and in fact it was — as a violation of a private
space”’.

3) learners’ low levels of L2 Italian.

In other words, learners’ profile has a significant influence on the techniques and the tools

for collecting data (see also Gass and Mackey 2011: 73).

5.3. Transcribing and interpreting

Except for the first one, all sessions of data collection were audio-recorded in .wav
format; each file was named including information about the learner and the session,
according to the pattern: learner’s initials_session number sub-session number_ degree
of literacy [NLit ‘non-literate’/LLit ‘low-literate’/Lit ‘literate] country of origin (e.g.
BD 2 a NLit _Guinea ‘learner BD, Session 2, sub-session a, i.e. interview, non-literate,
from Guinea’).

Audio recordings were then manually transcribed using ELAN, a free and open source
software developed by the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen. While

ensuring a high degree of precision and detail, ELAN is very easy to use and in fact well-

40 There are also more general reasons of representativeness and balance which are requisites of every
corpus. As any other language, an interlanguage may change also in relation to the communicative situation,
the sociolinguistic variables that define the interaction (formal and informal contexts, diaphasic variations
etc.), the participants involved (monologue, dialogue etc.) (cf. Bayley and Preston 1996; Bayley and Tarone
2012; Biber 1993; Biber and Conrad 2009; see also Berruto 1987). Tarone and Liu (1995), for instance,
have shown that social setting may impact the order of acquisition of English questions (more advanced
stages occurring in advance in informal contexts). A low-/non-literate learner corpus will be necessarily
less balanced than other corpora because of the difficulty of varying tasks and communicative situations.
*I'In order to bring didactics within the hosting centres, learners should be already involved in articulated
experiences of immersion in the language and in the territory and they should have developed dense
relations of exchange with the trainers, as the experiences of language immersion conducted at ItaStra in
recent years showed (cf. Arcuri et al. 2015; Di Benedetto et al. 2017; Mocciaro 2019).
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established within the scientific community*. Each transcription contains as many tiers
(i.e., levels) as there are speakers involved, typically two, i.e. the learner (indicated by the

abbreviation of the name) and the interviewer (INT). This is shown in Figure 3:

(R (R Prer e (KRN (R (R (KRR IR (KR [N Prreienae DN (KR
! 28.000 00:01:29.000 00:01:30.000 00:01:31.000 00:01:32.000 00:01:33.000 00:01:34.000 00:01:35.000 00:01:36.000 00:01:37.000 00:01:38.000 00:01:39.000 00:01:40.000

8D io ah io sono arabia un poco |ab+ | scuola arabia un poco | poco /: (xx) tanti
INT cosa facevi quando eri in guinea? si andavi a scuola no no hai fatto un po'di scTula araba

Figure 3. Example of transcription in ELAN.

The smallest transcribed segment corresponds to the smallest unit of speech, that is,
the utterance: that is, a speech act (or a portion of a speech act), typically delimited by
two prosodic breaks (or pauses), characterized by variable length, possibly syntactically
incomplete and even consisting of a single word (inter al. Cresti 2000, 2005; Cresti and
Gramigni 2004)**. When the transcription file (.eaf) is exported as a text (.txt), each
utterance is represented by a new line. Utterances are numbered progressively and the
alternation of speakers’ initials signals turn taking*, as in the following excerpt (and in

all the transcriptions reported in the Appendix):

22 INT cosa facevi quando eri in Guinea?
23 BD io

24 INT si andavi a scuola

25 BD ah io sono arabia un poco

26 INT no no

27 BD ab+ |scuola arabia un poco

“2 ELAN can be free downloaded at < https://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/download/>.

* This definition is strongly pragmatically-based, cf. Cresti and Panunzi (2013: 99), who claims that a
prosodically terminated unit corresponds pragmatically to un utterance, conceived of as the equivalent of a
speech act (in Austin’s 1962 terms) and identified as a reference unit of the spoken language. Utterances
may consist of a tone unit or a sequence of tone units that articulate utterance information. According to
Voghera (2017: 97-98, translation EM), “These positions arise from the right attempt to overcome a static
and uniform vision of a syntax that provides unique unit of reference and does not take into account the
structuring/structural force of pragmatic relations. On the other hand, however, the use of the notion of
utterance ends up sanctioning the idea that speech is to some extent outside the syntax. In this way, instead
of widening the syntax boundary and proposing alternative models to the only canonical model, there is an
implicit surrender of a syntactic analysis of speech in favour of a vision that is entirely pragmatic or, at
least, predominantly pragmatic. This creates an opposition between syntax and pragmatics which, in my
opinion, has no reason to exist.” Instead of utterance, she uses the notion of “clause” as minimal unit of
speech analysis.

** In general, there is a 1:1 correspondence between line and utterance, although a line may sometimes
consist of more than one utterance, depending on the informative needs.
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28 INT hai fatto un po' di scuola araba
29 BD poco /: (xx) tanti

Transcriptions adopt conversational principles (Jefferson 1984, 2004) in that they provide
an orthographic representation of language units (based on Italian or other languages
used) and also account for speech phenomena (e.g. pauses, auto-corrections, changes in
the morphological plan) and interaction (e.g. turn overlap)*. For instance, in the
transcription (Figure 3 and subsequent extract), ab+ signals an interrupted word, | signals
a change in the morphosyntactic project, :/ signals a pause. Phonetic information occurs
sporadically, especially when a non-target phonetic realisation interferes with
morphology, e.g. when an ending is realised as a schwa [9], for which the orthographic
system lacks a dedicated symbol. As for the rest, non-target forms are rendered
orthographically. If the non-target realisation compromises understanding, the [target
form] can be added in square brackets. In general, however, interpretative interventions
on the part of the transcriber are avoided. No punctuation is used, except question marks.
The complete list of symbols used to transcribe learners’ speech is provided in Table 8.
This includes symbols to obscure sensitive data in the audio recordings (e.g. surnames or

situations that may reveal learners’ identity).

INT interviewer

ACRONYM learner’s initials

CAPITAL LETTERS emphasis

abcd+ interrupted word

(xx) unintelligible word / segment

abed | efgh change in the morphosyntactic project / self-correction

Lo final vowel lengthening

abed+ word interrupted

/: short pause (1 second)

[z, [ pauses of increasing length

mmbh: hesitations

ah interjections

*abed* word or segment in a different language
“text” direct speech

((text)) transcriber’s glosses and comments
[...] deletion

[target word] target word

3 This choice is consistent with the tradition of speech transcriptions at the Department of Humanities in
Palermo and, hence, at ItaStra (D’ Agostino and Paternostro 2006; Paternostro 2010).
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&text& overlap between speakers

&text&
word_word linked words, chunks
XXX/ “XXX” obscuring of sensitive data

Table 8. Conventions for transcriptions.

In terms of textual organization, the result of such transcription mode may appear as
a strongly discontinuous structure (both semantically and formally), characterized by
disfluency, false starts and interrupted fragments, phenomena of redundancy, repetitions
and reformulations, overlap between speakers and possible loss of information*®. These
phenomena, however, do not characterise learners’ speech only, but are typical of
spontaneous speech more generally (Sornicola 1981; Voghera 2010, 2017). Including
such phenomena in the transcription allows us to obtain an accurate but still readable
representation of the learners’ speech (Orletti and Testa 1991), consistent with the choices
made by the main L2 Italian corpora (cf. Andorno 2001; Andorno and Bernini 2003; for
non-Italian corpora, see Sanders et al. 2014).

At this stage, the research did not provide for the automatic annotation of
morphosyntactic categories, which is a crucial yet still unsolved issue in SLA in general.
As Andorno and Rastelli (2009a: 7) observed, one of the main problems in adopting a
shared system of annotation lies in the inherently unstable character of the interlanguage
(“an extreme example of non-standard variety’’) whose forms are difficult to trace back
to expected categories. This makes the creation of tools to perform automatic coding
operations extremely difficult. This is especially true if one adopts the internal perspective
of interlanguage (working on the form-function pairs as they occur in learners’
utterances), rather than measuring its degree of deviation from the target language; this
allows us to avoid what Bley-Vroman (1983) defined comparative fallacy. However,
adopting such an internal perspective could produce a paradox effect: if the aim of the
research is to retrace specific interlanguage categories, which categories should be
employed in annotation? That is, at least ideally, annotation should be the result rather
than the premise of the analysis (Andorno and Rastelli 2009b: 13-14). In other words,

annotation necessarily interprets the speech continuum and this operation is arbitrary to

46 As Voghera (2017: 96) observed, the effect of fragmentation and lack of coherence that we perceive with
respect to the syntax of spoken texts read in transcription disappears if we listen to them.
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some extent in that it is largely based on preliminary theoretical assumptions and, in the
case of learners’ speech, on the comparison to the target language.

These methodological observations and caveats can easily be extended to more
traditional tools for interpreting and analysing linguistic segments, such as the interlinear
glosses. In the absence of more sophisticated labelling systems, which only larger and
collaborative research projects can design in the future, interlinear glosses are adopted for
data analysis in chapters 6 and 7. These are conceived of as a space of preliminary
reflection on the analytical categories to be used to interpret the interlanguage forms.

The Leipzig Glossing Rules, developed by the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary
Anthropology and the Department of Linguistics of the University of Leipzig, are the
basis of the glossing system here adopted, which is morpheme-by-morpheme*’. Using
standard notational conventions guarantees a broader comparative perspective than using
Italian notation only and, at the same time, allows us to treat the interlanguage like any
other natural language. The basic glossing system is increased by means of a few other
notational marks accounting for interlanguage phenomena more specifically (e.g. the @
mark accompanying interrupted words, such as amig+, i.e., ‘friend’ without the target
ending —o, as in amico). On the whole, for the sake of simplicity, the description of the
forms is based on the target language in so far as interlanguage and target language
converge at the surface. But it should be observed that morphological glosses only
provide a formal description of the forms produced by the learners and are not aimed at
interpreting them based on the similarity to hypothetical and reconstructed target forms*®.
We should bear in mind, in fact, that we cannot know for certain what interlanguage forms
exactly mean to learners producing them and that we must be extremely cautious in
making inferences. In other words, comparative fallacy is always looming (Selinker 2014:
234; see also Bayley and Tarone 2012; Odlin 2014). Interpretation, however, cannot be
avoided tout court, since it is inherent to data analysis. Rather, it is here entrusted to the
observation of the wider utterance contexts where individual forms occur. More in

details:

Yt <https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf>.

8 As already mentioned, reconstructed target words are used sporadically and they are limited to local
interpretation of individual words within the transcriptions; they are reported between square brackets. In
reporting examples of interlanguages in the main text, the target forms or sentences may be sometimes (and
always in Chapter 7) included under the glosses and indicated by the explicit label TARGET FORM. It is a
compromise that responds to mere reasons of clearity.
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1. Morphological labelling is based on the formal (i.e. morphological, positional)
similarity to the target language, as in the following case where the lack of number
and gender agreement between the noun persone and the indefinite article

emerges from the labels.

c'e uno:: persone
EXIST:SG ART.INDF:M.SG person:F.PL
‘There is a person.’

2. This also involves non-target lexical bases constructed, however, according to a
target morphology (e.g. bross-are < Eng. brush, 14 MJ 2 a) (similar cases are
reported in Jezek 2005: 187; Rosi 2010: 81).

3. Also the basic forms of the verb (see Chapter 2) are described on the basis of the
target morphology, since any alternative description would require a preliminary

choice on what should be interpreted as a basic form*.

a) ancora  io pensare
also I think:INF
‘I also think.’

b) i0 guarda film
| watch:PRS.3SG film
‘I watch movies.’

c) 10 vieni
I come:PRS.2SG
‘I come.’

4 Atan early stage of data analysis, I used underspecified label, as in:

io pensare
I think

This is because basic forms show a pseudo-ending (at the surface, pensa-re is an infinitive form, guarda
looks like a 3rd person or a theme, vieni resembles a 2nd person), but they appear to be unanalysed in the
learner’s interlanguage (cf. lack of agreement with the 1st person subject) and, as a consequence, the verbal
forms can be treated as barely semantic entities lacking morphological information. While this is surely the
case, as we will see in Chapter 6, choosing non-morphologised labels would impose a unique interpretation
and would cancel the existing formal differences among various basic forms (for example, pseudo-infinite,
pseudo-third singular). Interpretation is entrusted, instead, to functional labels.
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Expected but not encoded forms, e.g. auxiliaries (noi cucinato pasta for *noi
abbiamo cucinato la pasta ‘we have cooked pasta’), remain unspecified.

Underspecified labels occur when the interlanguage form lacks morphological
information, as in the following case, where ‘+’ means ‘interrupted word’ and the
mark zero in the gloss indicates lack of gender and number information, which is

compulsory in Italian instead (*mia amica).

anche lei tut amig+

also she your:@ friend:@

‘She is your friend too.’
Underspecified labels are adopted when the morphological category is unclear, as
in the following case, where comportamenti is formally (i.e. in the target
language) a plural noun (‘behaviour-s’) but it it is unclear whether it is used as a
noun or as a verb, thus the gloss preserves the radical semantics only, reported

within square brackets.

perché  comportamenti tutti bene
because behav- all well
‘Everyone behaves well/All behaviours are good.’

