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ABSTRACT

Author: García Tejada, Aída MA
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Degree Received: May 2018
Title: The Acquisition of Aspectual Properties in Reflexive Psych Predicates and Physical Change
of State Verbs
Major Professor: Alejandro Cuza-Blanco

The present study examines the acquisition of the aspectual values of Spanish clitic se with
psychological verbs and physical change of state verbs. Specifically, we examine the inchoative
aspect of se with these verbs within an eventive interpretation. Twenty Spanish heritage speakers,
twenty English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish, and twenty controls from Mexico completed an
elicited production task an acceptability judgement task and a preference task. Results showed a
clear advantage of HSs over L2 learners across conditions. Moreover, the target performance of
L2 learners increased in the interpretation task as opposed to the production task where their target
performance was lower. This suggests a task effect. In general, physical verbs are harder to acquire
than psychological verbs because of the aspectual morphological marking in English. Psych verbs
in why-questions pose more difficulty for L2 learners but also for HSs. This difficulty may have
to do with the low frequency of questions with inchoative se in the input. Another affecting factor
might be related to discursive effects. Interrogatives are more marked than declaratives and
restricted semantically and pragmatically. Results are also discussed in terms of cross-linguistic
influence and the age of onset of bilingualism as affecting factors on the acquisition of the
aspectual values of inchoative se.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Inchoative se refers to the type of se that is found with physical change of state verbs and
psych verbs that participate in the causative/inchoative alternation with intransitive sentences
(Burzio 1989, Kempchinsky, 2000). The clitic se is involved in a wide range of syntactic
environments and is found in combination with different types of verbs. The attempts for a unifying
analysis of the clitic have been controversial. For the purpose of this study, I follow
Kempchinsky’s (2004) approach in which inchoative se is an aspectual element that either links
to, introduces or absorbs a temporal subevent.
Regarding the acquisition of the clitic, L1 transfer has been documented in the case of se
as a detransitivizer with errors of omission at intermediate levels of proficiency (e.g., Montrul,
1999, 2000, 2001, 2004; Zyzik 2006). Native-like performance has also been documented at ‘nearnative’ levels of competence (e.g., Bruhn de Garavito, 1999; Gómez-Soler 2015a, 2015b). Results
from prior research suggest that there is direct influence from English in L2 learners’ uses of verbs
requiring inchoative se since differences were found for psych verbs and physical verbs, with
learners being more apt to use se with pysch verbs versus physical verbs. The main difference
between the two types of verbs is that while psych verbs have a marker of inchoativity with get in
intransitive sentences in English, physical verbs do not exhibit any marker for this aspectual value
in the intransitive counterpart and therefore, exhibit “zero” morphology (Montrul, 2001). From
these studies, we know that inchoative se poses some challenges with se constructions since the
L2 learners need to be sensitive to the aspectual and semantic nuances of verbs that are relevant
for the distinction. The polifunctionality of the clitic and the multiplicity of different values that it
encodes in different structures have been pointed out as influential factors for its acquisition
(Gómez-Soler, 2015a, 2015b; Escutia, 2016).
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Another issue that has received close attention is whether there is a role for the age of onset
of bilingualism in the development of morpho-syntax or not (Johnson & Newport, 1989; Montrul,
2008, 2015). By comparing L2 learners with heritage speakers one can consider age-related factors
such as age of onset of bilingualism and language experience (Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul, 2005,
2010a, 2010b). The fact that heritage speakers acquire Spanish as their first language, while L2
learners are not intensively exposed to Spanish input until adolescence has also been appointed as
an influential factor in the development of certain morphosyntactic structures (Montrul, 2015).
The present study examines the extent to which HSs and L2 learners are aware of the
aspectual distinctions that characterize psych verbs and physical change of state verbs and how
these are instantiated morpho-syntactically with inchoative se for declarative clauses and also for
interrogatives with why whenever there is an eventive interpretation. This is done with a special
focus on the role of the onset of bilingualism for the acquisition and language experience.
Moreover, I examine whether the markedness of interrogatives versus declaratives poses any more
difficulty for the target use of inchoative se (Farkas & Roelofsen, 2017). An Elicited Production
Task, an Acceptability Judgement Task and a Preference task were completed by 20 heritage
speakers of Spanish and 20 English-speaking L2 learners of Spanish in order to examine their
production and intuitions regarding inchoative se with physical verbs and psych verbs. Participants
also completed a Language Background Questionnaire and an adapted version of the DELE test
in order to assess their patterns of language use and their proficiency in Spanish. A group of 20
monolingual speakers from Mexico served a control group.
This study is organized as follows: Chapter 2 introduces the syntactic and semantic account
of Spanish clitic se. Chapter 3 presents previous research on the acquisition of clitic se and
discusses affecting factors regarding L2 and heritage language acquisition. This chapter concludes
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with the research questions and hypotheses. In Chapter 4, I introduce the participants and the
methodology that was followed and presents the results of the study. Chapter 5 discusses the results
in relation to the hypotheses initially postulated. Finally, I discuss some limitations of the present
study.

4

CHAPTER 2. THE SYNTAX AND SEMANTICS
OF THE SPANISH SE

2.1 Introduction
This thesis examines the acquisition of the aspectual and semantic properties of inchoative clitic
se in Spanish with psychological verbs and physical change of state verbs. As a multifunctional
element, the clitic se appears in several different syntactic environments that involve different
semantic and aspectual values. Therefore, before explaining previous research on the second
language acquisition of inchoative se, an overview of the syntactic domains in which the clitic se
appears needs to be discussed.
In this chapter I also discuss major theoretical approaches to the descriptive analysis of se.
Since experimental studies on acquisition have followed different syntactic descriptions, this
chapter aims to provide an overview of the major approaches that are relevant for further
discussion of previous research. Specifically, I examine three unifying accounts with special
attention to inchoative se, that aim to describe all uses of se under a single analysis (Kempchinksy,
2004; Mendikoetxea, 1999; Teomiro, 2010). While the traditional views pose that se is always an
agreement clitic (Mendikoetxea, 1999), its status as an anaphor has been recently debated
(Teomiro, 2010). However, for the purpose of this paper, I consider se an aspectual element that
is located in an additional aspectual projection (Kempchinsky, 2004).
Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the syntactic and semantic differences
between English and Spanish regarding psychological verbs, physical change of state verbs and
the expression of inchoative meaning.
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2.2 The Clitic se
The clitic se as its equivalents in other Romance languages is involved in a wide range of syntactic
environments and is found in combination with different types of verbs. Moreover, the clitic se
represents a variety of core grammatical phenomena such as voice, impersonality, coreferentiality,
causation, telicity, inchoativity (Kempchinsky, 2000; Mendikoetxea, 2012; Teomiro, 2010). Its
descriptive analysis and subsequent categorization are, therefore, topics of extensive research and
different theoretical perspectives in the field of linguistics. The status of clitic se in Spanish is still
a major topic of discussion in the fields of syntax and semantics. There have been numerous
attempts to provide a unified analysis of the various syntactic manifestations of se (Kempchinsky,
2004). Recent categorizations that aim to represent its main functions (not exhaustively)
distinguish between eight different classes of se constructions as exemplified in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of types of se (from Mendikoetxea 2012: 477)
Type of se
Example
a. Impersonal/passive

Se observa(n) cambios en la economía.
‘One can observe changes in the economy.’

b. Middle

Las casas prefabricadas se construyen fácilmente.
‘Prefabricated houses are easily built.’

c. Reciprocal

Los hermanos se miraron.
‘The brothers looked at each other.’
Los niños se lavaron.
‘The children washed.’
Ana se desmayó.
‘Ana fainted.’
El cristal se rompió.
‘The glass broke.’
Juan se comió las manzanas.
‘Juan ate (up) the apples.’
Juan se fue.
‘Juan went (away).’

d. Reflexive
e. Pseudo-reflexive
f. Unaccusative /inchoative
g. Aspectual/telic
h. Aspectual
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In addition to the previous examples and with introductory purposes, Mendikoetxea (2012)
distinguishes between constructions with arbitrary se (a, b) and those with anaphoric se (c-f) that
alternate with first person and second person clitics –me, te, etc. Aspectual constructions (g, h) can
be considered as a subtype of anaphoric se. It is also important to note that the constructions in
(a-f) exhibit some degree of reduced transitivity whereas constructions in (g) and (h) do not.
Clearly, as Mendikoetxea (2012) points out the variety of constructions that se appears in poses a
difficulty for the extraction of the morpho-syntactic properties alone without accounting for its
semantic and aspectual characteristics.
In section 2.2, I provide an overview of the major syntactic and semantic accounts of the
clitic se within the different perspectives that have devoted close attention to this matter.
2.3 Se as an Aspectual Element
Overall, the attempts for a unifying analysis of the clitic have been controversial and is still
an unresolved issue whether a unified account is possible or not within the Romance literature.
Certainly, a unified analysis of se for all its uses would simplify the lexicon and the second
language and bilingual acquisition research on the development of the clitic. However, its status
as a recurrent topic throughout the decades has developed opposing and controversial views on the
issue of Romance se/si. For this reason, I consider relevant to summarize the main views and
approaches to se.
Early research within the Government and Binding framework (Chomsky, 1981; 1986),
focused mostly on the morpho-syntactic properties without accounting for the semantic and
aspectual contribution of the clitic (Burzio, 1986; Cinque, 1988; Zubizarreta, 1987). Generally
speaking, these accounts analyzed the clitic se as a pronominal element –for argumental se/si– or
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as an affixal element –for non-argumental se/si–. Under this perspective, se is a morphological
marker of passive voice, impersonality, unaccusativization or decausativization.
Later on, the introduction of the notion of functional heads for syntactic formal analysis
opened a new range of possibilities allowing for more detailed and meticulous analysis. In terms
of functional projections, Mendixoetxea (1992, 1997, 1999a, 1999b) suggests that se is the
realization of the features of an Agreement head. De Miguel (1992), De Miguel & Fernández
Lagunilla (2000) along with Kempchinksy (2004) consider se to be related with an Aspectual
Phrase. Sanz and Laka (2002) see some instances of se as a telicity marker that is located in the
head of an Event Phrase. Most recent analysis focus on the status of clitic se as an anaphor
(Dobrovie-Sorin, 2006; Rivero, 2000; Teomiro, 2010).
One of the main unifying accounts for the clitic se argues that Spanish se –me, te, se, etc.– is
always an agreement clitic (Mendixoetxea 1992, 1997, 1999a, 1999b). Its presence in the
Agreement Phrase is justified by case-checking and agreement operations. Mendikoetxea (2012)
argues that different interpretations of the clitic se (i.e., the different types of se aforementioned)
are due to the presence of PRO as an external argument. The main reason for this view, is that the
unifying property of all uses of Romance se/si is the clitics ability to reduce the external theta-role
which impedes its projection in the syntactic structure.
In the case of inchoative se (‘unaccusative se’ in Mendikoetxea) the unaccusative verb
romperse in (1a) is derived from a transitive verb romper (1b). The clitic se found in the intransitive
counterpart of romper is the marker of the suppression of the external-theta role no longer
projected (María in (1b)). Under this perspective, inchoative se is associated with the absence of
an external argument. Therefore, se is seen as a decausitivizer /detransitivizer element.
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(1)

a. El cristal se rompió
The glass se broke-3SG
‘The glass broke’
b. María rompió el cristal
María broke the glass-3SG
‘María broke the glass’