In addition to the morphological labels, functional labels have also been adopted.

Unlike morphological glosses, they are not included in each example of interlanguage

reported, but are only used to highlight the results of data analysis. In fact, they are

conceived as the locus of interpretation of interlanguage data and have their dedicated

space below the morphological glosses™’.

5% Any type of annotation is an interpretation. Thus, in the strict sense, the analysis here provided is corpus-
based rather than corpus-driven. In other words, it does not emanate (is not driven) by allegedly naked and
neutral data, on the basis of which brand new hypotheses are formulated. Rather, it has behind it (is based
on) existent theories and hypotheses to be tested. In this specific case, it is a matter of verifying, as we will
see in Chapter 6, the applicability of the existing analyses to the analysis of the interlanguages of non-/low-
literate learners. The data, therefore, are looked at and analysed (and, before that, organised) against the
background of these existing hypotheses. For a discussion of the different types of corpus analysis, cf.
Sinclair (1991); Stephanowitsch and Gries (2009); Tognini-Bonelli (2001: 84-85). More recently, Meyer
(2014) proposed to integrate the (fundamentally inductive) corpus-driven and the (fundamentally
deductive) corpus-based approaches into a single approach, namely the corpus approach.
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7. Functional labels can, when necessary for discussion, accompany the basic forms
of the verb; in this case, they make explicit the purely lexical function of such
forms despite the presence of morphological glosses which describe only the
facies and not the function. In the following example, ¢ is described as ‘be:3SG’
at the morphological level and as ‘BE’ at the functional level, i.e., it only has

lexical content.

i0 e a casa
I be:3SG at home
BE

‘I’m at home.’

8. A functional label may occur when a formally target form conveys a non-target
function (i.e. a specific interlanguage function), as siamo in the following

example.

noi siamo mangiare

we be:PRS.1PL eat
TS.PS.N EAT

‘We eat.’

The two target forms siamo ‘(we) are’ and mangiare ‘to eat (infinitive)’ combine
in a non-target verbal construction (*be + INF does not exist in Italian), where
siamo conveys tense, person and number information (expressing the value
‘PRS.1PL’) instead of the uninflected lexical verb. In other words, siamo is an
interlanguage marker of agreement or an auxiliary (cf. Banfi and Bernini 2003:
106-108). In Chapter 7, 1 will refer to these forms as “interlanguage
constructions”. In the case here described, the use of functional labels allows us
to focus on possible non-grammaticalised (that is, non-morphologised) encoding
of notional categories such as tense, aspect, modality, person, number, gender in
the wider utterance context (see also Rosi 2009, 2010).

9. Similarly, functional labels are attributed to interlanguage forms which lexicalise
notional categories such as tense and/or aspect when no grammatical encoding

CO-0ccurs.

ieri io va escola
yesterday | g0:PRS.3SG school
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TEMP
“Yesterday I went to school.’

The temporal adverb ieri ‘yesterday’ is assigned a functional label ‘TEMP’ in order
to highlights that temporal information, which lacks in the uninflected verbal
form, is however lexically encoded in the wider context of the sentence (see Banfi
and Bernini 2003; Benazzo 2003 about the lexicalised encoding of aspectual

features in initial learners’ productions).

Functional labels are only tentative at this stage. They have important advantages, but
also present some problems. The main problem is that they are not always inherent to
specific segments, but seem to have scope over the larger context of the sentence. This
seriously limits the possibility, in the near future, of applying this type of analysis to more
extended corpora and, more important, of translating it into an automatic annotation
system (Andorno and Rastelli 2009: 63). On the other hand, functional labels allow
questions to be formulated such as “through which forms is the plural expressed?” (and
not only “what does the X form express?”, cf. Andorno and Rastelli 2009). In other words,
they allow us to identify the not (or not fully) grammaticalised encoding of categories
which are typically conveyed through morphological means in the target language and
are entrusted instead to lexical (or lexical-syntactic means) in the interlanguage. Such
linguistic items would go unnoticed if we just observed the form of the words.

In the perspective here adopted, the interaction of the morphological and the
functional perspective can contribute to highlight possible systematic preferences by low-
/non-literate learners, that is, whether such learners select in the input specific
form/function pairs or function words when they start to develop the L2 grammar, as
suggested by recent studies on such learner population (Vainikka et al. 2017: 247). For
instance, as I will claim in Chapter 7, both literate and non-literate learners develop
specific (non-target) interlanguage constructions, but the incidence of such forms appears
to be stronger in the non-literate learners.

Table 9 reports the list of labels used for the interlinear glosses in Chapters 6 and 7:
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W N =

ACT
ADV
AGR
ART
ASP
AUX
CLIT
cop
DEF
DEM
DET
DUR
EXS

FIN
FOC
FUT
GER
IMP
IND
INFL
IPFV
INDF

first person
second person
third person
activity
adverbial
agreement
article
aspect
auxiliary
clitic
copula
definite
demonstrative
determiner
durative
existential
feminine
finite, finiteness
focus
future
gerund
imperative
indicative
inflection
imperfective
indefinite

INF
INTR
IPFV
LOC

NEG
PFV
PL
POSS
PRS
PROG
PS
PST
PTCP
QUANT
REFL
REL
SG
SUB
TEMP
TS
TOP
TR
%)

infinitive
intransitive
imperfective
locative
masculine
number
negation, negative
perfective
plural
possessive
present
progressive
person
past
participle
quantifier
reflexive
relative
singular
subordinating marker

lexical temporal information

tense
topic
transitive
zero marking
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6. The acquisition of L2 Italian verbal morphosyntax by low-/non-

literate learners

6.1. Introduction

This chapter is dedicated to the description of the interlanguages of the twenty learners
during the thirteen months of the survey. During this timespan, the learners’ life
coordinates have not changed significantly compared to what has been described in 5.2.1,
although there might have been some changes (e.g. a language course or a new job) that
need to be taken into account. A summary of these possible changes (or lack of changes)
is provided in Section 6.2, which also contains general information on the interlanguage
stages that the learners have gone through.

Learners’ interlanguages will be described on the background of the relevant
functionalist literature on second language acquisition and L2 Italian in particular, as it
has been outlined in Chapter 2 (Giacalone Ramat 2003; Klein and Perdue 1992, 1997
inter al.).

In this perspective, a bidirectional function-to-form and form-to-function approach
will be proposed (cf. Section 6.4). This perspective is inspired by the tradition of studies
on the grammaticalisation phenomena in interlanguage development. For instance, in
introducing her seminal work on modality in L2 Italian, Giacalone Ramat (1992: 302; cf.

Sato 1990 to whom she explicitly refers) claims:

The analysis I propose for IL data is a function-to-form analysis (Sato, 1990), which seems
more adequate when dealing with the emergence of semantic notions through multiple linguistic
means [...]. I do not assume this to be the only approach to the study of ILs. In the treatment of
specific structural domains where the range of surface forms is clearly definable, the focus may

shift to a form-to-function analysis [...]. The two directions of analysis should be complementary.

The first part of the analysis is aimed at identifying the forms through which learners
encode the notional categories expressed by the verb, that is, tense, aspect and modality
(as well as person, number and, to some extent, gender), at different stage of their

interlanguage development. As data discussion will show, some functions have their
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scope not over individual forms but over the larger context of the sentence(s); for this
reason, also utterance organisation will be taken into account. On the other hand, the
analysis brings to the fore specific formal strategies and patterns that learners adopt in
constructing their interlanguage systems; thus, in this case, the analysis proceeds from
the forms to the functions their express. This approach will be then further developed in
Chapter 7.

Both the function-to-form and the form-to-function views adopt an internal
perspective which focuses on learners’ productions rather than on the degree of deviation
that interlanguages show from the target language. This means that the attention to
interlanguage forms does not involve a calculation of the degree of accuracy, because this
would imply adopting the point of view of the target language. In addition, the analysis
will be qualitative rather than quantitative.

It is worth noting, however, that the attention to the learners’ perspective does not
mean that the target language is considered irrelevant for the construction of the
interlanguages. Quite the opposite, it provides primary data in the input to which learners
are exposed, that is, models and forms that they re-use and autonomously combine to
construct their own ways to language. For this reason, some coordinates on the target
language verbal system will be provided (cf. Section 6.3).

In discussing learners’ data, the attention will be focused on verifying whether or not
existent descriptions of the L2 Italian spoken by adult naturalistic learners also apply to
low-/non-literate learners. In order to facilitate comparison between existing research
results and the data here presented, the description will conform to the main current
description models (Banfi and Bernini 2003 inter al.), which will be in fact the benchmark

of the argumentation.

6.2. Thirteen months in Palermo: learners through time

The life of AC (Group 3) has undergone almost no change from the first to the last session.

At the time of the first interview, he had been included for six months in a school

curriculum to obtain his first level secondary school diploma, but his school attendance

was irregular and remained so in the subsequent period. When, during the last session
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(after the interview, in a segment not included in the transcriptions because it contains
personal information), he was asked the reason for this low attendance, AC replied that
he understood very little Italian and that precisely for this reason he did not go to school.
In other words, AC has been stuck in a vicious circle that excluded him from the
interaction with native speakers and deprived him of the exposure to the input necessary
for the acquisition of the L2. He spent most of his time in the hosting centre where the
input in Italian, provided by professionals, is in general fragmentary and qualitative poor
and, on the other hand, interaction among migrants is mainly in English or Pidgin English
or in other shared languages. This type of exposure is common to all the other learners.
At the end of the survey, despite occasional utterances formally belonging to the basic
variety (e.g. io parlare:INF italiano poco ‘1 speak:UNINFLECTED Italian a little’, AC_3),
his interlanguage did not go beyond the pragmatic phase and both the interaction with the
interviewer(s) and the narrative tasks took place mostly in English.

Unlike AC, AL (Group 3) attended secondary school in a systematic way, although
at the time of Session 5 he had not yet obtained the first level secondary school diploma.
At the time of Session 2, after a five-month language course in a volunteer-led context,
AL had reached a basic variety of interlanguage. In the following period, however, despite
attending school, he did not go beyond this level and his interlanguage remained pervaded
by English (or Pidgin English). Outside school, AL was very little exposed to Italian:
occasional job experiences (e.g. selling flowers in the streets) did not guarantee any real
interaction with the native speakers and, on the other hand, his communicative exchanges
in the hosting centre were largely in English or in Pidgin.

Before the first interview, AO (Group 3) had attended only a two-month language
course in a volunteer-led context and he will not attend other courses nor he will be
included in a school curriculum during the survey. On the other hand, between Session 4
and Session 5, he began to work in a fairly systematic way in a city market, but mainly
performing tasks that do not involve a rich communicative exchange with native speakers
(e.g., loading and unloading goods), not to mention that in such contexts the use of the
local dialect (or varieties of Italian widely imbued with dialect) prevails. AO’s
interlanguage was barely basic at the time of the first interview and did not develop much
even afterwards; moreover, it remained very poor at the lexical level, largely permeated

by English (or Pidgin English) and characterised by low fluency, especially in tasks
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implying little time for planning and requiring greater communicative autonomy (cf. Ellis
2009; Pallotti et al. 2010), such as spontaneous conversations. In addition, AO had great
difficulties in receptive skills.

BD (Group 1, Group 2°') had behind him a five-month language course in a volunteer-
led context and, between Sessions 2 and 3, he had participated in a short course at [taStra.
At the time of Session 3, he had started attending school to obtain the first level diploma;
his school attendance was highly regular and, moreover, he was used to study on his own,
in the hosting centre, especially exercising reading skills by means of the handbooks
provided by school. In addition, at that time, he helped in a restaurant of the city centre a
few nights a week (although just by moving tables and chairs from inside to outside the
venue). At the formal level, BD’s interlanguage regularly developed from the basic to the
post-basic stages’” from Session 2 to Session 5 and, moreover, his oral productions were
much more fluent compared to the interlanguages of AC, AL and AO, already in Session
2.

Since the very first months in Palermo, CO (Group 3) attended a course of Italian
language in a volunteer-led context and, at the time of Session 3, he was included in a
first level secondary school curriculum; he obtained the diploma before Session 5. He
couldn’t find a job, even though he was constantly looking for it, and, outside school, the
only context of exposure to Italian language was the catholic church where he attended
mass on Sunday. In the hosting centre, he mainly interacted in English and Pidgin English
with the other migrants. CO’s interlanguage showed post-basic features already in
Session 2, as he was able to select various past participle forms. However, in the
subsequent period, this interlanguage was at a standstill rather than moving towards more
advanced levels, both in terms of production and reception. Over time, CO has developed
a somewhat shy and distrustful attitude, which he did not exhibit at the beginning of the
data collection. This attitude emerged especially since Session 4, perhaps also because of
the negative conditioning exerted by the professionals of the centre who often interfered

with the tasks.

> BD belongs to Group 1 for the descriptor “early literacy” and to Group 2 for “late literacy”, thus in this
case Group 1 and Group 2 refer to different phases of learner’s literacy process (cf. 5.2). This also applies
to MC, MF, MT, MTR, YS.

32 The passage from the basic to the post-basic varieties will be described in 6.4.2.; it is marked by the
emergence of the past participle, which introduces the opposition perfective past vs. non-past, and possibly
the copula.
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GO’s (Group 3) experiences are similar to those of CO. For many months he attended
a language course in a volunteer-led context and was then included in a school
curriculum, although at the time of Session 5 he had not yet taken the exams to get his
diploma. Inside the hosting centre, his use of Italian was limited, but he claimed to use it
sometimes also in communicating with other migrants. As CO, he tried to find a job but
unsuccessfully. He was disappointed by his experience in Palermo, but unlike CO he
clearly expressed and argued his views. In Session 3, GO identified the causes of his
difficulty in integrating and finding a job in racism (Palermo troppo rassisti ‘In Palermo,
people are too racist’, GO_3) and in the widespread presence of the mafia (questa é mafia
citta ‘this is mafia city’, GO_3) and hoped to move to the north to improve his work
conditions (Torino Milano:: Rome forse [...] que+ quello ¢ grande citta [...] e rassisti
fosse poco la ‘Turin, Milan, Rome maybe: these are big cities and maybe racists are only
a few there’, GO_3). In Session 5, he described his difficulties as depending on a more
general problem of unemployment in Sicily (pero lavoro non c’e, quello e vero, lavoro
non c’e, senza lavoro, tanti personi qua/: che amico mio [...] anche bianco nero/: tanti/:
disoccupati ‘but there is no work, that is true, there is no work, many people here /: who
are friends of mine [...] both white and black people /: many /: unemployed’, GO_5). As
CO, GO showed an initial post-basic interlanguage, characterised by the presence of past
participle forms and some occurrences of copula already in Session 2. From a formal
point of view, GO’s interlanguage did not develop significantly from Session 2 to Session
5, but his oral productions were overall much more fluent than those produced by CO.
This might be due to individual characteristics, such as a greater communicative attitude
(he was involved in political activities in Nigeria).

A very different situation is that of HL (Group 1), who, after a few months of language
training in a volunteer-led centre and a handful of lessons at ItaStra, was not able to use
Italian during the first interview, which was conducted in English. At the time of Session
3, he was included in a first level secondary school curriculum and obtained his diploma
before Session 5, although his interlanguage had not gone far beyond the basic level, his
use of English was still quite extensive and, overall, his communicative skills were
limited. Apart from a few occasional experiences in a restaurant at the time of Session 3,

HL never worked.
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ID (Group 3) shows antithetic features compared to HL. Apart from a language course
in a volunteer-led centre, which he attended for many months after the arrival in Palermo,
ID was early involved in numerous training experiences (partly under the supervision of
ItaStra), which guaranteed a massive and qualitatively rich exposure to the target
language (e.g., participation in a reading group or an internship at the Museum of the Sea
in Palermo). As a result, ID’s interlanguage quickly reached much more advanced post-
basic levels than those of the other participants. From Session 3 onwards, ID also engaged
in intense theatrical activity with local artists and spent time studying and reviewing lines.

LO (Group 1) never attended a language course after the arrival and, at the time of
Session 2, his L2 Italian was fragmentary and largely permeated by English. This
situation remained stable until the end of the data collection, since LO did not attend any
language course or school. Occasional work experiences did not guarantee any real
interaction with the natives (for example, selling flowers in the street). In addition (or
maybe as a result), LO showed a very low propensity to interact with both professionals
and other migrants in the hosting centre.

After a ten-month language and literacy course in a CPIA near Palermo and,
subsequently, a brief experience at [taStra, MC (Group 1, Group 2) had developed a basic
variety of interlanguage that allowed him to perform the tasks of Session 2 in Italian. At
that time, he was already included in a first level secondary school curriculum that he
systematically attended throughout the duration of the survey until he obtained his
diploma immediately before Session 5. In addition, he played as a midficlder in a
recreational football team with which he trained several times a week. His exposure to
Italian was therefore rather rich and, in fact, his interlanguage evolved rapidly towards
post-basic varieties and, overall, although not entirely accurate at the morphosyntactic
level, his oral speech became very fluent.

MD (Group 2) showed an initial post-basic variety of interlanguage already in Session
2, after a ten-month experience of a language course in a volunteer-led context, started
immediately after the arrival, and then in a CPIA. He attended the Quranic school for ten
years and declared a writing competence in French, acquired in an informal context as an
adult (helped by a friend); however, he resulted very low-literate both in Arabic and in
the Roman alphabet and, in fact, included in Group 2. At the time of Session 3, he was

included in a first level secondary school curriculum which he attended for the duration
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of the survey (with an interruption of a few months between Sessions 3 and 4); he
obtained his diploma before Session 5. He was highly motivated to learn Italian as a
means to find a good job quickly; his project was to save money enough and go back to
Senegal (to his family and children). Since his arrival in Palermo, MD almost always
worked as a house painter and dishwasher in a restaurant, helping a gardener and doing
small repairs for privates and, finally, in a clothes and accessories shop. He constantly
interacted with native speakers of Italian, although the quality of the input was probably
not always really rich: as a result, MD’s oral productions were really fluent but his
interlanguage developed slowly along the post-basic continuum.

Similar observations can be done for MF (Group 1, Group 2), who attended a seven-
month language course in a volunteer-led context before Session 2. At that time, his
interlanguage was basic and developed slowly afterwards, even if his oral speech was
characterised by a good degree of fluency. MF worked as a dishwasher in a restaurant
and, then, in the kitchen of a bar of the city centre, where he was taught to prepare
breakfast cakes by colleagues from Palermo. After the initial language course and with
the exception of a short experience between Session 3 and 5, he did not attend school.
Nevertheless, he was highly motivated to learn Italian, because his life project was in
Italy, in Palermo. During the interview for the last session, he declared to use Italian not
only at work but also in the hosting centre with other migrants (mio paesano/: tutto/: noi
parlare italiano perché devo /: capisci bene italiano [ ...] ci sono lingua Bambara, ci sono
mio paesano qui [...] lui parlare con me lingua Bambara /: ma io dire a lui é sempre
parla con me italiano [...] se lui sempre parlare con me Bambara io no posso parlare
lingua italiano ‘with my compatriots, we speak Italian, because I have to understand
Italian well [...] there are speakers of Bambara, there are compatriots of mine here [...]
they speak to me in Bambara but I tell them to speak to me in Italian [...] if they speak to
me in Bambara I cannot speak Italian’, MF_5 _a).

At the time of Session 2, MJ (Group 3) was attending an Italian language course in a
volunteer-led centre that had started since his arrival in Palermo, eleven months earlier.
After this first experience, he no longer attended a school or other language programs.
On the other hand, he always worked, first in a car wash, then helping in the kitchen of a
restaurant. In the hosting centre, he used English or Igbo to interact with other migrants,

but he also claimed to speak as much as possible in Italian with the professionals and,
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above all, to listen to native speakers, both in the hosting centre and at work (quando loro
parlare/: io se+ piano piano/: imparare [ ...] dove io lavorare pure/: loro ‘‘fare questo
fare questo fare questo” [ ...] quando loro parlare/: quando io non sentire/: piano piano
piano piano piano/: perché quando io lavorare loro “prendi questo si chiama questo”
piano piano/: io imparare ‘when they talk, I gradually learn; even where I work, they say
“do this, do that”, they talk and sometimes I don’t understand but slowly and slowly...
because when I work they say “take this, this is called...” and slowly I learn’, MJ_3).
Already in Session 2, MD showed a post-basic variety of interlanguage which developed
along the post-basic continuum during the survey.

MLG (Group 1) attended a six-month language course in a volunteer-led centre before
Session 2 and, at the time of Session 3, he was enrolled in a first level secondary school
curriculum, which he continued to attend until the end of the survey, although he did not
obtain his diploma. He worked only occasionally until Session 5; at this time, he had been
working for months in a clothing store. On a weekly basis, he met a group of friends and
schoolmates which was formed at the time of the initial language course, with the active
involvement of the mother tongue teacher, and with which he carried out various
recreational activities and informal learning. His interlanguage was post-basic already in
Session 2.

After a seven-month language course in a volunteer-led context, MT (Group 1, Group
2) showed a post-basic interlanguage. At the time of Session 3, he was attending a first
level secondary school curriculum and he obtained his diploma before Session 5. He
worked only occasionally between Session 3 and Session 4, then he only attended school.
At the time of Session 5, he was used to spend the rest of his time in the hosting centre,
where he interacted in various languages with the other migrants and in Italian with the
professionals, or going around throughout Palermo or playing football with other young
migrants.

The life of MTR (Group 1, Group 2) in Palermo is very similar to that of MT. He
attended a nine-month language course in a volunteer-led centre after his arrival in
Palermo and then, after some Italian lessons at ItaStra, he was enrolled in the first level
secondary school to obtain his diploma. He never worked and, apart from the school, he

spent most of his time in the hosting centre or going around throughout the city. His life
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project was to find a job in Palermo. MTR’s interlanguage was initial post-basic already
in Session 2 and developed slowly along the post-basic continuum thereafter.

OT (Group 3) attended a four-month language course in the Sicilian CARA
(Reception Centre for Asylum Seekers™), where he was hosted before arriving in
Palermo. Session 2 was held a couple of months after the arrival in the city. At this time,
his interlanguage was basic with emerging forms of past participle and shifted to a post-
basic variety during the survey; however, on the whole, his speech remained little fluent
until the end of the survey and OT often preferred to use English. Between Session 3 and
Session 4, he started attending a language course in a volunteer-led centre and, by the
time of Session 5, he had just started the first level secondary school. At that time, he also
started an occasional job in a wedding decoration studio.

RC (Group 3) studied in a CPIA near Palermo for nine months and, at the time of
Session 2, he was enrolled in a first level secondary school curriculum in Palermo. His
interlanguage was initial post-basic, with past participle forms alternating with basic
forms. He obtained his diploma before Session 3 and started working as a waiter in a city
centre restaurant. He was used to speak Italian at work, while in the hosting centre he also
used English, Bangla and sometimes Arabic (a language he started to acquire after the
arrival). At the time of Session 5, he was fluent in Italian, although his interlanguage had
not developed significantly on the formal level.

Sessions with SM (Group 3) were probably among the most difficult during the
survey, because of the distrustful and uncooperative attitude of this learner. At the time
of the Session 2, he had not yet attended any language course and had a basic
interlanguage, which developed over time mainly in terms of fluency, but without going
far beyond the basic variety. Between Sessions 2 and 3 he had attended his first language
course in a volunteer-led centre and had also started working occasionally in a grocery
store in the city centre. He did not attend school or show any willingness to do so in the
future, considering it a waste of time. He spent most of his time with other fellow
countrymen, with whom he claimed to use Italian and from whom he tried to learn Italian
vocabulary (io parlo amico/: tutte/: parlo parlo dopo io parlo italiano [...] io parlo
Bangladesh persone “quello come ti chiami” poi “acqua’/: un’altre persone “quelli

come ti chiami”/: dopo dopo parla io ‘1 always talk to friends to learn Italian [...] I ask

3 See 5.1, fn. 3.
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the people of Bangladesh “what is that called?” and they answer “water”, to another
person I ask “what is that called” and so afterwards I can say it too’, SM_3).

YS (Group 1) attended a language course in a volunteer-led centre for five months
before Session 2. At this time, his interlanguage resulted initial post-basic, with past
participles alternating with basic forms of the verbs and some examples of copula.
Between Session 2 and Session 3, he attended a short course at ItaStra and was enrolled
in a first level secondary school programme. At the time of Session 4, he also had an
occasional job in a copy shop. Afterwards, he interrupted his studies and began to work
permanently in the countryside, outside Palermo, where he was at the time of Session 5.
At that time, YS’s interlanguage had developed along the continuum of post-basic

varieties.

6.2.1. Learners, interlanguages and degree of literacy

The quick overview of the life and language experiences of the twenty participants,
which has been provided in 6.2., confirms the considerations already made in 5.2.1 about
the lack of a positive correlation between writing skills (both early learnt and learnt by
adults during migration) and the level of interlanguage.

A summary of these interlanguage developments is provided in Table 10, where
learners are arranged depending of their degree of literacy. The oriented arrow indicates
the gradual character of interlanguage development, which can be described as a
progression from one stage to another rather than a sequence of sharp steps. The grey
fields marked by the symbol “+” should be interpreted in this perspective, rather than in
terms of presence vs. absence.

Table 10 shows that literate learners and non-/low-literate learners can reach the same
grammatical stages of L2 Italian. As a consequence, the variable at work which
determines the interlanguage stage must be something different than the degree of
literacy. In Chapter 5, I proposed that the quantity and the quality of exposure to input in
Italian, at work or at school, should play a more important role in favouring learners’
second language acquisition.

Learners’ interlanguages and their development through time will be described in

details in the following sessions.
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CONTINUUM OF INTERLANGUAGE VARIETIES
>

GROUPS 1-2 PRE-BASIC BasIC POST-BASIC (INITIAL) POST-BASIC

BD e
HL A 4F
LO 3

MC I+
MD

MF 4F
MLG

MT

MTR

YS

o I I B I R
+

GROUP 3

AC + +

AL +

AO + +

CO o

GO 4

ID I
MIJ + +

oT A 4+

RC F AF
SM AF A

Table 10. Outline of interlanguage developments through Sessions.