Furthermore, this approach to the clitic se argues that the fact that the same morphology is used to
express reflexive, impersonal, middle, and anticausative meanings is found in other languages such
as Slavic languages (cf. Rivero, 2000), means that cross-linguistically it is just a matter of overt or
non-overt morphology of these meanings. The importance of this view relies on the fact that most
second language acquisition studies on the development of clitic se have considered inchoative se
(also referred in the literature as anticausative se or unaccusative se) as a mere decausitivizer that
does not add any sort of semantic nor aspectual meaning (cf. Montrul, 2001; Gómez Soler, 2015).
Moreover, within this view, the clitic se does not trigger a reflexive, anticausative, or middle
interpretation, but the surface representation of syntactic processes.
More recently, it has been argued that the clitic se/si is an anaphor (see also DobrovieSorin, 2006 for Romanian; Rivero, 2000 for Romance and Teomiro, 2010; 2013 for Spanish). This
view also proposes a unifying account for the clitic se. In Teomiro (2010, 2013), se is considered
to be a nominal item underspecified for phi-features that can occur in two different constructions.
It can be an expletive without any semantic interpretation that is only inserted for formal purposes
(i.e. inchoative se and inherent reflexive se as peinarse, lavarse, etc). The other types of se appear
in a different syntactic configuration. More specifically, as a se-anaphor. This element is located
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in the specifier of an additional Low Applicative Phrase (Pylkkänen, 2008). However, since these
types of se are out of the scope of the present study, I will not discuss them here.
Nevertheless, it is important to note that under this view, inchoative se cannot be characterized
as an aspectual operator to focalize CHANGE OF STATE that follows another event in terms of
De Miguel (2000). The reason for this argument is that transitive constructions in (3) disallow se
despite the fact that they also denote accomplishments followed by CHANGE OF STATE.
Teomiro (2013) argues that the fact that se is necessary for the state (be broken) in the intransitive
construction in (2) is not straightforward if you consider that in the transitive construction the clitic
se is ruled out (23).
(2)

El cristal *(se) rompió
The glass se broke-3SG
‘The glass broke’

(3)

María (*se) rompió el cristal
María se broke the glass-3SG
‘María broke the glass’

Moreover, Teomiro considers inchoative se an expletive in [SPEC, VP] which does not contribute
to the semantic characterization of the event at all and that is inserted for mere formal reasons as
illustrated in (4):
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(4)

In general terms, this perspective ascribes little semantic contribution to the clitic se. On the
contrary, the next perspective on the clitic se outlines the aspectual and semantic nuances that the
insertion of se brings about.
A different approach to the categorization of the clitic se considers the clitic to be the
realization of features related to the Aspectual Phrase (De Miguel, 1992; De Miguel & Fernández
Lagunilla, 2000; Kempchinksy, 2000, 2004). In order to explain the different accounts within this
perspective, I will first explain Kempchinsky’s (2000) view of the Aspectual Phrase (AspP,
henceforward) and later De Miguel’s (1992) insights on the issue. Finally, I will provide a rationale
for selecting this perspective as the theoretical framework for the analysis of clitic se.
In general terms, the existence of AspP assumes that aspectual information is encoded in
the syntactic structure. That is to say, event structure must be grammatically instantiated (see
Zagona (1994; 1999) for earlier views on composionality of aspect and the clitic se). For my
specific purposes regarding clitic se, I will adopt Kempchinsky’s (2000) view in that the form in
which aspectual information is instantiated in the syntactic configurations of events and arguments
has to do with Event Phrases. Based on Putejovsky’s (1991) representation of event structure, a
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predicate may have at most two subevents. Zagona (1999) labels these subevents as E1
(INIATIATE) and E2 (TRANSITION/RESULT).
The aspectual classes with their subevents proposed by Zagona (1999) are represented in the
following example following the aspectual classes developed by Vendler (1967):

Table 2. Aspectual classes and their subevents (from Zagona 1999)
Aspectual class

Subevents

Verb

Arguments and subevents

States

no subevents

love

THEME (EXPERIENCER)

Achievements

E2

cross

LOCATION EXPERIENCER
E2

Activities

E1

dance

(dance)

(AGENT)
E1

Accomplishments

E1, E2

draw

THEME
E2

(AGENT)
E1

In this section, I will only be discussing the features of accomplishments verbs since
psychological verbs and physical change of state verbs fall into this aspectual class. According to
Kempchinsky, E2 is the RESULT/CHANGE OF STATE whereas E1 can be understood as a
PROCESS/INCHOATE. Both authors Zagona and Kempchinsky, argue that arguments are linked
to temporal subevents in certain functional projections. In the case of Zagona (1999), this
projections in which the linking process occurs is the Agreement Phrase in line with Mendioetxea
(1997; 1999a, 1999b). However, Kempchinsky argues the existence of an Event Phrase that is not
related to case checking processes. In (5) and (6), I provide a representation Kempchinsky’s
analysis for an accomplishment predicate for expository purposes:
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(5)

a. La niña comió el helado
‘The little girl ate the ice-cream’
b. [TP la niña comió+T [EP (la niña) tv+V [vP el helado [vP (la niña) tv+V [AspP (el helado) tv
[VP (el helado) tv]]]]]]]

(6)

Moreover, her proposal outlines that the Event Phrase in which linking to E2 occurs, there
is an AspP located between the two layers of the vP. The representation in (7) shows the movement
of the VP-internal object from [Spec, VP] to [Spec, AspP], where it links to the subevent.
(7)

13
The nature of se as a clitic makes it a maximal/minimal projection. This means that it can
either merge as a minimal or as a maximal projection. According to Kempchinsky (2006: 3), when
the clitic merges as a maximal projection, it is located in the Spec of an aspectual projection, where
it may link to a temporal subevent of the main predicate. If instead it merges as a minimal
projection, it merges as the head of an aspectual projection, where it may either introduce or
suspend a temporal subevent. In (8), I provide a representation of clitic se within this approach.
(8)

For the purpose of this study, we will only discuss inchoative se. In Kempchinsky (2004),
she explains that Romance inchoative se merges as the head of Asp and introduces a temporal role
of CHANGE OF STATE. The VP-internal argument (object) links to the change of state in Spechead agreement. This idea would lead to examples like (9a) for Italian, which are replicable for
Spanish (6b).
(9)

a. …[AspP la finestra [Asp’ si [VP (la finestra) rompere …]]]
b. …[AspP la ventana [Asp’ si [VP (la ventana) romper …]]]
‘The window broke’
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Other authors have also proposed a generalized aspectual reading for the clitic se (Basilico, 2010;
De Miguel & Fernández Lagunilla, 2000). The main idea is that se is part of the verbal predicate
whenever an aspectual value is present. (i.e., boundness, culmination or accomplishment). These
authors generally argue that it is lexical aspect what triggers se in some constructions.
In De Miguel and Fernández Lagunilla (2000: 34), the clitic would be an ‘aspectual
operator’. Although they do not deal specifically with inchoative se, they propose that se is possible
whenever an event has a phase structure within the events. That is to say, an accomplishment, a
culmination or a process followed by a state. This distinction is relevant for our study, since it
provides common ground for the analysis of the se that appears with psychological verbs and
physical change of state verbs in Spanish.
To summarize, we have seen that some authors claim that a unified analysis is only possible
if se is taken as an anaphor (Dobrovie-Sorin, 2006; Teomiro, 2010); whereas other unifying
accounts involve denying that it is an anaphor. Mendikoetxea (1997) argues that se is always ARGCL (like me, te, etc.) and Kempchinsky (2004) places it in an additional AspP (see also De Miguel
& Lagunilla (2000)). Since this study deals with the acquisition of aspectual values of clitic se, the
logical choice is to follow Kempchinsky’s analysis which will provide a framework for the
analysis of se in combination with psych verbs that involve change of state and physical change
of state verbs. Although I follow a view in which se has a non-argumental aspectual function, one
cannot deny that se participates in the causative/inchoative alternation as an intransitivity marker
and that therefore, se has syntactic functions, but also lexico-semantic functions given that it
appears with certain classes of verbs (Escutia, 2010, 2016).
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The next section will discuss the application of the theoretical approach to the distinctions
between Spanish eventive and inchoative value of clitic se and its counterpart in English with two
different sets of verbs: psychological verbs and physical change of state verbs.
2. 3 Inchoative se with Physical Change of State Verbs and Psychological Verbs
In this section, I will discuss how the syntactic approach allows us to compare psychological
predicates with physical change of state verbs in terms of the acquisition of the clitic se that triggers
an eventive interpretation and an inchoative aspectual reading in Spanish. Differences between
Spanish predicates with inchoative se and its English counterparts will be discussed as to point out
the acquisition problems that this syntactic structure may pose for English-speaking learners and
heritage speakers of Spanish.
Traditionally, we have seen that syntactic theory has considered inchoative se a decausitivizer
or detransitivizer that reduces the external -role and the internal accusative case in ergative pairs
of physical change of state verbs such as (10) (see section 2.2). However, as explained earlier, the
present study will follow Kempchinsky’s (2004) analysis in which inchoative se/si is an aspectual
element that “either links to, introduces or absorbs a temporal subevent”. According to this
analysis, inchoative se introduces the temporal role (subevent) CHANGE OF STATE and it is
located in the head of the Aspectual Phrase (AspP). Under this analysis, both classes of verbs in
our study combine with inchoative se in their intransitive counterpart as shown by the contrast in
(10) and (11). With both types of predicates, se is introducing a change of state. In the case of
(10b) the verb expresses change of state (Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995) with external causation
(as in quemar(se); hundir(se); abrir(se), etc.).
(10)

a.