6.3. The encoding of the notional categories of the verb: tense, aspect and modality

in Italian

As many other Indo-European languages, Italian encodes temporal-aspectual and modal
information through verbal inflection. The finite forms of the verb also encode categories
related to the subject, namely person and number (and, to some extent, gender). In
addition to overt grammaticalised expression, verbal categories can be encoded through

lexical means, for example adverbial items (e.g. temporal adverbs such as ieri ‘yesterday’
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or epistemic adverbs such as forse ‘maybe’) and, in the case of modality, modal verbs
(dovere, potere, volere).

With respect to the coordinates traditionally used to place events in time, Italian
exhibits a rather complex system which includes grammaticalised forms for the
expression of numerous temporal configurations, both deictic and anaphoric. According
to the classical Reichenbach’s (1947) description, the temporal location of the events
involves three points, namely the point of the event (when the event occurs), the point of
reference (the reference point for locating the event), the point of speech (when the
utterance is produced). The point of the event is measured in relation to the temporal
location of the speaker, that is, in relation to the moment when (s)he produces the
utterance: if the event precedes the speech time, it is placed in the past; if it follows the
speech time, it is placed in the future; if event and speech time overlap, the event is
present. Since it depends on the (extra-linguistic) speech context, grammatical tense is a
deictic category. However, the point of reference for locating the event may not depend
on the speech context and may, instead, be included in the text. This is the difference
between I'm going to Prague and When I finish class tomorrow, I'm going to Prague. In
both cases, the point of speech is the present and the event described is placed in the
future. However, in the first case, the point of reference can only be measured starting
from the speech act (the speaker’s hic et nunc, thus ‘tomorrow’ means ‘after the hic et
nunc’), while in the second case, the point of reference is contained in the utterance: it is
the first future sub-event (when [ finish the class) which temporally preceded the second
sub-event (I'm going to Prague); the second sub-event, thus, has not a deictic but an
anaphoric point of reference (see Bertinetto 1986, 1991 for Italian in particular).

Ideally, by crossing the different parameters of temporal organisation, we obtain the

following scheme:

PAST PRESENT FUTURE

PAST IN PAST FUTURE IN PAST IN THE FUTURE FUTURE IN

THE PAST THE PAST FUTURE THE PAST

Table 11. Temporal organisation (Simone 1995: 332, adapted).
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However, this articulation is purely theoretical and languages hardly grammaticalise
all the possible options (Simone 1995: 332). First, some languages do not grammaticalise
temporal information, as in the case of isolating languages, such as Chinese, where lexical
items are used instead of morphology (e.g. zudtian ‘yesterday’ in wo zudtian chi le
pingguo ‘(lit.) 1 yesterday eat an apple’). Second, in the languages which do have
grammaticalised temporal systems, these appear to be organised around a past vs. present
(or past vs. non-past) opposition, rather than on the ideal tripartite system ‘past / present
/ future’. In other words, a stronger specialisation for the past than for the future can be
observed crosslinguistically, as shown by the greater number of past tenses than future
tenses in most languages endowed with grammatical temporal systems (Simone 1995:
332). Moreover, future frequently lacks morphological encoding (cf. the analytic future
in German Ich werde lesen ‘(lit.) I become read’, English ‘(lit.) I want to read’, Rumenian
voi citi ‘(lit.) I want to read’, Late Latin legere habeo ‘(lit.) I have to read’, as well as
Sicilian aju a leggiri “(lit.) | have to read’; cf. Bybee et al. 1994; Comrie 1985; Dahl 1985
for cross-linguistic and typological analysis; for Sicilian, cf. Amenta 2010; Bentley
2000).

The temporal organisation of events is made even more complex by its close
interaction with aspect which indicates the speaker’s perspective on “the internal
temporal constituency of a situation” (Comrie [1976] 1998: 3), i.e. the representation of
the duration, development and completeness the event. Roughly speaking, an event can
be represented as consisting of three phases, namely a starting point (S), a development
(D), an end point (E). The presence of one or more of these phases in the speaker’s
representation determines different types of aspect. The main aspectual opposition is
between perfective and imperfective events. When S, D and E co-occur the event is
perfective, that is it is represented as entire and concluded ({ met my colleague in Prague).
If the end point is not included in the speaker’s perspective, the event is imperfective, that
is, it is represented as ongoing (I met my colleague in Prague, while I was wandering
throughout the city). Both perfective and imperfective aspect may be further specified
depending on the type of focalisation on the internal structure of the event (respectively,
as aoristic, accomplished and ingressive or as progressive, continuous, habitual and
durative; see also Bertinetto 1986, 1991, 1994). Unlike tense, aspect is not deictic because

the representation of the event does not depend on the extra-linguistic speech context.
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More recently, Klein (1994) has proposed a unified vision, in terms of temporal
relations, of the notions of tense and aspect around which verbal systems are organised
crosslinguistically (Bybee et al. 1994; Comrie 1985, [1976] 1998; Dahl 2000 inter al.).
Klein’s proposal is based on a revision of the notion of point of reference. The three
parameters he considers to describe the temporal structure of an event are: time of
utterance, topic time, time of situation. Time of utterance and time of situation correspond
to ‘point of the speech’ and ‘point of the event’, respectively. Topic time is the time frame
of validity of the assertion, that is, the time frame during which what is stated remains

valid:

Suppose Mika was sick is said in answer to the question Why didn’t Mika come to the meeting
this morning? Then, it need not at all be the case that his sickness does not include the time of
utterance. He could still be sick. The point is more obvious in sentences such as The dog was
dead. Tt surely does not mean that the dog’s being dead does not include the time of utterance.
What is meant by the simple past is the fact that at some particular time span in the past, Mika
was sick, and the dog was dead. An assertion is made only about this time span in the past, and it
is simply left open whether the state obtaining at this time also obtains later or earlier. It is not the
truth of his being sick or dead at a certain time that is crucial but the fact whether something is
asserted about some time. Such a time span for which an assertion is made I call ‘topic time’, and
it is the function of tense to mark whether the topic time precedes, contains or follows the time of
utterance. The time of the situation itself may precede, contain, or follow the topic time. I think it
is this relation between the topic time and the time of the situation, which is traditionally called

‘aspect’. (Klein 2006: 263)

In many languages (e.g. Arabic, Czech, Russian, Turkish, etc.), aspectual information
is grammaticalised, that is, it is expressed by means of dedicated morphemes (cf. Russian
on procital ‘he read:PFV’ vs. on cital ‘he was reading/he used to read:IPFV’, Comrie
[1976] 1998: 1). Romance languages, instead, lack dedicated aspectual markers and the
expression of aspectual information is entrusted to other morphosyntactic as well as
lexical means. In Italian, aspect is mainly expressed by means of temporal alternation,
e.g. both venni ‘1 came’ and venivo ‘I was coming / I used to come’ express past tense
while the different tense selection (respectively, passato remoto and imperfetto) express

perfective vs. imperfective aspect.
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On the whole, Italian temporal-aspectual system is quite rich and includes the

following tenses (cf. Banfi and Bernini 2003: 75-77):

(1) Present tense. The unmarked morphological category, it expresses an event which
is simultaneous to the point of speech (e.g. I am focused on my thesis); it can
convey various nuances, such as habitual situations (e.g. I teach linguistics).

(2) Past tenses. They describe events which precede the point of speech. Italian
includes an imperfective past tense (imperfetto) and two perfective tenses (the
perfective-aoristic passato remoto and the passato prossimo which expresses
completion of the event in the past). The imperfetto also has modal values (excuse
me, [ wanted an information: where is via Roma?). In addition to deictic tenses,
the past system also includes anaphoric tenses, namely the trapassato prossimo
and the trapassato remoto (also the passato prossimo may be anaphoric in some
contexts: quando ho finito di lavorare, vengo ‘as soon I have finished to work, I
come’). Imperfetto and passato remoto have synthetic forms (e.g. ero, fui ‘1 was’),
while passato prossimo, trapassato prossimo and trapassato remote are analytic
tenses constructed by means of a form of essere ‘to be’ or avere ‘to have and the
past participle of the verb (sono stato, ero stato, fui stato ‘1 have been / I had
been’).

(3) Future tenses. Future has a dedicated morphological form (futuro semplice),
although it is frequently expressed by the present tense. The morphological future
also conveys modal values, especially epistemic (sara arrivata perché vedo la sua
borsa ‘literally: she will be arrived / she should be arrived, because I see her bag’;
cf. Bertinetto 1986: 491-498). Italian also has a dedicated anaphoric future which
expresses past in the future (the analytic futuro anteriore, e.g. saro stato ‘1 will

have been’).

The aspectual value of the verbal tenses can be emphasised by the presence of
adverbials, e.g. durative (per qualche tempo ‘for some time’), iterative (¢re volte ‘three
times’) or frequentative (spesso ‘often’) items, which convey imperfective meaning, and

punctual items (in quell’istante ‘at that moment’), which encode perfective meaning
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(Bertinetto and Delfitto 2000; see also Benazzo 2003; Benazzo and Starren 2007 for the
role of aspectual adverbs in second language acquisition).

Many aspectual specifications are conveyed by the lexical semantics of verbs, rather
than by morphological tenses. This is the Aktionsart (or actionality) of the verbs.
According to Bertinetto (1986, 1991), Italian verbs can be classified based on two pairs

of oppositions, namely:

(1) durative vs. non-durative, depending on whether they refer to situations that last
over time (‘growing’, ‘sleeping’, ‘working’) or to punctual situations (‘arriving’,
‘falling’, ‘exploding’);

(2) telic vs. non-telic (atelic), depending on whether or not they refer to situations that
include an end point (télos); for example, ‘arriving’ and ‘writing a letter’ are telic
events, while ‘sleeping’ and ‘writing’ are atelic (they do not include the effect of

the action they denote).

On the basis of the interaction of these features, the following actional classes can be
identified (see also Comrie [1976] 1998; Van Valin 2005; Van Valin and La Polla 1997
Vendler 1967; as for Italian in particular, in addition to Bertinetto 1986 and 1991, I also
refer to Bentley 2006):

— durative, non-telic = states (non-dynamic situation such as ‘to be dark’, ‘to
have’);

— durative, non-telic = activities (e.g. ‘to walk, to write, to eat’, i.e. dynamic
predicates compatible with manner adverbs, e.g. energicamente ‘energetically’,
attivamente ‘actively’);

- non-durative, non-telic = semelfactives (punctual events that can be repeated
without producing a result, e.g. ‘to cough’);

- non-durative, telic > achievement (denoting the attainment of a resulting state,
e.g. ‘to arrive’, ‘to stop’);

— durative, telic > accomplishment (denoting the durative attainment of a resulting
state, e.g. ‘to learn’; they are compatible with in-phrases: ‘I learnt the lesson in a

week’);
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- durative, telic 2> active accomplishment (that is, activities combining with
resulting states; they are typically motion verbs combined with the endpoint of
the motion event, e.g. correre a casa ‘run home’, or verbs denoting creation or
consumption combined with the created or consumed entity, e.g. ‘to write a letter’,

‘to drink a beer’).

Modality, that is, the speaker’s attitude towards what (s)he states, is encoded by

means of different finite moods, namely:

— the indicative mood (indicativo) expresses realis (or assertive) modality, that is, it
presents the denoted event as true;

— the subjunctive mood (congiuntivo) expresses various types of non-realis
modality (but it also marks syntactic dependency);

— the conditional mood (condizionale) expresses counterfactual modality (but it is
also used for other purposes, for instance to attenuate the illocutionary force of a
request, e.g. mi daresti:COND una mano? ‘could you help me?’):

— the imperative mood (imperative) is used to encode directive functions (e.g.

orders).

Modality can also be expressed by lexical means, namely modal verbs (potere ‘can’,
dovere ‘must, have to’, volere ‘want’). In addition, the expression of modality can be
sometimes entrusted to verbal tenses; for instance, the imperfetto can express non-realis
modality (se ero bella facevo la modella ‘if I was pretty, I’d be a model’); the same holds
true for the future tense, which, as already mentioned, can express probability. Modal
information can also be conveyed by lexical items (e.g. epistemic forms such as forse
‘maybe’ and penso ‘I think’; lexicalised expression of modality is particularly relevant in
learners’ interlanguages, cf. Bernini 1995; Giacalone Ramat 1992, 1999a inter al.).

The finite forms of the verb also encode person and number of the subject. When a
compound tense is selected, person and number are expressed by the auxiliary (e.g. ho
camminato ‘1 have walked’, abbiamo camminato ‘we have walked’), while the past

participle expresses number and gender if the verb is unaccusative (and thus selects the
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auxiliary essere, e.g. siamo corsi:M.PL/corse:F.PL a casa ‘we went fast to home’),

otherwise it has a default ending -o (abbiamo corso per un’ora ‘we run for one hour’).