El viento rompió la ventana.
‘The wind broke the window’
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b.

La ventana se rompió.
‘The window broke’

(11)

a.

El león asustó a la niña
‘The lion scared the child’

b.

La niña se asustó
‘The girl got scared’

In terms of Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1995:92), ‘external’ causation opposes to ‘internal’
causation (as in palidecer ‘go white’, adelgazar ‘get thin’, etc.) in that for the latter verbs there is
an inherent property of the argument which makes it responsible, while in the case of (10) the
cause for the change of state is completely external. However, it is important to note that for the
purpose of this study and in line with Kempchinsky’s (2004) analysis I do not make any theoretical
assumptions regarding the meaning of causation (see Cuervo, 2015) as it is beyond the syntactic
analysis proposed in this study. However, as explained in Chapter 4, including the cause of the
change of state in the tasks helps to contextualize the eventive interpretation.
Another class of verbs that combines with the inchoative se in its intransitive form is
eventive psychological verbs illustrated in (11b). These verbs are normally referred to as reflexive
psychological verbs and also participate in the intransitive-inchoative alternation as shown by the
ergative pairs in (11). Psychological verbs express psychological or emotional states. Belletti and
Rizzi (1988) provided a classification for these verbs in Italian, which has been partially replicated
and discussed for Spanish (Franco & Huidobro, 2003).
In line with Parodi-Lewin (1991), there is an aspectual difference between the types of
psych-predicates in (12). Whereas (12b) involves a change of state in the Experiencer which makes
the predicate eventive, (12a) and (12c) describe emotional states and have a stative interpretation
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(Arad, 1998). This study only examines Class II, which involves verbs with an Experiencer subject
and a Theme object as in (12b). Since this study does not examine transitivity alternations (Montrul
1999, 2000, 2001) or dative experiencers (Gómez Soler, 2015b; Montrul, 1998), clauses such as
(12a, 12c) are not included.
(12)

a.

María odia las verduras (Class I) [+stative]
María hates-3sg. The vegetables
María hates vegetables

b.

María se preocupa por sus notas (Class II) [+eventive]
‘María worries about her grades’

c.

A María le preocupan sus notas (Class III) [+stative]
‘Her grades worry María’

The next subsection will illustrate the main syntactic and semantic differences between English
and Spanish regarding the types of verbs under study.
2.3.1 Differences between Predicates with Inchoative se in Spanish and its English
Counterparts
According to Marín & McNally (2011), a predicate is considered inchoative if its reference
necessarily includes the onset of some eventuality. Spanish physical and psychological verbs as in
(13a) and (14a) have a morphologically marked inchoative aspect instantiated with the clitic se
(see Kempchinsky, 2004):
(13)

(14)

a.

La ventana se rompió

[reflexive pronoun + V3rd/sing]

b.

The window broke

[Ø + V3rd/sing]

a.

Mi mamá se enojó

[reflexive pronoun + V3rd/sing]

b.

My mom got angry

[PeriphrasticV get + adjective]
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In English, change of state with physical verbs exhibits zero-morphological marking as in (13b),
whereas psych-verbs are morphologically marked with the inchoative get (get + adjective)
(Haegeman, 1985; McIntyre, 2011; Montrul, 2001). According to Mitkovsk & Buzarovska (2012),
emotional reactions in English may be explained by ‘psychological’ get + adjective constructions
under three conditions: a) when the only participant experiences a certain psychological or mental
effect; b) when there is an external cause that may be inferred from the context that provokes the
Experiencer’s reaction and c) where the non-intentional human subject with decreased agentivity
cannot control the psychological change she/he undergoes.
Under this perspective, the element get marks the onset of the reaction. That is to say, it encodes
inchoative value just as its Spanish counterpart inchoative se for psychological predicates. A closer
look to the semantic conditions reveals clear similarities between the semantic nuances that apply
to both morphological markers (i.e., clitic se in Spanish and periphrastic get in English) in
psychological predicates. Another piece of evidence, is that the marker get does only appear with
psychological verbs of the ‘FRIGHTEN’ type 1 (generally, correlates of Spanish psych verbs Class
II), which involves change of state and are also categorized as accomplishments (Arad, 1998;
Tenny, 1994).
In Spanish interrogatives with the wh- element why, questions as (15a) behave as (14a)
regarding the clitic se when there is an eventive and inchoative interpretation. In English, however,
a stative construction be + adj. (15b) is commonly found when the cause of the psychological
change is known by both speakers. Clearly, being upset in (15b) does not force reference to the
initial interval of being upset and does not allow for an eventive interpretation (Marín & McNally,

1

Also disturb, worry, stress, annoy, etc.

19
20112). In fact, (15b) is a stative construction with no inchoative aspect morphologically encoded.
Certainly, a construction with the get element and an eventive interpretation would be possible in
English for why-questions (Why are you getting upset?), but only in the progressive.
In Spanish, a non-eventive stative construction is also available as shown in (15c) with the
auxiliary verb estar+ adj., however, it does not allow the inchoative interpretation.
(15)

a.

¿Por qué te enojas?

[reflexive clitic + V2nd/sing]

b.

Why are you upset?

[AuxV be + adjective]

c.

¿Por qué estás enojado?

[AuxV estar + adjective]

Moreover, the use of estar+adj assumes that the person has been upset for some time before the
question is pronounced and that certainly, the speaker that produces the question has not been there
to experience the onset of the psychological reaction. However, within the same situation, English
appears to allow a stative reading more frequently that focuses on the result state (i.e., the fact that
a person ‘is’ upset and not so much in the fact that a person ‘got’ upset).
Considering that Spanish psychological predicates are inchoative based on their interpretation with
respect to time reference, Marín & McNally (2011) argue that even if a stative predicate were to
include obligatory reference to the onset of the state described, the non- inchoative estar +adj. in
(15c) would be infelicitous as in (16b) (note the English translation in (16a) with inchoative get):
(16)

a.

Siempre que Ana tiene un examen, se preocupa mucho.
‘Whenever Ana has an exam, she gets very worried.’

b.

# Siempre que Ana tiene un examen, está muy preocupada.
‘# Whenever Ana has an exam, she is very worried.’

2

See Marín & McNally (2005) for a different semantic analysis in which psychological verbs are bound state
predicates as opposed to estar + adjective that are consider simple stage-level stative predicates which do not express
any temporal properties of the state they describe.
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To summarize, the three conditions under study present differences between English and
Spanish that stem from distinct syntactic-semantic values. Table 4 summarizes these differences.
While Spanish physical verbs in their intransitive form need the clitic se, English exhibits zeromorphology for detransitivization and expression of the inchoative values. On the other hand,
psychological verbs in declaratives do have overt morphology with the periphrastic get for both
processes –morphological overt instantiation of the inchoative value and detransitivization.
Finally, in the case of psych verbs in why-questions, what triggers the pronominal option over the
stative one is the interpretation of the context as eventive.

Table 3 Summary of differences between Spanish and English
Physical verbs
Psych verbs
Why + psych verbs

Spanish

La ventana se rompió

La niña se asustó

¿Por qué te enojas?
[inchoative]
#¿Por qué estás enojada?
[stative]

English

The window Ø broke

The kid got scared

Why are you upset?
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CHAPTER 3. THE ACQUISITION OF SE IN L2 AND HERITAGE
SPANISH