6.3.1. Sociolinguistic aspects of the Italian verbal system

Despite the complex architecture just outlined, the Italian verbal system can undergo, in
the actual use of the speakers, considerable reductions (cf. Berruto 1987; Sabatini 1985).
There is, in fact, a certain amount of sociolinguistic variation that must be taken into
account if we want to be aware of the nature of the input to which the learners are actually
exposed. In referring to the sociolinguistic analyses of Italian, Banfi and Bernini (2003:
80-83) mention in particular the following characteristics which distinguish actual spoken

Italian from the standard model:

— the narrative tenses of the indicative, in particular the trapassato remoto and the
futuro anteriore, are certainly regressed in spoken Italian;

— as already noted, the imperfective past tense (imperfetto) expresses modal values
relative to the non-realis and counterfactual domains; thus, it is eroding the
functional space of the conditional mood;

— the passato prossimo has expanded at the expenses of the passato remoto (but not
in the Italian spoken in Western Sicily, that is, the region of Palermo, where the
passato remoto is quite extensive due to the pressure of the local dialect);

— as mentioned, the present tense is widely used instead of the future; the
morphological future, in turn, expresses modal values;

— the subjunctive tends to regress especially in subordination, where the indicative

expands instead.
These are some of the aspects which occur in the real input and which, therefore,

constitute the actual system of grammatical rules — the true “standard” — to which learners

are exposed (Bernini 2015; Andorno et al. 2017: 106).
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6.4. The encoding of tense, aspect and modality in L2 Italian

The following description has, as already said, the aim of verifying the degree to which
the existing analysis of the acquisition of L2 Italian by adults also apply to low-/non-
literate learners (in terms of route, rate and end-state of the second language acquisition
process). For sake of simplicity, I will refer in particular to the fundamental synthesis
provided by Banfi and Bernini (2003) on the acquisition path of the verb in L2 Italian. As
the discussion of my corpus data will mainly follow this model, I will not continually
refer to it explicitly (apart from specific cases), but it is important to underline that, unless
otherwise specified, this work is the background of the argumentation. Against this
background, I will describe my data assuming, however, the degree of literacy of the
learners as an explicit variable.

The description will follow the learners along the continuum of interlanguage
varieties, observing how and through which means the verb and its categories are
structured stage by stage. This continuum has already been outlined in Chapter 2, thus it
will be sufficient to mention here some essential points.

In general terms, second language acquisition is a continuous path without sharp
boundaries from one stage to another. However, three fundamental steps can be
individuated, which Klein and Perdue (1992, 1997; and subsequent works of both
authors) describe as “nominal utterance organisation”, “non-finite utterance organisation”

and “finite utterance organisation”.

On the level of nominal utterance organization, productive utterances (i.e., except rote forms)
are extremely simple and mainly consist of seemingly unconnected nouns, adverbs and particles.
There are some verb forms used in a noun-like way, that is without the structuring power of the
lexical content of verbs — such such as argument structure, case role assignment, etc. This is
different in the second major stage in which all learners, irrespective of source or target language,
develop a particular language form, the ‘Basic Variety’. In the variety, verbs are regularly used,
but they show up in only one form, mostly the infinitive or the bare stem. The structure of
utterances is determined by a number of elementary organizational principles.

In a nutshell, there are three such principles:

(a) The (infinite) verb is placed after the first noun phrase,

(b) The agent comes first, if there is more than one noun phrase,
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(c) The focus comes last.

The Basic Variety is a remarkably efficient communicative system which exploits the lexical
content of verbs and adopts a simple constraint of information structure. What is completely
absent, however, are ‘finite’ verb forms. [...] It is not just a matter of inflectional morphology:
the acquisition of finiteness also leads to a major restructuring of learner language. (Klein 2006:

249).

The acquisition of the verb, thus, starts in the basic variety, when the utterance is
already structured around a predicate and its arguments, and continues throughout the
post-basic varieties, with the emergence of finiteness and the progressive development of
inflectional morphology. Banfi and Bernini (2003: 84) summarise this path as in Table
12.

Variety

Pre-basic Basic Post-basic
GRAMMATICAL None Verb/Arguments Verb/Arguments
CATEGORIES
MORPHOLOGY None Basic forms (uninflected) Inflected nouns

and verbs

ORGANIZATION OF Pragmatic Semantic-syntactic Syntactic
THE UTTERANCE
DEPENDENCY FROM High S > Low

THE CONTEXT

Table 12. Initial interlanguages (Banfi and Bernini 2003: 84, adapted).

6.4.1. Pre-basic interlanguages

Before the basic variety emerge, the verb does not exist as an autonomous category in
learners’ interlanguages. We find pre-basic organisation in the interlanguages of two
literate learners, namely AC (AC 2 to AC 3) and LO (LO_2 to LO _5), and in the non-
literate learner HL (HL _2).

At this stage, utterances are made of words which are unspecified as far as the lexical
category is concerned and whose function is barely semantic. This can be observed in the

passage in (1), where giro cannot be interpreted either as a verb (giro
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‘go.around:PRS.1SG”) or as a noun (giro ‘literally: round:M.SG’; moreover the
prepositional phrase in giro ‘literally: in round’ is typically constructed with andare ‘go’,

as in vado in giro ‘1 go around’):

(1)  [AC_3]
088 INT e cosa fai? [...]
094 INT  esci?
095 AC si/: ger+ | giro
yes walk-@  [walk-]
096 INT  dove
097 AC girs

[walk-]
098 INT  dove vai in giro?
099 AC io mmh:: /::: Mondello

‘And what do you do? Do you go out?’
‘Yes, I go around’

‘Where?’

‘Around /I go around’

‘Where are you going around?’

‘I [go to] Mondello.’

Word order is governed by pragmatic principles, that is, it reflects a topic / focus
organisation rather than a subject-predicate organisation in the strict sense™. This is
exemplified in (2), where the taliano ‘Italian’ (which is linked to italiano in INT’s

question) performs the function of topic and the contrast between topic and focus (scola)

is marked by a pause (/:):
@ [AC_2]
064 INT dove hai studiato italiano?
065 AC  taliano/: scola

>* This does not necessary mean that pre-basic varieties lack syntax, but that syntax is deeply rooted in
pragmatics at this stage. This cannot be surprising in the light of functional perspective on language,
according to which morpho-syntactic systems originate from pragmatic functions (cf. for instance
Tomasello 2003) and diachronic changes are pragmatically founded, as claimed in the context of the
theories of grammaticalisation (cf. inter al. Hopper and Traugott 2003; Traugott and Dasher 2002). The
same holds true for the micro-diachrony of second language acquisition. Pragmatics and syntax are
anything but alternative organisational systems; rather, where language emerges there we find syntax.
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[talian school
TOP FOC

‘Where did you study Italian?’
‘Italian, at school (I studied Italian at school)’

The only predicative element that may occur at this stage is c¢’é ‘there is’, that is, the
third singular person of the existential construction (locative clitic ¢i ‘there’ + third
singular person of ‘to be’), which is very frequent, and, hence salient in the input. Bernini
(2003, 2005) observed that this form appears early in the interlanguages, although in
contrast to the target language it is an unanalysed chunk (and should be better indicated
as ce), as testified by its frequent overgeneralisation as in ¢’é erano ‘there is (they) were
> there were’. In the pre-basic interlanguage of my corpus, ¢ ¢ only occurs to indicate the

existence of a state of affairs, as in (3) and (4):

3 [AC 5 a]
089 INT  ma come sono le case /: grandi piccole:::?
090 AC casa /: c'é grando c'é piccola
house EXS.SG big EXS.SG small
TOP FOC

‘How are the houses, big or small?’
‘The houses... there are big houses and small houses.’

4 [LO_S5 a]
161 LO c'é problema nigeriamo
EXS.SG problem Nigerian

‘How are the houses, big or small?’
‘The houses... there are big houses and small houses.’

Bernini (2003, 2005) showed that, beside existence, ¢ ¢ may also indicate ‘location’
(‘NP ¢’¢ NP’, e.g., ['uomo adesso c’é America ‘the man now there is America = now
the man is in America’) and ‘possession’ (NP [+ human] ¢’é¢ NP, e.g., lui ¢’é un molie
‘him there is a wife > he has a wife”). In other words, “c’¢ expresses a generic relationship
whose nature is specified by that of the NPs involved” (Bernini 2005:168, translation
EM). These additional senses are not attested in the pre-basic interlanguages of the corpus

and a few cases will occur only later on (cf. 6.4.3). According to Bernini (2003, 2005), as

110



it occurs as the unique predicative element already in the pre-basic variety, the existential
construction can be considered as the forerunner of the distinction between nouns and
verbs; at a slightly later stage, it will act as a “bridge” for the emergence of essere ‘to be’
(both copula and auxiliary, cf. 6.4.3).

At this stage of interlanguage, learners do not exhibit any evident linguistic means,
even if not morphological, to convey temporal information. I am referring to the sequence
of means of expression of temporality described by Banfi and Bernini (2003: 87) for L2
Italian. This sequence proceeds from the pragmatic level to the grammatical level,
through the lexicon; more precisely, the sequence includes: discursive means (reference
to the context / principle of the natural order) > lexical means > grammatical means
(morphology).

In the very early stages of acquisition, in the absence of any morphosyntactic
architecture, learners just maintain the temporal reference established by the interlocutor.
In this sense, temporality is entrusted to the context. This type of temporal reference can
be hardly observed in the pre-basic interlanguages in my corpus data, because learners’
speech is highly fragmentary and limited to short segments of language (as in the
examples in 1 and 2); when learners are asked to refer to past events or to report a
temporal sequence (as in the narrative tasks) they switch to English (or varieties of

English) which is, in fact, pervasive, at this stagess:

(6) [HL 2 b]
42 INT  tu che cosa hai fatto? [...]
52HL  *yesterday me and my friend went at a::* giro [...]
54 HL  *then I accompany my friend /: went at look for work*
55 HL  *start* giro *looking for work™

‘What did you do?’
‘Yesterday I went out with my friends; I accompanied my friends and looked around to
find work; I started my tour to find work.’

%5 The absence of other strategies at this stage, e.g. lexical strategies such as the use of temporal adverbs,
might result from the fact that learners did know that they could switch to English to be understood by the
interviewer. As a consequence, the absence of such strategies in learners’ productions does not demonstrate
for certain the absence of them in their interlanguages.
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More evident discourse and lexical strategies to express temporal relations can be
found in more advanced varieties of interlanguage which already show a basic

organisation.
6.4.2. Basic interlanguages

The emergence of the basic variety is marked by the appearance of the verb as an
autonomous lexical category, although at this stage it still lacks the characteristics of
finiteness and is morphologically unanalysable. As already mentioned in Chapter 2, this
is the “basic form” of the verb (Klein and Perdue 1997).

In contrast to other languages where they involve morpheme deletion (such as L2
English, as in he speak-@, or L2 German, as in gesag-@ = gesagt ‘said’), in L2 Italian
basic forms are generally morphologically complete on the surface, even though the
learners may not be able to segment them. These forms can reflect the third person of the
present indicative or, in other cases, the second person, or the infinitive form of the verb,
more likely because of the widespread presence of such forms in the input (Banfi and
Bernini 2003: 102)°°.

These different options may coexist in the same learner. For instance, as examples (6)
and (7) show, [AL_2] selects the same pseudo-3" person singular va ‘(he) goes’ both for
the 3" person plural (target form: vanno ‘they go’) and for the 1** person singular (target

form: vado ‘1 go’):

6) [AL 2 a]
55INT  vanno a lavoro?
56 AL va: va mangiare /:  finito  va lavoro
20:PRS.3SG eat:INF finished  go:PRS.3SG  work
TARGET vanno a mangiare poi vanno al lavoro
go:PRS.3PL to eat then go:PRS.3PL  to work

‘Are they going to work?’
‘They go to eat, then they go to work.’

%6 Berretta (1995) argued against the hypothesis that basic forms may depend on the infinitive forms (e.g.
va ‘go!” which has the same form as va ‘he goes’), which can be assumed to be quite frequent in the input.
She proposed that the present tense plays a major role in the spreading of basic forms because of its non-
marked status.
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(7 [AL 2 b]

35 AL notte  io va a lavoro
night I 20:PRS.3SG to work

TARGET di notte vado al lavoro
at night 20:PRS.1SG

‘At night I go to work.’

In (6) and (7), the basic form is overgeneralised to other forms of paradigm of person,
that is, it is an intra-paradigmatic phenomenon, that may persist far beyond the basic
variety (Banfi and Bernini 2003: 101). The same phenomenon may also have an inter-
paradigmatic scope, that is, it may involve different paradigms such as different tenses
or moods, as it often happens especially in the basic or initial post-basic varieties. An
example is in (8), where the two pseudo-present forms, va and vieni, and the infinitive

dormire are used in a context in which the learner is talking about past events:

®) [AL 4 a]
099 INT dopo il lavoro:: quando finivate di lavorare /: andavate fuori? [...]

101 AL no no solo lavor+ mattina/: 10 tutti®’

" The form tutti ‘all’ could be select to pluralise mattina (thus, ‘all mornings = every morning’). There is,
however, a pause between ‘morning’ and io tutti va ‘1 all go’ which might suggest an alternative reading.
In learners’ interlanguages, the form futti can play the role of a generic quantifier to “increase” the meaning
of the item to which it is associated, e.g. to express plurality/multiplicity (Mocciaro 2019). This intensifying
value can also involve the domain of the events, as in the following passages, deriving from interviews
collected for previous research and, hence, not included in the corpus (they are part of the ItaStra corpus).
BA and BD are two young learners from Senegal (L1 Pulaar) and Gambia (L1 Mandinka), respectively:

1) 47 INT che cosa farai in questo fine settimana?
48 BA fine settimana /: escuola tutti.
49 INT [...] pero durante il fine settimana quindi:: sabato e domenica /: non si va a scuola.