3.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a review of the literature concerning the acquisition of inchoative se in
English-speaking adult L2 learners and heritage speakers of Spanish (Valdés, 2001). Its main goal
is to outline the previous findings regarding the acquisition of clitic se and to familiarize the reader
with the way in which the study of the acquisition of se has been developed until the present
moment.
While there is extensive research that examines the acquisition of the clitic se from different
syntactic perspectives (Bruhn de Garavito, 2000; Gómez-Soler, 2015a; Montrul, 2001; Teomiro,
& Escobar, 2013, Zyzik, 2006), there is very limited research that examines the aspectual and
eventive value of the inchoative use of se (Gómez-Soler, 2015b). The data show evidence of crosslinguistic influence at every stage. However, previous research tends to conclude that final
attainment is possible in the grammars of near-native speakers (Bruhn de Garavito, 2000; Gómez
Soler, 2015a). In L2 acquisition, the difficulties in the acquisition of the syntactic and semantic
values of each type of se have been ascribed to different mechanisms depending on the syntactic
account of the clitic and the design and goals of the study. Concerning the bilingual acquisition of
se, there is no research as to the acquisition of formal and semantic values of se with heritage
speakers of Spanish.
Moreover, the main conclusions regarding developmental differences in the grammars of
heritage speakers and L2 learners will also be discussed in order to draw assumptions on the
performance of heritage speakers with the acquisition of the type of se under study since this
domain is so far underexplored. Additionally, this chapter also aims to highlight the
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multifunctionality of clitic se and the ways in which previous literature have developed their
methodologies to account for the complex syntactic and lexico-semantic features of the clitic se.
3.2 The Acquisition of the Clitic se
Different topics have been examined leading to different conclusions as to the reason for the
delayed acquisition of clitic se. Research with L2 learners has focused on various phenomena
regarding the argument structure of the constructions that se can appear with, such as passives and
impersonals (Bruhn de Garavito, 2000; Tremblay, 2006), the dative alternation (BleyVroman & Yoshinaga, 1992; Montrul, 1998) and the transitivity alternation with unaccusatives
(Montrul, 1999, 2000, 2001; Zyik, 2006). However, there have been few research studies on the
acquisition of the aspectual properties of these verbs (Gómez-Soler, 2015a, 2015b). The insertion
of the clitic where is not necessary has also been a recurrent topic (Escutia, 2010, 2016; GómezSoler, 2015a; Montrul, 2005; Zyzik, 2006). Some other studies have partially dealt with se while
examining the acquisition of unaccusative predicates in Spanish (Montrul 1999, 2004). Heritage
speakers in this grammatical domain is a population so far underexplored, and it is restricted to the
information structure and word order of clitic le with psychological predicates (GómezSoler & Pascual y Cabo, 2016; Toribio and Nye, 2006; Pascual y Cabo, 2013, 2016).
Most research on the second language acquisition of Spanish inchoative se, focuses in the
intransitive/inchoative alternation and the argument structure of psych verbs and physical change
of state verbs. Therefore, the theoretical syntactic description followed by most of the studies
mentioned in this chapter is the traditional account of clitic se as an element that reduces the thetarole of the external argument (Burzio, 1986; Mendikoetxea, 1999). Previous research focuses on
the properties of the clitic se as a decausitivizer or detransitivizer (Gómez-Soler, 2015a, 2015b;
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Montrul, 1999, 2001), but also on the properties of the NPs that go with these verbs (Bruhn de
Garavito, 1999; Tremblay, 2006).
Bruhn de Garavito (1999) first investigated the acquisition of passive, impersonal and
alternating causative/inchoative constructions by English- and French- speaking learners of
Spanish as a third language at the near native stage. Especially, she examined whether the L2
learners were sensitive to the specific values of the NP arguments that are combined with passive,
impersonal and inchoative se. For the case of impersonal and passives, the NP holds object-like
properties, while with inchoatives it exhibits subject-like properties. Her findings, relying in a
Grammatical Judgement Task (GJT), demonstrate that near-natives achieve native-like proficiency
in their ratings of grammatical and ungrammatical constructions with se. Tremblay (2006) offered
a replication of this study and pointed out that at an advanced proficiency level, the clitic se in
these constructions does still pose difficulty for L2 learners. In a similar fashion, Toth (2000) also
argued that advanced learners’ performance still showed errors with alternating unaccusatives (i.e,
inchoative se and its transitive counterpart). However, both Toth’s (2000) and Toth & GuijarroFuentes’ (2013) findings focus on the overgeneralization of se to unaccusatives over unergatives
(see also Escutia, 2016).
Within the formal description that takes se as a phi-defective element that reduces an
external argument with unaccusatives, Montrul (1999, 2001) investigated the nature of transitivity
alternations of psych verbs and physical change of state verbs in English, Spanish and Turkish as
second languages by speakers whose native languages were English, Spanish, Turkish and
Japanese. In Montrul’s study the structure under analysis were intransitive psychological
predicates as María se asustó (‘María got frightened’) and transitive ones such as Juan asustó a
Pedro (‘Juan frightened Pedro’) and also intransitive change of state verbs as La ventana se rompió
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(‘The window broke’) and their transitive counterpart as Juan rompió la ventana (‘Juan broke the
window’). Cross-linguistically, these verbs participate in the intransitive/inchoative alternation,
but the morphological expression of the alternation varies in the four languages. As explained in
Chapter 2, English has “zero” morphology for change of state verbs and overt morphology for
psych-verbs with inchoative get (e.g., ‘María got frightened’). Results of the English study
revealed that the Spanish-speaking learners rejected zero-derived inchoative forms of change of
state (e.g., ‘The window broke’) and accepted more than any of the other groups forms with get
(e.g., ‘The window got broken’). In the Spanish study, Montrul found that at intermediate levels
of proficiency se omission is more frequent with physical change of state verbs than with psych
verbs by English speakers. She argues that this is due to the zero-derived morphology of physical
change of state verbs in English. And considered this direct influence from the L1, especially since
Turkish speakers were not accepting “zero” morphology with physical change of state verbs in
Spanish (e.g., *La ventana rompió). Montrul pursues the idea that L2 learners have problems with
the overt realization of morphology and defends the position that the problem is morphophonological, meaning that it involves the mapping of formal features to morpho-phonological
spell-outs.
From a cognitive approach, Zyzik (2006) also investigated the issue of transitivity
alternations arguing that the acquisition of the se morpheme with physical change of state
verbs involves sequence learning. As in Montrul (2001), errors of se omission among Englishspeaking learners were also found. Moreover, overgeneralization of se to transitive event scenes
was also found in line with Escutia (2010, 2016) and Toth (2000). Results by lexical item showed
considerable variability in performance for different verbs. Therefore, the author suggested that
learning of the intransitive-inchoative alternation takes place verb-by-verb and that the se
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morpheme undergoes a ‘chunking process’ with individual lexical items. However, she concluded
that at advanced levels of proficiency, L2 learners are able to extract se from the individual lexical
items and use it productively, though some omission problems remain, especially when the verbs
are less frequent in the input. In line with the argument that se is characterized by its late
acquisition in the developmental process of the L2 grammar, Escutia (2010, 2016) points out that
overgeneralizations of clitic se are favored by unaccusative verbs acting as an expletive as in *Se
ocurrieron muchos accidentes (‘There were many accidents’).
Gómez-Soler (2015a) examined the acquisition of the morphologically intransitiveinchoative alternation in final attainment. More specifically, she examined se omission with
physical change of state verbs (La ventana se rompió, ‘The window broke’) and the overextension
of se with other unaccusatives (Juan (*se) desapareció, ‘Juan disappeared’), and unergatives (Juan
(*se) lloró, ‘Juan cried’). This study includes near-natives and a developmental study across the
four levels of proficiency. At low proficiency, results showed that participants overextended se
with unergatives and non-alternating unaccusatives (El tren (*se) llegó, ‘The train arrived’). This
confirms that there is an influence from the L1. Regarding near-natives, they behaved completely
native-like. She argues that learners are sensitive to the semantic nuances that allow the alternation
in transitivity and this sensitivity increases with higher proficiency.
Psychological predicates were also examined by Gómez-Soler (2015b). Specifically, L2
learners’ ability to understand subtle distinctions between the psych predicates that allow se (María
se asusta siempre que ve películas, ‘María gets frightened every time she watches movies’) and
the ones that do not (A María le asustan las películas de terror, ‘Horror movies frighten María’)
was the focus of the study. Results evidenced that participants made significant distinctions
between the use of se and other pronouns, but they also had high ratings of *Juan se gusta con
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María (‘Juan likes himself with María’). This could be explained by the fact that learners may
have confused inchoative se with a reciprocal se (María y Juan se gustan, ‘Juan and María like
each other’). She concludes that se is not easily extractable from the input because of the nuanced
semantic distinction between the verbs that allow se and the ones that do not, and because of the
multiple meanings of se. Additionally, overt morphemes in English such as the periphrastic get
could explain this phenomenon. However, she argues that L1 transfer is not completely transparent
because of the multifunctionality of se and also because other constructions with se have overt
morphology in English.
Escobar & Teomiro (2016) analyzed the acquisition of the clitic se by English- speaking
L2 learners from a different perspective. As explained in Chapter 2, one of the most recent
integrative syntactic accounts for the clitic se argues that se can either be an expletive or an anaphor
(Teomiro, 2010, 2013). In this study, they examine five types of se: anticausative inchoatives (i.e.,
La ventana se rompió ‘The window broke’), reflexive predicates (i.e., Juan se afeitó esta mañana
‘Juan shaved himself this morning’), transitive verbs that imply inalienable possession (i.e., Juan
se lavó las manos ‘Juan washed his hands’), consumption verbs (i.e, Juan se comió tres galletas
‘Juan ate up three cookies’), and non-anticausative intransitive predicates (i.e., Juan se cayó ‘Juan
fell’). Their main goal with this unifying study is to analyze variation with respect to changes in
argument structure in the presence of the clitic. For this aim, they administered a Grammaticality
Judgement Test. Their results indicate that there is a gradual acquisition of the clitic se as it happens
in L1 acquisition (Teomiro, 2013). The authors argue that L1 English interferes with L2 Spanish
acquisition at the early stages. According to the authors, there is full transfer of the structures
present in their L1 English at the beginning (non-anticausative and transitives), whereas the
structures that differ from English are acquired in a non-specified different way overtime at higher
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levels of proficiency, including inchoative se. The authors believe that there is access to UG and
that L2 learners are able to acquire complex grammar which in their view supports the Full Access
Hypothesis (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996).
Overall, speakers of English as an L1 show some difficulties in the comprehension of se,
especially at low levels of proficiency. However, research with near-native speakers points out
that the properties that characterize inchoative se are present in ultimate attainment (Gómez Soler,
2015a; 2015b; also see Bruhn de Garavito, 1999). Additionally, Montrul (2001) showed that when
the same function se has in Spanish is occupied by an overt element in English (i.e., get), the
sensitivity to se is more target-like. In line with Toth and Guijarro-Fuentes (2013), Montrul argues
that the cause of se omission is related to learner-internal factors such as access to UG and L1
transfer. Research within an instructional approach argues that the acquisition of se with these
verbs is linked to their frequency in the input and a chunking process that takes place verb-by-verb
(Zyzik, 2006). Other studies that examine the acquisition of impersonals and passives show that
in line with the acquisition of se in causative/inchoative constructions, its acquisition improves
with proficiency (Bruhn de Garavito, 1999).
Research reviewed in this section points out two main aspects regarding the L2 acquisition
of inchoative se. First, L1 transfer has been documented in the case of se as detransitivizer with
errors of omission. And second, native-like performance has also been documented at the ‘nearnative’ leve. Therefore, the question is not anymore whether these constructions with inchoative
se will lead to L1 transfer in L2 and bilingual grammars, but rather, how does it work. As for now,
we know that inchoative se poses some challenges with se constructions since the L2 learners need
to be sensitive to the aspectual and semantic nuances of verbs that are relevant for the distinction.
As Gómez-Soler (2015a) argued, the multiplicity of functions of se, (i.e. the various syntactic
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environments in which se appears and the different semantic and aspectual restrictions that apply
to its use) may also lead to the emergence of optionality in L2 and bilingual grammars (Montrul,
2004). In addition to this, difficulties for the L2 acquisition of the clitic se, as pointed out by Escutia
(2016), may stem from its inconsistency with the notion of Semantic Transparency related to its
obscure and changing meaning (Andersen, 1983, 1990; Tammenga-Helmantel, Arends &
Canrinus, 2014). Another reason for its difficulty, may have to do with the fact that there is no
one-to one correspondence between form & function (Slobin, 1985). Lastly, the ambiguity and
lack of clarity in the input forces indeterminacy of learner’s knowledge and performance of se.
The next section will discuss these issues in conjunction with an overarching view of the
theories in bilingual and second language acquisition.
3.3 L2 and Heritage Language Acquisition
An important question in language acquisition research is whether transfer equally impacts
heritage speakers’ and L2 learners’ grammar (Montrul, 2008, 2010a, 2010b). The main purpose of
this study is to shed some light in the acquisition of the clitic se by heritage speakers and L2
learners and to determine what are the properties of inchoative se that are acquired, and which
ones are not. Therefore, it seems relevant to discuss the most current theories as to how does
heritage language acquisition differ from second language acquisition along with previous studies
that have documented differences and similarities in the performance of L2 learners and heritage
speakers.
Previous studies on second language acquisition within a formal perspective have
extensively reported L1 transfer in L2 acquisition and bilingual grammars of most linguistic
properties and recently, is been argued that L2 transfer is selective (Montrul, 2004; 2008; 2010).
This means that transfer does not affect all areas of grammatical knowledge in the same way as
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the interfaces tend to be more vulnerable. Moreover, transfer is not always represented equally for
second language learners and heritage speakers.
The advantages of heritage speakers over L2 learners has been extensively documented
(Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul, 2005; Montrul 2010b), but also the disadvantages (Montrul, Foote
& Perpiñán, 2008). Montrul (2005) studied the acquisition of unaccusativity in Spanish and found
advantages for heritage speakers over L2 learners of low proficiency. However, Bruhn de
Garavito’s (2002) study of verb movement showed no differences between groups which provides
evidence of similar performance in the knowledge of object clitic placement. According to
Montrul, it is still not so clear whether heritage speakers and L2 learners differ significantly in
their morpho-syntactic knowledge. However, what is clear is that transfer is often manifested in
different ways. While both L2 learners and heritage speakers are subject to cross-linguistic
influence from the dominant language, a main difference between the two populations concerns
the mode of acquisition and experience (Montrul, 2008).
In this line, other variables must be considered to account for differences in the behavioral
data such as the quality and quantity of the input, the formal instruction received in the language
and the literacy abilities of the speakers (Montrul, 2010). In the case of bilingual acquisition, the
reduced input that heritage speakers received in comparison to monolinguals has been recently
argued as an explanation for the source of difficulties that early bilingual may experience with
their less dominant language (Montrul, 2008, 2010; Montrul & Perpiñán, 2011). The issue of
incomplete acquisition refers to a partial or interrupted L1 acquisition in a bilingual environment
due to reduced input and output and cross-linguistic transfer from English (Montrul 2002,
Polinsky, 2006). Whether some structures suffer from incomplete acquisition, depends on the age
at which acquisition of the L2 language begins and the reinforcement with formal language
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learning according to Montrul (2015). Nevertheless, when comparing L2 learners and heritage
speakers a clear difference is the onset of acquisition that is linked to native-like attainment within
the Critical Period Hypothesis (Johnson & Newport, 1898). While heritage speakers are exposed
to the language since birth, L2 learners do not receive considerable amounts of input until early
adolescence and in a classroom setting (Montrul, 2015).
The fact that L2 learners normally receive formal instruction in their second language
improves their literacy and metalinguistic awareness in this language in comparison to HSs that
are normally exposed to the language in a more naturalistic environment and their processing tends
to be more aural (Montrul, 2010). This differences in the mode of acquisition sometimes lead to
the outperforming of heritage speakers by L2 learners in written tasks because of the amount of
metalinguistic knowledge that they require, whereas HSs tend to exhibit better performance in oral
tasks.
Another factor related to the input received by heritage speakers and L2 learners has to do
with the frequency and saliency of certain structures in the input. There have been various studies
arguing for the impact of frequency on successful lexical learning (Ellis, 2002), and also on
morphology (Ellis, 1996). In general terms, the idea is that the more L2 learners encounter a form,
the greater the potential for an initial form and meaning connection to be established (Van Pattern,
Williams & Rott, 2004). In this sense, frequency could impact the acquisition of inchoative se in
terms of the lexical frequency of the verbs in question or in terms of the frequency of the structure.
Certainly, the estar + psychological adjective construction (¿Por qué estás enojado? ‘Why are you
upset?) is more frequent in questions than the pronominal (¿Por qué te enojas? ‘Why are you
getting upset?’).
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In summary, most of the previous work on the acquisition of inchoative se is limited in that
its main focus is the L2 learners’ comprehension of the structures based on grammaticality
judgement tasks. There are very few insights on the ability of learners to orally produce the verbs,
aside from Zyzik (2006) that only includes physical change of state verbs. I cover this gap in the
literature by adding an elicited production task (Cuza, 2013; Cuza & López Otero 2017). This
thesis contributes to the discussion of whether HSs and L2 learners perform similarly in different
types of tasks.
Moreover, previous research is expanded by examining the acquisition of the inchoative
and eventive value of se with physical change of state verbs and psych-verbs in declaratives.
Additionally, I compare the linguistic representation of L2 learners and native speakers of
Spanish with that of a bilingual population of heritage speakers so far unexplored with these
constructions. By comparing L2 learners and HSs, this thesis attempts to provide some insights on
the issue of age-related effects and language experience in the linguistic development and the
potential morpho-syntactic advantage of HSs over L2 learners documented by previous research
(Cuza & Frank, 2015; Johnson & Newport 1989; Montrul, 2006, 2008). In this line, it is possible
that the earlier exposure to Spanish might impact the acquisition of clitic se by giving and
advantage to the heritage speakers over the L2 learners.
Following previous theoretical work on the existing differences between the types of se
constructions and their aspectual values (Kempchinsky, 2004) and given the existing difficulty in
the acquisition of inchoative se discussed in this chapter, this study has two main goals. First, to
examine if HSs and L2 learners are aware of subtle aspectual distinctions that characterize psychverbs and physical change of state verbs and how these are instantiated morpho-syntactically for
declarative clauses with clitic se. Second, to investigate the extent to which L2 learners and HSs
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map inchoative/eventive interpretation with the clitic se in a set of interrogatives where the input
received might not be clear (Lardiere, 2008; Montrul, 2008). If differences are found, we examine
whether they stem from cross-linguistic influence and early exposure to Spanish. More
specifically, the present study aims to answer the following research questions:
RQ1: To what extent do HS and L2 learners of Spanish have knowledge of the aspectual
morphology in physical change of state verbs, psych verbs and psych verbs with whyquestions? Specifically, what are their patterns of use regarding the inchoative aspect
instantiated with clitic se?
RQ2: Can the difficulties with the target production of se + psych and se + psych in whyquestions be accounted for in terms of cross-linguistic influence?
RQ3: Does early exposure to Spanish play a role in the degree of target knowledge HS have of
the aspectual distinctions instantiated by se?
In regard to cross-linguistic influence, it is possible that the HSs and L2 learners may show transfer
in terms of syntactic overlap (Hulk & Müller, 2000). This may be due to the fact that in Spanish
there are to possible constructions for psych verbs with why-questions. One of them is the
pronominal option with the clitic se (¿Por qué te asustas? ‘Why are you scared?’) which is
generally preferred by native speakers due to the semantic interpretation of the contexy. The other
one is the stative option (¿Por qué estás asustada? ‘Why are you scared?’) which is parallel to the
English construction be+adj. (Why are you scared?). Negative transfer may be the reason for the
preference of estar +adj. in the case of psych verbs with why-questions whereas facilitative transfer
may stem from the overt marking of inchoative aspect with get in English psych verbs as explained
earlier.