‘What are you going do this weekend?’
‘Weekend, always school (literally: school all’)’.
‘But on weekend, thus on Saturday and Sunday, you don’t go to school.’

(i) INT [che cosa ti piace e non ti piace in Italia?]
18 BD per esempio io vado a scola, ce I’hai vestiti, tutti mangiare si, e tutti per me a posto,
si. cosa 10 non ti piace qua in Italia [...] alla strada tutti spazzatura.
‘What do you like and don’t like in Italy?’
‘For example, I go to school, I have clothes, I always eat, and that’s fine with me,
yes. What I don't like here in Italy [...] in the street, it is plenty of garbage.’
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no just work-0  morning I all

va a lavori
go0:PRS.3SG to [work-]
TARGET andavo

20:PST.IPFV.1SG

103 AL [...] vieni a casa/: dormire/: domani lavoro
come:PRS.3SG to home sleep:INF tomorrow [work-]
TARGET torno dormo
return:PST.IPFV.1SG sleep:PST.IPFV.1SG

‘After work, when did you finish working, did you go out?’
‘No, just work (we just worked), in the morning we went to work, returned home,
slept and the next day went to work.

Another example is in (9), where the infinitive form guardare is selected instead of
the indicative mood (in the target, present tense, 3" person: guarda ‘he looks’)’®; on the
other hand, the form guard[s] ‘looks’ may reflect the learner’s hesitation about the ending
(thus, he seemingly began to unconsciously elaborate the existence of verbal endings)

and, therefore, a strategy of avoidance™.

©) [AL 4 b]
024 AL lui guardo /: guardare [...]Jlui guardare a ragaza
he look look:INF he look:INF to  girl
TARGET lui guarda la ragazza

look:PRS.3SG
‘He looks at the girl.’

Examples (6) to (9) show that pseudo-present and the infinitive may play the same
basic function and this is further shown in the short passages in (10), where both forms

are used to refer to present events (durative events habitually carried out by the first

In escola tutti in (i) and in tutti mangiare in (ii), tutti seems to express the continuous character of the events
‘(going to) school’ and ‘eating’, and, thus, to play an aspectual function. If we interpret fuzti in (6) in this
perspective, thus it would mean ‘always’.

1t is interesting to observe that the object in (9) is encoded as a prepositional phrase a ragazza ‘to girl’.
This reflects the input, as Sicilian and the variety of Italian spoken in Sicily have the so-called differential
object marking, that is a prepositional encoding of objects when these arguments are animate/human (talia
a dda picciotta ‘look.at:3SG to that girl’ / talia u jattu ‘1ook:3SG the cat’) (cf. Aissen 2003; lemmolo 2010).
%% The same phenomenon has been observed in nominal morphology, e.g. problem/a] (cf. Berretta 1992:
140; Chini 1995: 198; Chini and Ferraris 2003: 44).
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person controller-subject, that is, ‘speaking’ and ‘seeking’), and in (11), where the

infinitive refers to a (habitual) event in the past (‘studying’):

(10) [HL 3]
051 INT ma parli italiano anche con altri ragazzi?
052 HL si  parla italiano piano piano [...]
yes speak:PRS.3SG [talian slowly slowly
TARGET parlo
speak:PRS.1SG
053 INT mmh: ok e ti piace Palermo?
054 HL piace Palermo e ora
like:PRS.3SG  Palermo and now
io cercare lavoro
| look.for:INF  work:M.SG
TARGET mi piace [...] cerco lavoro
to.me like:PRS.3SG look.for:PRS.1SG  work

‘Do you speak Italian with the other guys?’
‘Yes, I speak Italian slowly.’

‘Ok, and do you like Palermo?’

‘I like Palermo and now I’m looking for work.’

an [SM_2 a]
132 INT ma tu che facevi quando eri in Bangladesh? [...]

136 SM  i0? solo estudiare
I just study:INF
TARGET studiavo

study:PST.IPFV.1SG

‘What did you do in Bangladesh?’
I? Just studying.’

However, the reference literature also suggests that the infinitive form may have a
different status. This difference may be sociolinguistic (that is, resulting from the type of

exposure)®’ and/or it may reflect syntactic specificities. For instance, in her now classical

% As in the Italian as lingua franca in the Canton Zurigo investigated by Berruto (1991), where the
widespread presence of the infinitive results from very low exposure or it can be the effect of the extensive
use of foreigner talk by native speakers (Berruto 1993). A similar phenomenon has been observed in the
colonial variety of Italian in Etiopia (Habte-Mariam 1976). These cases are reported in Banfi and Bernini
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study on the infinitive in L2 Italian, Berretta (1990) identified the following contexts as
the most typical in favouring the selection of infinitive forms: a) dependency contexts
where the target language would select a mood different from the indicative (e.g. the
subjunctive); b) habitual or continuous contexts. In both cases, we are dealing with non-
factual contexts (that is, hypothetic, future situations or situations denoting the
background against which main events are placed, as in the case of habitual situations).
Dormire in (8), cercare in (10) and studiare in (11) could be a case in point, as they are
referred to habitual, thus non-deictic, events, in the past or in the present. In addition,
dormire is listed in a sequence of habitual events (‘going home, sleeping, going work’)
and sequences are, in fact, a typical context where the infinitive occurs in my corpus data.
An example is in (12), where MF is telling the sequence of events represented in the silent

video proposed in Session 2:

(12) [MF 2 a]
01 MF  prima/: persone dormire [...]
before persons sleep:INF
03 MF  sanza/:
get.up:PS.3SG
TARGET si alzano
themselves get.up:PS.3PL
04 MF  poi/: finito dormire
then finish:PST.PTCP sleep:INF
lui/: portare mmh:: scarpe/: [...]
he carry:INF shoes
05 MF  portare scarpe vai bagno
carry:INF shoes go:PS.2SG bathroom
07MF e lavare dente/:
and clean:INF tooth
08 MF  finito /: andare cuzina [...]
finish:PST.PTCP go:INF kitchen
10 MF  fare caffe [...]
do:INF coffee

(2003: 110-111). A further reason for massively selecting infinitive forms as basic forms might be the L1
of the learners, especially in the case of isolating languages (Banfi 1990).
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I2MF e poi lui: prende macchi+ [...]
and then he take:PRS.3SG car-0

‘First they are sleeping, they wake up, after waking up, they take their slippers;
they take their slippers, go to the bathroom and brush their teeth; then, they go
to the kitchen and make coffee; then he takes the stains.’

In the example reported in (12), present forms and infinitive forms alternate in
developing a quite long sequence of events. The infinitive forms seem to be preferred to
encode durative situations (‘sleeping’, ‘washing / brushing teeth’, ‘going’, ‘doing’), while
the non-durative situations are encoded by the present (‘getting up’, ‘taking the car’)®'. It
should be stressed, however, we are dealing with tendencies rather than with rules and,
in fact, in the basic variety of interlanguage in [MC 2 _a], the same sequence of event is
expressed by means of pseudo-present forms, as in (13), although the same learner selects
two infinitive forms a few lines after, reported in (14), to construct another short narrative

sequence:

(13) [MC_2 a]

14MC  lui alsa tutti e due ale dodici
he get.up:PRS.3SG both at.the twelve
16 MC  faccio/:: si faccio doccia /:
do:PRS.1SG yes shower
18 MC  faccio doccia e finito
do:PRS.1SG shower and finish:PST.PTCP
apro fine+ mmih: finestra
open:PRS:1SG  window-0 window

‘He gets up at noon, takes a shower and, after taking a shower, opens the

window.’

(14) [MC 2 a]
66 INT hai studiato a casa?
67 MC si

5! In contrast, portare is a durative verb in the target language, whereas in MF’s use it seems to refer to a
non-durative situation which can be described as ‘taking/wearing /putting on’; thus, the selection of the
infinitive could not be explained in terms of the semantics of the predicate.
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69 INT  va bene ma prima hai messaggiato o prima hai studiato?

70MC  no prima messaggiare finito/: estudiare
no before  text:INF finish:PST.PTCP study:INF

‘Did you study at home?’

‘Yes.

‘All right, but did you text first, or did you study first?’
‘No, first I texted and then I studied.’

The use of infinitive forms in describing narrative sequences of events can be found
beyond the basic variety, when both the infinitive and the present are already established
as autonomous forms. Other contexts where the infinitive forms seem to be preferred in
my corpus data are some specific dependency contexts, namely the second verb in
constructions governed by the verb fare ‘to do’ (fare cucinare ‘to do to cook = to cook’).
I will discuss these examples in Chapter 7.

Although it lacks morphological specifications, the verb in the basic variety occurs
with its own argument structure which is projected over the utterance. In (6) to (14), in
fact, the utterances describe both events and the actors of such events, namely the
controller-subject (I, he etc.) and a possible second argument which corresponds to a
controlled-object or to the goal of a motion event. In a word, the utterances are
constructed around the verb and its arguments. This utterance organisation is governed
by semantic and lexical-syntactic principles (cf. Chapter 2 and 6.4), rather than by
morphosyntactic principles. This also means that: a) word order starts to resembles that
of the target language®’; b) notional categories such as tense, aspect and modality can be

encoded by lexical means.

52 As mentioned in 2.2, in the basic variety word order may reflect a semantic organisation where the
Controller (the agentive-like argument which controls the event) precedes the verb (and the possible second
argument, that is the controlled participant). This semantic organisation closely resambles and immediately
precedes the syntactic order SVO in Italian and this may explain why all the learners exhibit an early target
word order (Banfi and Bernini 3003). It should be observed, however, that also most of the L1s involved
have a VO order, with the only exception of Mande languages and Bengali, which have an OV order
instead. L1 Mande and Bengali learners, however, exhibit an early target word order too. As already
mentioned in 4.2.2, sporadic examples of L1 word order can be found in SM, a Bangla learner whose
interlanguage has fossilised at the basic variety stage: una cassetta rubare ‘a case steel:INF - he stole a
case’, bicicletta mettere avanti ‘bicycle put:INF forward - he carries on the bicycle’ (10 SM_4 b).
Another cases are in the interlanguage of the Gambian learner MC and the Senegalese learner MD (who
both have L1 Mandinka) while they were in the initial post-basic variety: mi piace lingua italiana imparare
‘T like Italian language learn:INF > I like to learn Italian language’ (033 MC_4 _a), uova mangiare ‘eggs
to eat = to eat eggs’ (66 MD_2 a). We also find a few cases of modifier-head order, which typologically
correlates with OV, instead of the target language order head-modifier. This can be observed again in SM:
Bangladesh persone ‘Bangla persons’ (target language: ‘persone bengalesi/bangla/del Bangladesh’), and
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We find a basic variety organisation in the interlanguages of numerous learners, both
literate and low-/non-literate. In some learners, the basic variety is just a stage along the
acquisition path (AO_2 to AL 4, MC 2, MF 2, OT 2); in other cases, it is the endpoint
of the acquisition process, at least at the time of the last session of the survey (AC 4 and
AC 5; AL 2to AL 5; HL 4 and HL 5).

At this stage, temporal information does not receive morphological expression and is
rather entrusted to discourse and lexical means, according to the Banfi and Bernini’s
(2003: 87) description (cf. 6.4.1). In (15) and (16), temporal information can only be
identified in the discourse, in particular in the temporal reference set by the interlocutor

(hai fatto ‘you have done’), while AO refers to past events by means of basic forms:

(15 [AO_3]
046 INT che cosa hai fatto /: la notte di Capodanno? [...]
050 AO io viene a chiesa mmh:e batteria si
I  come:PRS3SG to  church  and drums yes

‘What did you do on New Year’s Eve?’
‘I went to church and played the drums.’

(16) [AO 4 a]

90-1 INT  raccontami in italiano una cosa che hai fatto in Nigeria col tuo
gruppo, col tuo gruppo musicale [...]

104 AO *one man* c'¢ io/: mmbh: come  *masto::*
one man there is | and as master

105 INT *master*

106 AO si boss
yes boss
107 INT  mmbh: capo
boss
108 AO capo/:: i0:: capo  parlare mmh: “andiamo®”

in the Nigerian learner LO (L1 Igbo): Afiica chiesa qua ‘ African church here = There’s an African church
here’ (target form: ‘chiesa africana’) (95 LO_5_a). Unlike SM and MC, LO does not have a Mande L1 and
the occasional occurrence of the modifier-modified order may depend on English, which is mastered by the
learner. The same holds true for utterance questa é mafia citta ‘this is a mafia city’ (target form: ‘questa &
una citta di mafia/mafiosa’), produced by the L1 Esan learner GO (118 GO_3).

 The form andiamo in the reported speech (“andiamo” summarises the capo’s proposal) is only
occasional at this stage: it should be considered as an unanalysed form that AO extracted as a whole from
the input. AO’s interlanguage is still basic and only four months later, on the occasion of Session 5, it
begins to show the very first signs of development towards the post-basic variety, that is, the appearance of
some past participle forms (in a couple of cases also accompanied by auxiliary: sa_visto ‘he has seen’ [11
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boss I boss speak:INF go:PRS.1PL
mmbh: i0 capo::: [...]
I boss

109 AO blues

blues
‘Tell me, in Italian, something that you did with your music band.’
‘There was a man, he was the boss [...] The boss told me to go with them (join them)
and to do blues music.’