33
3.4 Predictions
Overall, I expect HSs and L2 learners to behave differently from native speakers regarding the
aspectual values of inchoative se. This would be further supported if increased proficiency did not
explain the differences found between constructions and populations. Lastly, I expect HSs to
outperform L2 learners due to the earlier exposure to the minority language and a more extensive
exposure to Spanish during their lifespan (Johnson & Newport 1989; Montrul, 2002; 2008).
Specifically, we propose the following hypotheses:
H1 :

The experimental groups will behave more target-like in their production and interpretation
of psych-verbs (La niña se asustó) due to the overt morphology that characterizes them in
English (The girl got scared) than with physical verbs (La ventana [se] rompió) that have
zero-morphology in English (The window broke) due to cross-linguistic influence and the
lack of positive transfer from English in the case of physical verbs.

H2:

HSs and L2 learners will have more difficulty with the target use of se in why questions
than in declaratives due to structural overlap (Hulk & Müller, 2000). Negative transfer
from the English construction be+adj. may encourage the preference of estar +adj. in the
case of psych verbs with why-questions

H3:

HSs will outperform L2 learners given their earlier exposure to Spanish and the quantity
and quality of input received during their lifespan (Johnson & Newport 1989, Montrul,
2008; 2010a)
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CHAPTER 4. THE STUDY

4.1 Participants
Thirty-five (n=60) participants took part in the study. Twenty English dominant heritage speakers
of Spanish (age range 16-21; M= 19.3, SD=1.5), twenty English-speaking L2 learners (age range
18-22; M=19.7; SD= 1) and twenty monolinguals speakers from Mexico serving as control group
(age range=18-28; M=21; SD=2.3). All of the participants completed a language history
questionnaire (Cuza, 2013; Cuza & Frank, 2015). This questionnaire included questions about
their patterns of language use, linguistic background and self-assessment of English and Spanish
linguistic skills. In addition, the heritage speakers and the L2 learners completed a modified
version of the DELE language proficiency test for Latin American Spanish (Cuza, Pérez-Leroux,
Sánchez; 2013). Following previous research (Montrul & Slabakova, 2003), scores between 40 to
50 points were considered as ‘advanced’ proficiency level and 30 to 39 points were considered
‘intermediate’. The DELE test and the language background questionnaire were paper-based and
completed with the aid of the researcher.
The HSs (n=20) were born and raised in the US, except from four of them who had been
born in Mexico, Argentina and Puerto Rico and came to the US before the age of 5;0. All of them
had been exposed to Spanish and English from birth with the exception from one of the participants
who arrived to the US at the age of 5;0. The HS group’s mean score in the DELE test was 40.7
points out of 50 (score rage= 35 to 48; SD= 4.6). Regarding their patterns of language use, 30%
(6/20) reported to use ‘only Spanish’ or ‘mostly Spanish’ in their households, whereas 30% (6/20)
reported to use ‘slightly more Spanish’, 25% (5/20) ‘both’ and (3/20) ‘slightly more English. At
school, 80% (16/20) of the participants reported to use ‘mostly English’ or ‘only English’ while
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15% (3/20) reported to use ‘slightly more English’. Only 5% (1/20) reported to use ‘both’. In social
situations, 55% (11/20) reported to use ‘mostly English’ or ‘English only’ and the other 45% (9/20)
reported to use ‘slightly more English’. At work, 60% (12/20) reported to use ‘slightly more
English’ in social situations, while 15% (3/20) ‘slightly more English’ and 5% (1/20) ‘both’. Only
20% (4/20) reported to use ‘slightly more Spanish’. Thirty percent of the participants (6/20)
indicated feeling more comfortable with English, while 65% (13/20) indicated feeling comfortable
in both English and Spanish. The other 5% (1/20) reported to feel more comfortable with Spanish.
Their self-reported proficiency in English was almost excellent (3.89/4) and good in Spanish
(2.96/4).
The L2 learners were all born and raised in the US, except one who was born in Switzerland
and came to the US when she was two years old. English was their L1, however, the parents’ L1
of two of the participants were Polish and Italian and they reported to be fluent in these languages.
Regarding their patterns of language use, English was reported to be the language used at home
and in social situations. The majority of them (16/20) reported to use ‘mostly English’ or ‘only
English’ at school, while 20% (4/10) reported to use ‘slightly more English’. At home, 95% (19/10)
of the participants reported to use ‘mostly English’ or ‘only English’ and only 5% (1/20) reported
to use ‘slightly more English’. At work, 75% (15/20) reported to use ‘only English’ or ‘mostly
English’, while 20% (4/20) reported to use ‘slightly more English’. Only 5% (1/20) reported to
use ‘both’ languages at work. Their mean score in the DELE test was 38 out of 50 (score range=
31 to 49; SD= 5). Their self-reported proficiency in Spanish was almost good/fluent (2.80/4) and
native-like in English (4/4). Some of the participants had studied abroad in Hispanic countries for
6-week periods (8/10) or 3-week periods (2/10). One of them had lived and studied abroad in Costa
Rica for one year.
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The control group (n=20) consisted of native speakers from Guanajuato, Mexico. The reason
for selecting monolinguals over long-term immigrants as a control group stems from the possibility
of these speakers undergoing some sort of attrition due to the intense contact and exposure to
English. Moreover, we aimed to avoid differences in the socio-economic status and the education
level of the participants by choosing a highly educated population comparable with the L2 learners
and the HSs speakers in our study. Therefore, all of the native speakers were college students and
they reported to have little or no contact with English. They also reported to have taken some
English courses in high school. The rationale of adding a monolingual control group follows
seminal work from a formal perspective and was aimed at having a baseline from which to observe
potential morpho-syntactic shifts in the bilingual grammars. Table 5 summarizes participants’ data.
Table 4. Participants’ information
L2 learners
Heritage Speakers (n=20)

Controls (n=20)

L2 classroom

Born and raised in US

Born in Mexico.

setting. (M= 14

except from 4 (AoA = 5

Tested in

years old)

years old)

Guanajuato, Mexico.

Age range= 18-22

Age range= 16-21

Age range= 18-28

(M=19.7; SD =1)

(M=19.3; SD =1.5)

(M=21; SD=2.3)

31-49

35-48

(M= 38/50, SD=5)

(M= 40.7/50, SD=4.6)

(n=20)

Age of onset of
bilingualism

Age at testing

DELE score

N/A
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Use equally SPAN and
Patterns of language

Use more ENG in

N/A. Very little
ENG at home/social sits.

use

every situation.

contact with English.
More ENG in school/work

4.1 Methods
In this subsection I describe the methodology that was followed to obtain the data for further
analysis and the design of the tasks that were implemented as part of the study. Following previous
research, the participants completed an elicited production task, an acceptability judgement task
(AJT), and a forced preference task as part of the study (Cuza, 2016; Cuza & López-Otero, 2016).
These tasks aimed to test for both production and comprehension of the inchoative and eventive
value of clitic se.
Specifically, I targeted clitic se with physical change of state verbs, and psych-verbs in
declaratives and its second person form te for why-questions with psych-verbs. The reason not to
include the 3rd person singular pronoun se with why-questions was the need to avoid adding more
processing difficulties regarding the additional contextual complexity and pragmatic factors of
using 3rd person singular se in interrogative clauses (i.e., a context in which someone asks someone
about the emotional state of a third party while they are all in scene). Therefore, 2 nd person singular
te was used instead and its formal variant se was accepted as target in the elicitation task. Table 6
presents the structures, and the verbs tested with each structure. In the case of psych verbs, the
same verbs were included in order to make a comparison between the type of structure and its
aspectual interpretation.
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Table 5. Verbs under analysis by condition
se +Physical verbs
Structure

Verbs

La ventana se rompió
‘The window broke’
Romper(se) to break
Derretir(se) to melt
Abrir(se) to open
Cerrar(se) to close
Quemar(se) to burn
Hundir(se) to sink

se + Psych-verbs

se + why + psych
verbs

La niña se asustó
¿Por qué te enojas?
‘The
kid
got
‘Why are you upset?’
frightened’
Enojar(se) to get upset
Asustar(se) to get frightened
Preocupar(se) to get worried
Distraer(se) to get distracted
Soprender(se) to get surprised
Estresar (se) to get stressed

These 18 combinations of verbs and structure are the test items (six per structure) included in each
task. The items were randomized and counterbalanced across participants to avoid any potential
presentation-order effects. This means that two unique versions of each task were created in order
not to present items in the same order to all participants. Especially, in the case of the AJT
grammatical test items and ungrammatical were presented in a reversed order and so were they in
the Preference Task. The tasks were piloted before implementation to ensure that the preambles
designed for the task would provide and inchoative and eventive interpretation of the verb in the
prompt.
Two native speakers of Spanish conducted the experiment. Monolinguals speakers
completed the experiment in a quiet room at a university in Mexico, while the HSs and the L2
learners were tested at a lab setting. Only Spanish was used with the participants during the
experiment that lasted for approximately 1 hour and thirty minutes. The order that the task followed
was, after completing the DELE test, the participants were presented with the elicited production
task, then the acceptability judgement task (AJT), and finally the preference task.
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The elicited production task aimed to test for the ability to produce the clitic se after having
interpreted the prompts as eventive. The participants were shown a PowerPoint presentation which
included 18 test items mixed with 47 distractors that targeted the use of subjunctive and ser and
estar uses. For the declarative structures (physical change of state verbs and psych-verbs),
participants were presented with a preamble and a photo in order to interpret the inchoative
meaning of the verbs under study and they were then asked to complete the sentences in the
prompt. For why-question test items, participants were presented with a contextual preamble and
a photograph that included two characters that were together, and something suddenly caused one
of them to change their psychological or emotional state. The cause of the change in the emotional
state is known by both of the characters in the context. Therefore, the why-question is not intended
to ask about the cause but also to point out that either there is no need for that sudden emotional
change. Therefore, the preamble ensured the inchoative and eventive interpretation of the verb
since the question does not focus on the end result (the psychological state) but on the change of
emotional state. Therefore, using an eventive construction for the question would match the
contextual information in the preamble. On the contrary, if a stative construction was used, the
question would not be matching the information in the preamble. For this condition, represented
in (17), we expected participants to use the eventive pronominal option ¿Por qué te asustas? (‘Why
are you getting afraid?’). However, we also suspected that participants would use the non-eventive
construction ¿Por qué estás asustada? (‘Why are you afraid?’) due to its morpho-syntactic
similarity with English and the availability of this construction in the Spanish input.
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(16)

Test item for Elicited Production Task: ‘se’ with psych-verbs in ‘why’-questions

Context: Rosita y su mamá están caminando felizmente a la escuela. De pronto, Rosita ve
un perro, comienza a llorar y su mamá le dice:
“Rosita and her mom are happily walking home. Suddenly, Rosita sees a dog, starts
crying and her mom says:”

Prompt:

Hijita, ¿por qué __________(asustar)?
‘My little daughter, why __________(to frighten)’

Expected Response:

¿por qué te asustas?

Unexpected Response: #¿por qué estás asustada?

Before completing the actual test items, participants did a two-item trial training to ensure that
they were comfortable with the task and understood the procedure. Then, the researchers first read
the contexts and then the sentences –for declaratives structures– and questions in the prompt to the
participants with a rising intonation. The expected answer for this item was te asustas as shown in
(17). Participants’ responses were digitally recorded with a digital voice recorder for further
analysis.
The acceptability judgement task was designed to elicit the grammatical intuitions of the
participants for se and se omission in declaratives with both physical and psychological and the
acceptability of the inchoative se and estar+ adj. with psych-verbs in why-questions. The items
were presented as in the elicited production task. For this task, the 18 test items need to be
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multiplied by two, since half were target and half non-target. This operation made a total of 36
tokens for analysis and 64 distracters.