While the example in (15) is quite transparent, (16) is less straightforward because it
contains a sequence of events that is not easy to interpret. AO has been asked to tell
something about his music band in Nigeria and he’s telling about when the band’s leader
(the “master / boss”) asked him to play blues music (while until then he had only done
gospel music). Also in this case, temporal reference can be interpreted based on the
interviewer’s request, while verbal forms do not provide any positive cue. But in addition
to what we have observed in (15), here AO also adopts an iconic organisation which
reflects in the narrative sequence the actual sequence of events; this is the “principle of
the natural order” (cf. Dietrich et al. 1995; Klein 1986). Another example is in (17), where
the temporal background (io bambino due anni ‘when I was a two-year-old child’) against
which the main event occurred (papa morto ‘dad died”) is placed in an initial position and

iconically precedes the event:

17 [AC_5_a]

104 AC io bambino due anni/: papa morto

AO 5 b], ha_ chiamato ‘he has called’ [025 AO_5 b], most likely to be considered as unanalysed, as
indicated by the hyphen). In this phase, which is the most advanced stage of his interlanguage in the survey
period, AO has not developed any marks of person on the verb: in [007 AO_5_a], he produces the form
suono ‘1 play’ but, as a demonstration of the fact that it is still an unanalysed form, a few lines further on
the form suonate ‘you play:PL’ appears, with identical reference to the 1st person singular, which AO
repeats from the INT’s question:

()
015INT  dove suonate? [...]

020 AO io suonate batte+ batteria
I play:PRS.2PL drum-@ drums
‘Where do you play?’
‘I play drums.’
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| child two  years dad dead

‘My father died when [ was a two years child.’

In the sequence in (18), in addition to the iconic organisation of the events, we can
also observe the repetition of dormire; this repeated form seems to be the temporal
anchorage of the next event (‘once slept’ or ‘after sleeping’) and, therefore, it
anaphorically marks the succession of the events (see also the repetition of portare scarpe

in 12 and faccio doccia in 13, where the repeated phrases play the same function):

(18) [AO_2 b]

65 AO io doccia/:: 1o lavare denti/:: 1o dormire
I shower I clean:INF  teeth I sleep:INF

66 AO dormire/:: i0 va al mercato
sleep:INF I 2g0:PRS.3SG to.the  market

‘I took a shower, I brushed my teeth, I slept; once slept, I went to the market

At this stage, learners may also select lexical items to express temporal information,
as well as aspect and modality. Lexical expression of temporality indicates a greater
autonomy compared to the other strategies, since learners are able to establish a temporal
reference using the means available in the interlanguage, rather than anchoring their
utterances in the context and in the interlocutor’s speech. The different strategies may,
however, overlap in learners’ speech (as already seen in 16). Lexical means of expressing
temporality typically include calendar adverbs such as ieri ‘yesterday’, which is found to

mark the past tense in almost all the learners who pass through this stage of interlanguage:

(199 [AC 4]
33 AC ieri /:1o: gira /: giro
yesterday I [walk-] [walk-]
TEMP

“Yesterday I went around.’

20) [AL 3]

100 AL  ieri/: son+ a casa
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yesterday be:INF.1SG at home

TEMP

“Yesterday I was at home.’

1) [HL_ 3]
127HL  ieri io vai mio bagno
yesterday | g0:PRS.2SG my bathroom
TEMP

‘Yesterday I went to the bathroom.’

22)  [MC_2 b]

ieri mangia
yesterday eat:PRS.3SG
TEMP

“Yesterday I ate.’

Calendar expressions are typically placed in the very initial position of the utterance
and, hence, have their scope on the whole segment making transparent the temporal
coordinates within which the event occurs (Andorno et al. 2003: 126-127; Benazzo and
Starren 2007: 136-137).

Lexical items also mark the contrast between past and deictic present, as prima

‘before’ and adesso ‘now’ in (23), and between present and future, as dopo ‘then’, in (24):

(23) [AL 5 a]
115 INT  parlate molto per telefono?

118 AL  no prima io chiama
no before I call:PRS.3SG
TEMP
adesso no numero
now no ll]Ul'l]bCl'
TEMP

‘Do you talk a lot on the phone?’
‘No, I used to call, now I don't have the number anymore.

>
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(24 [AL_5_b]

69 AL dopo io va a lavoro alle otto
then I go:PRS.3SG  to work at.the eight
TEMP

“Then I go to work at eight.’

The same adverbs are also used in narrative contexts to organise non-deictic
sequences of past events. We have already encountered this case in (12) (prima persone
dormire...poi... ‘first they slept, then...’); other examples are in (25), where we find the
sequence prima...ora ‘before..now...’, in (26), where dopo introduces the event which

follows ‘they helped him’, and in (27), where dopo...dopo marks the succession of events:

(25 [AO 5 a]
070 AO i0 prima i0 lavorare mmh:
I before | work:INF
071 AO supermarcheto mmh: Mo+ Moreale XXX si

supermarket Monreale [name] yes
ora io lavorare XXX
now | work:INF  [name]

‘Before I used to work in a supermarket in Monreale, the ‘XXX’. Now |
work at the ‘XXX’.’

(26) [AL 4 b]
060 AL aiuti a lui
help:PRS.2SG  to him
062 AL mmih: /:: questo dopo/:: lui andare
this after he  go:INF

‘They helped him. After this, he went away.’

27) [OT 2 a]
11 0T loro alza: mat/: a leto [...]
they get.up:PRS.3SG at bed
130T dopo /:: loro pulitia denti
after they [clean-] teeth
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150T dopo loro /: prenzia::
after they dine:PRS.3SG

‘They get up, after they brush their teeth, then they dine.’

Lexical strategies, needless to say, persist far beyond the basic variety, even when
morphology has already developed. It is only their relevance that changes, because at the
basic variety stage these strategies are the only means available to learners to express
temporality.

Banfi and Bernini (2003: 88) highlighted the existence of lexical strategies to encode
aspect in the initial varieties of L2 Italian. In particular, they discussed the form finito
(that is, the past participle of the verb finire ‘to finish’) which is widely used by learners
to delimit an event and mark it as completed (see also Klein and Perdue 1997: 321). We
have encountered some examples in (6) (finito va lavoro ‘after that I go work’), (12)
(lavare dente finito/: andare ‘they brush their teeth, after brushing teeth they go...”), in
(13) (faccio doccia e finito /: apro fine+ finestra ‘They take shower, after taking shower
they oen the window’) and in (14) (messaggiare finite/: estudiare ‘1 texted, after texting
I studied). Another example is in (28), where MC uses finito to mark the completion of
the first event (encoded in the interviewer’s question, that is ‘playing football’), thus its
perfective status, and the passage to the second one, i.e. ‘studying’; this passage is

typically further signalled by a pause (/:) which frequently follows the aspectual marker:

28) [MC 2 b]

43 INT e quando hai giocato a calcio?

45 MC alla:: alla tre
at.the at.the three

49 MC finito/: estudio un po' la  notte
finish:PST.PTCP  [study-] a bit the  night
ASP

‘And when did you play footbool’?
‘At three. Then, I studied a bit.’

This type of encoding of the aspectual information is anything but limited to L2 Italian

and it can be also found in other L2s, such as L2 German spoken by Turkish learners
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(fertig ‘finished’ and Ende ‘end’, cf. Dietrich et al. 1995: 7-8; von Stutterheim 1986; both
studies are reported in Banfi and Bernini 2003).

At this stage, interlanguages do not show the other lexical means to express aspectual
information reported by Banfi and Bernini (2003: 89), such as the adverb sempre ‘always’
used to encode imperfective aspect; this adverb can be found with a clear aspectual sense
in slightly more advanced varieties which already show post-basic features (e.g. BD_ 3,
065: se loro che scrive noi sempre venire per leggere ‘they were there writing and we
were always going to read’, cf. 6.4.3). However, we can observe a few cases in which the
generic quantifier fu##i is used to modify a verb adding aspectual information, namely the
continuous character of the event; this case has been already shown in (6), tutti va lavori
‘I always go to work’ (see also fn. 5).

Giacalone Ramat (1992) brought to the light various lexical means to encode modal
information in the initial varieties of L2 Italian. These means can be arranged in a
sequence: chunks (formulaic expression, e.g. non so/non so lo so) = modals (deontic >
epistemic) = epistemic adverbs/verbs. In my corpus data, no formulaic expression can
be observed to convey modal values, such as non_lo _ so ‘literally: 1 don’t know —>
perhaps’, which Giacalone Ramat identified as “the first explicit expression of epistemic
modality in elementary varieties” (p. 312), that is the first learners’ attempt to encode

uncertainty or doubt about the content of the situation or the utterance®.

5 This could be simply random, even considering that chunks of this formal type, i.e. chunks containing
the negation non, are very frequent in the corpus, as in the following example where the unanalysed non-
so clearly expresses bare negation, rather that uncertainty:

[AC_4_a]
1) 40 INT te lo ricordi un tuo amico?
41 AC io non_sono
I not be:PRS:1SG
42 INT non ricordi amici in Nigeria?
43 AC non_sono

not be:PRS:1SG
‘Do you remember a friend?
‘No.
‘Don’t you remember frineds in Nigeria?’
‘No.’

Other cases are: non_ho, as in signore non_ho parlare ‘the man does not speak’ (44 HL 5 b), and non_é,
as in si inglese /: un po' inglese /: inglese non ¢ tanti ‘Yes, [I speak] a bit of English, not much’ (130 AL_3).
Andorno etal. (2003: 137; Bernini 2005) noted that the copula or the existential ¢ ¢ in formulaic expressions
such as non ¢ play a fundamental role in favouring the spread of this negation over the holophrastic no,
which occurs, instead, in the very initial phases. The same can surely be claimed for other chunks based on
the negation. See also Chapter 7 on the role of non_é as constituent of copular constructions.
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Sporadically, we can observe occurrences of volere “want’, which expresses deontic
volition / intentionality (Bybee et al. 1995: 177-178; Hengeveld 2004: 1194). Its early
appearance it is not surprising since deontic values precede epistemic values in the
development of modal verbs, not only in second language acquisition (Giacalone Ramat
1992), but also in the diachrony of many languages (cf. Bybee et al. 1994; van der Auwera
and Plungian 1998). In (29), AO is telling the second part of The split screen love story,
in particular the passage in which the two characters do not find eggs for breakfast in the
fridge, go to the supermarket and, finally, meet. Thus, the value of intentionality of the
3™ person forms vole / vo / vuole is unambiguous (and perhaps it moreover conveys a

nuance of counterfactuality: ‘they wanted, they’d want to take the eggs [but...]’):

29) [AO 5 c]

10 AO lui scendi /: tutti due ragazzi
he get.off:PRS.2SG both guys
scendi dormire
get.off:PRS.2SG sleep:INF
11 AO lui vole:: cuscinare ovo
he want:PRS.3SG cook:INF egg
anche lei vo cuscinare  ovo
also she want:PRS.3SG cook:INF egg
13 AO [...]quando lui visto la frigo/:
when he see:PST.PTCP the fridge
non c'é/: ovo [...]
not EXS.SG egg
14 AO e lui vole:: / va
and he want:PRS.3SG 20:PRS.3SG
stomarcato
supermarket
15 AO lui va a marcheto anche
he 20:PRS.3SG to market also
lei: va mercato |...]
she g0:PRS.3SG market
17 AO quando lui visto ovo [...]
when he see:PST.PTCP egg
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18 AO voi prende anche lei
want:PRS.3SG  take:PRS.3SG also she
vuole prendere

want:PRS.3SG take:INF

‘He gets up, both guy get up; he wants cook an egg, she wants to cook an egg
too.’

However, the interlanguage of AO was clearly shifting towards the post-basic variety
(the example 29 is from Session 5), as it is shown by the presence of the past participle
forms (visto ‘seen’) used to mark completion of the event (see 6.4.3).

As a matter of fact, only when the interlanguages have already shifted to the initial
stages of the post-basic continuum, we will find clear examples of modal verbs, epistemic
adverbs (e.g. forse) and verbs of thinking and believing (penso ‘1 think’, credo ‘1 believe’)
in epistemic function. On the contrary, in the basic interlanguages attested in my corpus

data, the expression of modality has not yet developed.

6.4.3. Post-basic interlanguages

The verbal system becomes more and more complex along the continuum of the post-
basic varieties. Banfi and Bernini (2003) summarised the sequence of acquisition of the

verb as reported in the following schema:

present (infinitive) = past participle (auxiliary) = imperfect > future = conditional = subjunctive

Table 13. Sequence of acquisition of L2 Italian verbal system (Banfi and Bernini 2003: 90).

The sequence in Table 13 has implicational value, because the presence of a form on
the right implies the presence of the forms on the left of the chain of acquisition; for
instance, the presence of imperfect tense in the interlanguage of a learner implies that he
has already acquired the past participle.