(17)

Ungrammatical test item for AJT: se with physical change of state verbs in declaratives

Preamble: Ayer en la tarde hacía mucho calor en el parque y la niña compró un helado
de chocolate.
‘Yesterday afternoon it was very warm in the park and the girl bought a chocolate icecream’

Test item: La niña dejó el helado en la mesa y derritió.
‘The girl left the ice-cream on the table and it melted’

1

2

3

4

5

Completamente raro

Raro

Ni raro ni bien

Bien

Completamente bien

‘Completely odd’

‘A bit odd’

‘Fine’

‘Completely fine’

‘More or less
good’

The participants completed the AJT (paper and pencil based) after having carefully read the
instructions with the researchers. The participants were first asked to read the preamble and then
indicate with a circle whether the sentence was odd or good in Spanish on a Likert scale ranging
from 1-5 (completely odd, odd, nor fine nor bad, fine or completely fine) according to the context
presented as shown in (18). In this case, the expected answer would have been 1 or 2, since clitic
se is missing resulting in an ungrammatical sentence. For cases that the participant marked as
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completely odd or odd, participants were asked to underline what was the part of the sentence that
caused the oddity in their opinion.
Finally, a forced preference task was administered to the participants to test for the
comprehension and intuitions regarding the clitic se in the structures under analysis. Since the
structure estar +adj. is not ungrammatical, but aspectually and pragmatically odd with an
inchoative why-question; an acceptability judgement task does not completely account for the
sensitivity to the aspectual distinctions that speakers have, but their grammaticality judgements.
Including a preference task aimed to successfully assess which of the structures would participants
prefer in a given context (Cuza & Frank, 2015; Geeslin & Guijarro Fuentes, 2007).
(18)

Test item Forced Preference Task: Psych-verbs with why-questions –inchoative
interpretation

Preamble: Diego, muy feliz, piensa que va a aprobar el examen de matemáticas. Pero
cuando Diego ve las notas de su examen descubre que lo suspendió. Su amigo Tomás, que
es muy pesado, le dice:
‘Diego, very happily, thinks he is going to pass his math exam. But when he sees his grade,
he finds out that he has failed. His friend Thomas, who is always making fun of him, says:’
A. __X__ Diego, ¿por qué te sorprendes?
‘Diego, why are you surprised?’
B. _____ Diego, ¿por qué estás sorprendido?
‘Diego, why are you surprised?’
This task exhibits the same preamble found in the previous tasks for each token and then introduces
both the target option (se for declaratives and te for questions) and the non-target option (se
omission for declaratives and estar+adj. for questions). After reading it, participants were asked
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to select the option that best conveys the meaning captured by the preamble. In (19), the expected
answer is A.
4.2 Results
In this section, I report on the results for the empirical study that was submitted to a statistical
analysis of the two test groups (HSs and L2 learners) in comparison with the control baseline
group. Specifically, I discuss the relationship between verb type (psych verb and physical verb),
type of clause (declaratives and interrogatives) and performance. Moreover, individual
performance is further analyzed and discussed in terms of proficiency and patterns of language
use. Finally, a closer look to the difference between the test items within the same condition is also
discussed when relevant along with the differences in performance between tasks.
4.3 Elicited Production Task
As expected, all groups behaved differently in regard to the use of clitic se as shown in Figure 1.
Overall, the HSs produced target se for se + psych verbs (psych verbs henceforward) and physical
verbs and te for psych verbs in questions at higher rate than L2 learners which results in a visible
pattern along conditions. However, performance varied within type of structure. Both groups seem
to do better with psych verbs but differ regarding the other two conditions. While HSs were less
target in psych verbs + wh, the L2 learners were less target with physical verbs.
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se + physical verbs

se + psych verbs

se + wh

Figure 1. Mean proportion of target se production across conditions by group.

For the quantitative analysis, target responses were coded as 1. Non-target se omission for psych
verbs and physical verbs and estar + adj. for psych + wh were coded as 0. Absence of clitic se in
the oral production task with why-questions was coded as other. Responses were collapsed by
subject and mean responses were averaged and transformed into arcsine values before running
parametric tests. The arcsine values were then submitted to a repeated measures ANOVA with
group (Monolinguals, HSs and L2ers) as the between subject factor (independent factor) and
structures (physical change of state verbs, psych-verbs in declaratives and psych-verbs in whyquestions) as the within subject factor (dependent factor). The transformed mean responses of
target use of clitic se realized as dependent variable to examine the differences per group and
condition. ‘Other’ responses were excluded from the statistical analysis and are only presented
here in proportions and discussed qualitatively.
Results from a repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect for group (F(2, 57)
= 75.97, p < .001) and a significant main effect for structure (F(2, 114) = 11.08, p < .001). In order
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to find out where the differences lie between groups, I conducted a Tukey post-hoc analysis. The
analysis revealed statistical differences between the L2 learners and the Controls (t(57) = 11.91, p
< .001) and between the L2 learners and the HSs across all conditions (t(57) = 8.71, p < .001).
Differences between the HSs and the Controls were also significant (t(57) = 3.20, p =.007). In
order to further investigate the differences between the groups within each structure under analysis,
we conducted an independent sample T-test. For physical verbs as in La ventana se rompió, L2
learners behaved significantly different in the production of se compared to Controls (t(114) =
10.54, p < .001) and to HSs (t(114) = 7.95, p < .001). However, differences between HSs and
Controls within this structure missed significance (p = .06). A similar pattern is found for psychverbs as in Mi mamá se enojó (‘My mom got upset’). Results revealed that L2 learners behaved
significantly different compared to Controls (t(114) = 8.21, p = < .001) and to HSs (t(114) = 5.22,
p < .001). As with the last structure, the HSs and Controls did not behave significantly different (p
= .34). Finally, for psych verbs with why-questions as in ¿Por qué te enojas? (‘Why are you
upset’?), there were significant differences between L2 learners and Controls (t(114) = 9.37, p <
.001) and between L2 learners and HSs (t(114) = 5.81, p < .001). Unlike the two previous
structures, HSs behaved significantly different from controls with psych verbs in why-questions (t
(114) = 3.56, p = .002).
As shown in Figure 1, the L2 learners treated the use of se in physical verbs (M= 0.13) and
in psych verbs (M= 0.33) significantly different (t(114) = -3.39, p = .003). This was not the case
for HSs, the difference between physical verbs (M=0.87) and psych verbs (M=0.92) were not
significant (p = 0.15). Therefore, the increase in the target production of se with psych verbs
compared to physical verbs in the case of L2 learners partially confirms hypothesis 1 which
expected L2 and HSs to do better with psych verbs than with physical verbs.
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In the case of HSs, they only behaved differently from the control group with psych-verbs
+ wh, which means they behaved target-like with physical verbs and psych verbs. Furthermore, a
paired t- test with Tukey adjustment showing differences between structures within the HS group
revealed that the target production of se with psych verbs was significantly different from that of
psych verbs + wh (t (114) = 4.04, p = <.001). Therefore, although heritage speakers behaved targetlike across two conditions, significant differences revealed for psych verbs + wh evidenced that all
the groups behaved differently in the proportion of se production. However, the HSs outperformed
L2 learners across all conditions which confirms hypothesis 3.
Figure 2, 3 and 4 show the mean proportion of total responses by structure and group. As
mentioned earlier, by comparing Figure 1 (physical verbs) with Figure 2 (psych verbs in
declaratives) the difference in rates of se omission between HSs and L2 learners are evident, HSs
outperform L2 learners. For both structures, L2 learners’ production of other refers to either the
copula estar + adj. as in Hacía mucho frío y la ventana está rota (‘It was very cold and the window
is broken’) and the use of pronoun le as in La mamá vio la ropa tirada en el piso y le enoja (‘The
mom saw the clothes on the ground and it annoys her’). In the case of psych verbs in declaratives
(Figure 2), other was only produced by three participants across all test items (M=0.23). Two of
them produced estar + adj. and one of them the le construction.
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Figure 2. Mean proportion of total responses in se + physical verbs in declaratives.
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Figure 3. Mean proportion of total responses in se + psych verbs in declaratives.

Both groups used the stative structure estar + adj. which means they have used a stative
construction for an eventive interpretation (Figure 4). However, L2 learners (M = 0.43) resorted to
use the stative construction more frequently than the HSs (M = 0.20). The HSs achieved 73%
accuracy in the use of the clitic se in this condition with almost no instances of se omission
compared to L2 (M= 0.34). The control group only produced non-target estar + adj. (M= 0.03)
with one verb out of the six test items (estar enojado ‘be upset’), which could be a potential item
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effect in this task if most of the non-target estar + adj. belonged to this test item. In the case of the
HSs, their production of non-target estar + adj. is certainly higher with enojarse (36%; 9/25)
followed by estresarse (20%; 2/25). However, estar + adj. is also found in the rest of test items in
a smaller proportion which means that if one were to pose that enojarse is causing an item effect
and rule it out of the analysis, instances of estar + adj. will still be found in HSs at (M =13%)
compared to the control group. The case of the L2 learners is similar as the non-target estar +adj.
does not seem to pattern with items but with participants as it will be discussed in the item analysis.
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Figure 4. Mean proportion of total responses in why-questions with psych verbs
4.3.1.1. Individual Analysis
In order to examine whether the differences between groups and structure types were observable
at the individual level, we classified participants into four different groups according to the number
of target items they produced out of six: upper range (5-6 target items), mid-range (3 to 4 target
responses), low range (1 to 2 target responses) and zero production. In Table 7, we present the
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results for each structure under analysis. Since monolinguals are all in the upper range, this
individual analysis will focus on the results of L2 learners and HSs.

Table 6. Percentage of target responses by condition
se + physical

se + psych-

se + psych-verbs

verbs

verbs

(why-question)

#items

%participants

%participants

%participants

Upper range

5-6

5% (1/20)

25% (5/20)

5% (1/20)

Mid-range

3-4

0% (0/20)

15% (3/20)

20% (4/20)

Low range

1-2

35% (7/20)

10% (2/20)

10% (2/20)

0

60% (12/20)

50% (10/20)

65% (13/20)

Group

L2
learners
(n = 20)
Zero production
Heritage

Upper range

5-6

80% (16/20)

85% (9/20)

65% (13/20)

speakers

Mid-range

3-4

10% (2/20)

10% (2/20)

15% (3/20)

(n= 20)

Low range

1-2

10% (2/20)

5% (1/20)

15% (3/20)

0

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

5% (1/20)

Zero production
Controls

Upper range

5-6

100% (20/20)

100% (20/20)

100% (20/20)

(n= 20)