The acquisition chain may be further articulated. First, in conjunction with the
emergence of auxiliaries and before the finite forms of the verb are established (which
convey grammatical information in a synthetic way), a sub-phase characterised by the

lexicon-syntactic expression of the notional categories of the verb must be postulated. At
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this analytical stage, grammatical (i.e. temporal-aspectual) information and lexical
information are encoded separately, possibly by means of non-target construction in
which they are distributed among the diverse constituents (cf. Benazzo 2003; Benazzo
and Starren 2007; Bernini 1989, 2003; Starren 2001). This phase will be discussed in
Chapter 7.

This analytical stage also paves the way for the emergence of target analytical
constructs (e.g. analytical past forms) and aspectual constructions such as the progressive
periphrasis stare + gerund should. Based on Giacalone Ramat (2003b), the latter should
be placed between the acquisition of the imperfect and the appearance of future forms,
precisely because its emergence requires that the verb has already developed finite forms
(simple and analytical).

Along the acquisition chain, the verbal system progressively grammaticalises and this
process correspond to an increasing “complexification of the notional architecture” of the
verb, on the one hand, and to the development of the inflectional morphology, on the
other hand (Banfi and Bernini 2003: 92). The progressive complexification of the verbal
system is schematically described in Table 14, which shows how the emergence of new
forms progressively erodes the undifferentiated functional space of the basic variety
(uniformly encoded by means of pseudo-present/infinitive forms). The acquisition path
is articulated in four phases (first proposed by Giacalone Ramat 1993), each of which is

characterised by the presence of specific functional oppositions.

Aspectual and temporal values

phases  PRESENT PERFECTIVE PAST ~ IMPERFECTIVE PAST ~ FUTURE NON-FACTUAL

1 Present/Infinitive | Present/Infinitive  Present/Infinitive Present/Infinitive  Present/Infinitive
2 Present \W‘ Present Present Present

3 Present (Aux.) Past part.  Imperfect ‘ Present Present

4 Present (Aux.) Past part.  Imperfect Future Future

Table 14. The complexification of the verb in L2 Italian (Banfi and Bernini 2003: 93).

In the rest of the section, the different phases and the linguistic means which encode
them will be described in further detail.
The emergence of the past participle introduces the first opposition between

(perfective) past vs. non-past. Banfi and Bernini (2003) proposed that this opposition is
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aspectual before it is temporal, although the close semantic connection between
perfective aspect and past tense surely weakens the importance of the aspectual
precedence. As a matter of fact, tense and aspect develop in parallel in the L2 Italian
verbal system.

Past participle forms emerge early in learners’ interlanguages and start to alternate
with non-past (present) forms. However, my data suggest a slower development than that
shown by Banfi and Bernini (2003) for the learners of the corpus of Pavia. This is most
likely due to the specific conditions of exposure to input which, as we have seen, is
qualitatively and quantitatively reduced for the learners of my corpus (see 6.2). As shown
in 6.4.2, some learners stabilised at the basic variety stage (AC, AL, HL; LO did not reach
the basic variety and stabilised at the pre-basic variety stage); in some cases, their
interlanguage may contain a few past participle forms, but these forms seem to occur
random rather than systematically alternate with non-past form, thus past participle as a
whole cannot be said to be acquired®’. Most learners, however, do develop the perfective
past vs. non-past opposition. A case in point is quando lui visto ovo voi prende ‘when he
saw the egg, he wanted to take it’ that we encountered in example (27), at the end of
Section 6.4.2. In this case, the past participle visto ‘seen’ alternates with the non-past (i.e.
basic) form voi ‘want:PRS’. The opposition is not temporal, as both events are placed in
the past, but aspectual: the realisation of the first event (which is also punctual: ‘to see
the eggs’) determines the passage to the second event (‘to want the eggs’). The alternation
between past participles and non-past forms can also be illustrated by means of the
example in (30), where two different forms of the same verb, ‘to go’, alternate in a clear

temporal-aspectual opposition:

(30) [GO 3]
049INT e ora vai al [NAME OF THE SCHOOL]?

and now go:PRS.2SG to.the

050 GO si si si

yes
051 INT  sei compagno di Lucky?

052 GO e i0 vai a mattina

% For instance within formulaic expressions (i.e. chunks), such as no_capito ‘I didn’t understand’ (111
AC_5 a) or other unanalysed forms which are frequent in the input.
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and I 20:PRS.2SG at morning

Lucky a pomeriggio
at afternoon
053 INT  ahok e questa mattina?
and this morning
oggi non c’e scuola?
today not EXS.SG school
054 GO scuola andato [...] arrivato scuola
school go:PST.PTCP.M.SG  arrive:PST.PTCP.M.SG  school

‘And are you going to the XXX now?’

“Yes.’

‘Are you a classmate of Lucky?’

‘I go in the morning, Lucky in the afternoon.’
‘Ok and this morning? Isn’t there school today?’
‘I went to school, I’'m already back from school.’

In the first occurrence of andare ‘to go’, the present form vai expresses a habitual
situation (‘going to school’), while the past participle andato indicates that a specific
instantiation of the habitual situation (which concerns the current day) has already ended
at the time of the speech, as well as the subsequent event ‘returning home from school’,
as indicated by the second past participle arrivato ‘arrived’.

Both AO and GO are early literate learners. The example in (31), instead, illustrates
the interlanguage of a non-literate learner, BD, at the stage in which he has developed the
past perfective vs. non-past alternation. The passage reports the description of BD’s

experience at the Quranic school which he attended for a couple of years.

(31) [BD 3]
052 INT mai [non sei] andato a scuola nemmeno a scuola coranica?
053 BD guranica si vai /; francese mai [...]
Quranic yes 20:PRS.2SG French never

061 INT [...] e hai imparato a leggere e scrivere in arabo?

063 BD no: esct no escrivere poco
no write-0 no write:INF a.bit

064 BD io:: quan-+ quando io esti+
I when when | study-Q
estudiare guranica i0 sono picolo/::
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study:INF Quranic I be:PRS.1SG

065BD  se loro che scrive
EXS.SG they that write:PRS.3SG
TARGET c’erano:PL
noi sempre venire per legere
we always come:INF for read:INF
ASP
066 BD no studiato come/: 10 fato
no study:PST.PTCP as I do:PST.PTCP
grandi no sono io
grownup  no be:PRS.ISG
piccolo istudiato Guran
little study:PST.PTCP Quran

‘Didn’t you go to school? Not even the Quranic school?’

‘Yes, I used to go to Quranic school, never to French school.’

‘Have you learnt how to read and write in Arabic?’

‘No, I didn’t, just a bit. When I was in the Quranic school, I was a kid. There were them [the
masters| who wrote and we always went there to read. I didn't study as I did when I grew up, I
was little when I was studying at the Quranic school.’

The distribution of verbal forms in (31) is quite transparent. BD selects the past
participle (studiato, istudiato, fato) to express perfective past events, whereas the non-
past forms (present and infinitive forms) express imperfective (continuous, habitual) past
events (guranica si vai ‘1 used to go to the Quranic school’, quando estudiare guranica
‘when I studied Quran’, io sono piccolo ‘1 was a child’, sempre venire per leggere ‘we
were used to go there to read’; in the latter example, the adverb sempre highlights the
continuous character of the event).

At the formal level, especially the most advanced learners, produce non-target yet
regular past participles which reflect the ongoing process of acquisition of the
morphology of such forms (that is, the process of elaboration and first application of a
newly acquired form). Regularisation, in fact, overgeneralises the past participle ending
-to to verbs which have an irregular past participle in the target language (Banfi and
Bernini 2003: 102-104). In addition, regularisation frequently produces forms belonging
to the 1*" conjugation with thematic vowel -a-, which is the most productive in the Italian
verbal system, as well as in learners’ varieties. Cases in point are prend-a-to ‘taken (target

form: preso from prendere)’ (14 GO_2 b) raccogli-a-to (06 MJ 5 b, target form:
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raccolto from raccogliere), all based on the present form (prende-, raccoglie-, scrive-);
terrato ‘fallen’ is not a regolarised form but an autonomous form resulting from the
application of the newly acquire rule (-f0) to a nominal basis, ferra ‘ground’ (27 RC 4 b,
possible target form caduto a terra ‘fallen to the ground”). Other regularised forms are:
scend-u-to ‘gone down’ (23 MLG 4 b, target form: sceso from scendere) and prend-u-
fo ‘taken’ (21 MLG _5_c, target form: preso from prendere), which are regularised on the
basis of other frequent past participles in -uto (e.g. venuto ‘came’), and scriv-e-to
‘written’, based on the present form of the second conjugation in -e-re (17 MJ_5 c, target
form: scritto from scriv-e-re).

At the semantic level, the emergence of the past participle seems to be sensitive to the
Aktionsart of the predicates (because of prototype effects according to Andersen 1991;
Shirai and Andersen 1995; because of the frequency of this correlation in the input

according to Wulff et al. 2009):

Once a new form with a new function appears in the interlanguage [...], it is not applied
immediately and systematically to all verbs, but it gradually spreads to the lexical types of which
the learner is aware. This means that at any stage of learning not all verbal lexemes in the
interlanguage share the same inventory of forms. [...] [T]he diffusion of new functions, in
particular those related to the opposition between perfective and imperfective aspect in the past
[...], is correlated with the action of verbal lexemes. (Banfi and Bernini 2003: 111-112, translation

EM)

Thus, perfective aspect first emerges with perfective-like predicates, that is, punctual
and telic verbs, and only later on it spreads to other actional classes. In the same way, the
imperfect tense — they continue — emerges first with the stative essere, then spreads to
durative predicates and only afterwards and very slowly to telic and punctual predicates
(cf. also Andorno 2006).

My data seem to confirm this tendency. In the interlanguages for which it has been
possible to record the transition from the basic to the post-basic varieties (AO, MC, MF,
OT), past participle forms express telic, although not necessarily punctual, events®®. As a

matter of fact, achievements, accomplishments and active accomplishments are in general

% Not to mention that one of the first past participle forms that emerges in learners’ interlanguages is the
aspectual marker finito (cf. 6.4.2), which is based on the achievement finire ‘to end’.
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the most frequent actional classes in the initial post-basic varieties. We find durative and
non-durative change of position verbs (e.g. venuto/vinuto ‘came’, alzato ‘got up’, andato
‘gone’, returnato ‘returned’, caduto ‘fallen’) and change of state verbs (e.g. sveliato
‘wake up’, morto ‘dead’). Very frequently, already in the initial phases, we also find the
past participle fatto ‘done’, sometimes denoting creation/consumption (thus, acting as an
active accomplishment, as in fatfo colazione ‘had breakfast’), but also predicating atelic
activities denoted by the subsequent forms (e.g. fatto muratore ‘been a builder / I was a
builder’). This is not surprising, since fare / fatto are highly frequent forms in the input
and, moreover, fare is also a semantically generic verb (a “light verb”, I will describe this
function in further detail in Section 7.4), suitable for encoding different meanings for
which the learners have not yet acquired the target vocabulary. In the individual diachrony
of acquisition of the past participle forms, in fact, the frequency of the predicates in the
input to which learners are exposed interacts with the semantic and Aktionsart features®’.
Non-telic activity verbs can be observed in the interlanguages in which the past participle
appears to be already stabilised (and, in fact, frequently used): guardato televisione (19
BD 2 a; 12 RC 2 b) ‘watched TV’, lei lavorato ‘she worked” (36 CO_5 c), una
persona dormito ‘a person slept’ (02 CO_2 a) and dormito ‘slept’ (RC_2 b), mangiato
‘eaten’ (43 GO _2 b; 23 RC 2 b), studiato (49 RC_4 b), etc. On the other hand, verbs
denoting states cannot be found at this stage.

Many learners stabilise at the initial post-basic stage marked by the emergence of the
past participle (AO, CO, GO, BD, MC, MF and OT) and do not develop further
morphosyntax, even if they may become very fluent and effective on the communicative
level (also depending of the type of exposure, as in the case of MF and RC who work

systematically in L2 Italian contexts, cf. 6.2).

87 Frequency may also explain the early appearance of visto, an irregular past participle form, which
moreover expresses a non-telic event. We find it in the initial post-basic varieties of several learners (e.g.
in the still basic AL’s interlanguage: 016 AL 4 b, uomo no visto ‘the man did not see”’).

An additional circumstance that limits the role of the actional value of the predicates is that Aktionsart
needs to be acquired. Despite crosslinguistic similarities, in fact, actionality is not encoded in the same way
in all languages (Giacalone Ramat and Rastelli 2008; Shirai and Nishi 2003). In the early stages of
acquisition (but also in more advanced stages), learners do not full control actional category of the L2
predicates (and can eventually project that of their L1s). A typical case is the selection of parlare ‘to talk’
instead of dire ‘to say’ that we encountered in (14): parlare “andiamo” ‘he said ‘let’s go’’. Semantic
distinctions in the semantics of the predicates are underspecified at the beginning of the acquisition and
learners acquire actional values based on individual argumental patterns (Giacalone and Rastelli 2008).
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At this stage, temporal and aspectual information can be still entrusted to lexical

means. In particular, we find numerous examples related to the domain of non-

perfectivity, such as the adverb sempre ‘always’ to encode continuity or habituality of

events in the past. We have already encountered an example in (31), noi sempre venire

per leggere ‘we were used to go there to read’. Simil