Mid-range

3-4

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Low range

1-2

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Zero production

As shown in Table 5, L2 learners produced very few target responses with physical verbs and
psych verbs in questions. For se with psych-verbs, 50% of participants had no correct answers
when producing se. However, five of the participants were target-like in this condition. Moreover,
one of the participants in the L2 groups behaved completely target-like across all conditions. This
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may be explained by the fact he lived and studied in Costa Rica for one year, whereas the rest of
the participants only participated in 2-month study abroad programs or had never took part of a
study abroad program.
There was a higher percentage of HSs in the upper range for the two conditions in
declaratives than for psych-verbs with why-questions. There were, however, two HSs in the low
range with physical change of state verbs. Their performance in this condition may be correlated
with their patterns of language use. Data gathered with the linguistic background questionnaire
shows that one of the HSs claims to speak both languages at home and ‘mostly English’ or ‘only
English’ in every other situation. Only her father speaks Spanish in the household and her mother
is native speaker of English. Additionally, her score in the DELE did not classify for ‘advanced
proficiency’ with a mean score of 35 out of 50. The other participant in the low range for this
condition exhibits a lower proficiency self-rating (2.5/4). During the linguistic questionnaire, the
participant indicated to have real difficulty with Spanish reading and writing. Moreover, he
indicates to speak both languages at home and only English with his siblings. Therefore, his
performance with physical verbs might be explained in terms of his use of the Spanish language
in comparison with the other member of the HS group.
In the case of psych verbs, the HS speaker in the low range is also in the zero-production
range for psych verbs in questions. This speaker self-rating was also lower than that of the rest
(2.75/4) and has never received instruction in Spanish. As mentioned earlier, producing an
eventive structure with se rather than a stative one with the construction estar + adj. for psych
verbs in questions was more difficult for the HSs than the other two conditions. However, most of
them classified for upper or mid-range, whereas almost all the L2 learners produce the estar + adj.
construction more frequently following the L1 patterns. Three HSs performance classified for the
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low range. Two of them also classified for low range with physical verbs as explained earlier and
the other one had the lowest proficiency of the whole group (30/50), also he reported to use slightly
more English’ at home and ‘only English’ or ‘mostly English’ in the rest of the situations.
To sum up, results from individual data confirm the group results and the decreased level
of performance in the L2 group along with a target-like performance of the HSs.
4.3.2 Acceptability Judgement Task
The goal of this task was to test speakers’ intuitions regarding the inchoative value of clitic se in
the three conditions under study. For this task, participants were provided with a Likert scale
ranging from 1 to 5 in which participants had to judge the grammatical and ungrammatical
sentences that were presented separated in a way in which they could not contrast the two
sentences. The mean responses for the grammatical and ungrammatical sentences were submitted
separately to a repeated measures ANOVA with group (Monolinguals, HSs and L2ers) as the
between subject factor (independent factor) and conditions (physical change of state verbs, psychverbs in declaratives and psych-verbs in why-questions) as the within subject factor (dependent
factor). The mean responses of acceptance of grammatical and ungrammatical clitic se realized as
dependent variable to examine the differences per group and condition.
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Figure 5. Mean proportion of acceptance for grammatical sentences

In the case of grammatical sentences, a Tukey post hoc analysis revealed a significant main
effect per group (F (2,57) = 22.21, p < .001) but not by condition. The analysis revealed statistical
differences between the L2 learners and the Controls (t (57) = 6.55, p < .001) and between the L2
learners and the HSs across all conditions (t (57) = 2.20, p = .002). Differences between the HSs
and the Controls were not significant (p =.07). In order to further investigate the differences
between the groups within each condition, I conducted an independent sample T-test. For physical
verbs, L2 learners behaved statistically different from controls (t (114) = 4.93, p <.001) and HSs
(t (114) = 3.27, p = .001). HSs did not behave statistically different from controls (p = .22). For
psych verbs, L2 learners behaved significantly different from controls (t (114) = 5.79, p <.001)
and from HSs (t (114) = 3.88, p =.002). As before, HSs did not behave statically different from
controls (p= .14). For psych verbs + wh, L2 learners behaved significantly different from controls
(t (114) = 5.24, p <.001) and from HSs (t (114) = 3.45, p =.002). Once again HSs did not behave
statically different from controls (p= .17). To summarize, HSs outperformed L2 learners across
conditions with grammatical sentences. Although all groups show a mean score above 4 (‘fine’ in
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the Lickert scale), the differences commented above are relevant as they reveal differences
between participants (see 4.3.2.1 Individual analysis).
A different pattern is observed in the case of ungrammatical sentences, illustrated in Figure
6. The non-target construction estar + adj. with psych verbs has been accepted by all groups,
whereas the other two constructions exhibit a non-acceptance pattern in the sense that controls
rated these sentences below 2 on average. Differences in this case between groups with physical
verbs and psych verbs seem more to be more evident. Whereas L2 learners rated se omission above
3, HSs did it below 3 and controls rated them below 2. Results for the psych verbs with whyquestions are not surprising since the construction estar + adj. is not ungrammatical and is subject
to the speakers’ interpretation of the context as mentioned earlier. They were included here for
expository purposes.

PROPORTION OF ACCEPTANCE FOR
UNGRAMMATICAL
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4.37 4.49 4.33

4
3.39
3

2

3.13
L2

2.53
1.7

2.02

HS
1.85

Control

1

0
physical verbs

psych verbs

estás + wh

Figure 6. Mean proportion of acceptance for ungrammatical sentence

Results for the statistical analysis described earlier regarding the ungrammatical sentences reveals
a main effect for group (F (2, 57 = 23.74, p < .001) and condition (F (4, 114) = 205.76, p < .001),
but also a significant interaction between group and condition (F (4, 114 = 19.24, p < .001). Tukey
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post-hoc tests examining where the differences lie between groups showed overall significant
differences between HSs and L2 learners (t (57) = -4.56, p < .001) and between L2 learners and
Controls (t (57) = -6.75, p <.001). Further comparisons from an independent sample T-test looking
at the interaction between group and condition revealed significant differences with physical verbs
between L2 and controls (t (114) = -9.60, p <.001) and L2 and HSs (t (114) = -6.05, p <.001), but
also between HSs and controls (t (114) = -3.55, p <.002). In the case of psych verbs, L2 learners
behaved significantly different from controls (t (114) = -5.52, p <.001) and from HSs (t (114) = 4.80, p <.001). No significant differences were found between HSs and Controls (p = .75). This
means that HSs were more accurate in their judgements of physical verbs and psych verbs than L2
learners, although they still differed from controls in the case of physical verbs. Hypothesis 3 is
also confirmed with this task since HSs outperformed L2 learners. The differences in means
between physical verbs and psych verbs were statistically significant for L2 learners (t (114) =
4.27, p = .001) and HSs (t (114) = 2.71, p = .020.) This confirms Hypothesis 1 which predicted
that both L2 and HSs will behave more target-like with psych verbs than with physical verbs.
4.3.2.1 Individual Analysis
An individual analysis of responses for grammatical and ungrammatical sentences is provide here,
in order to examine whether the differences between groups and condition type are observable at
the individual level. Participants were classified into three different groups according to the mean
of acceptance rate accepted (4-5 acceptance), unsure (2.1-3.9), rejected (1-2). This data can be
found in Table 8 for grammatical sentences, Table 9 for grammatical non-target estar+ adj. and
Table 10 for ungrammatical. For grammatical sentences, the target response was accepted (4 or
5). Whereas all HSs fall into the accepted category, eight L2 learners were unsure with physical
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verbs and psych verbs. This is clear evidence that HSs’ interpretation of grammatical se was more
target-like that that of L2 learners.
Table 7. Distribution of participants in AJT for grammatical

Group

se + physical

se + psych-

se + psych-verbs

verbs

verbs

(why-question)

%participants

%participants

%participants

L2

Accepted

4-5

60% (12/20)

60% (12/20)

70% (14/20)

learners

Unsure

2.1-3.9

40% (8/20)

40% (8/20)

30% (6/20)

(n = 20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

0%(0/20)

0% (0/20)

Heritage

Accepted

4-5

100% (20/20)

100% (20/20)

95% (19/20)

speakers

Unsure

2.1-3.9

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

5% (1/20)

(n= 20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Accepted

4-5

100% (20/20)

100% (20/20)

100% (20/20)

Unsure

2.1-3.9

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Controls
(n= 20)

The non-target acceptance of estar + adj. is illustrated in Table 9. In this case, participants did
accept the estar + adj. constructions. As mentioned earlier, this is not unexpected since the
structure is not ungrammatical and it depends on the interpretation of the context.
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Table 8. Distribution of participants in AJT for non-target estar + adj. in why questions
se + psychverbs
(why-question)
Group

%participants

L2

Accepted

4-5

80% (16/20)

learners

Unsure

2.1-3.9

20% (4/20)

(n = 20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

Heritage

Accepted

4-5

85% (17/20)

speakers

Unsure

2.1-3.9

15% (3/20)

(n= 20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

Accepted

4-5

75% (15/20)

Unsure

2.1-3.9

25% (5/20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

Controls
(n= 20)

In the case of ungrammatical sentences (Table 10), the target response was rejected (1-2). By
looking at the differences between physical verbs and psych verbs in declaratives in the L2 group,
one can see that 25% of the participants were able to reject se omission with psych verbs, whereas
L2 learners did not rejected it with physical verbs. Additionally, the percentage of L2 learners that
accepted se omission with physical verbs (60%) is higher than the one that accepted se omission
with psych verbs. Most HSs did not accept se omission in any of the conditions, however, around
half of them were unsure. Overall, the individual analysis confirms the group results.
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Table 9. Distribution of participants in AJT for ungrammatical

Group

se + physical

se + psych-

verbs

verbs

%participants

%participants

L2

Accepted

4-5

60% (12/20)

30% (6/20)

learners

Unsure

2.1-3.9

40% (8/20)

45% (9/20)

(n = 20)

Rejected

1-2

0% (0/20)

25% (5/20)

Heritage

Accepted

4-5

5% (1/20)

0% (0/20)

speakers

Unsure

2.1-3.9

55% (11/20)

40% (8/20)

(n= 20)

Rejected

1-2

40% (8/20)

60% (12/20)

Accepted

4-5

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Unsure

2.1-3.9

15% (3/20)

15% (3/20)

Rejected

1-2

85% (17/20)

85% (17/20)

Controls
(n= 20)

4.3.4 Forced Preference Task
As in the previous task, the HSs once again outperform the L2 learners across the board. L2
learners’ rate of se preference is higher than their rate of se production across all conditions. HSs
behaved target like with the first two conditions. However, psych verbs in interrogatives did still
pose difficulty for both groups.
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Figure 7. Mean proportion of target se preference across conditions and by group

The major goal of this task was to assess the internal interpretation that L2 learners and
HSs have about morphosyntactic structures and has been successfully used in the past (Cuza &
Frank, 2015; Geeslin & Guijarro Fuentes, 2007). For this task, participants were provided with the
context and two options, the target response (i.e, se for declaratives and te for interrogatives) and
the non-target one (i.e., se omission for declaratives and estar +adj. for interrogatives). They were
asked to choose which one fit the preamble better. Target responses were coded as 1, non-target
responses were coded as 0. Before running parametric tests, mean responses were averaged and
transformed into arcsine values. The arcsine values were then submitted to a repeated measures
ANOVA with group (Monolinguals, HSs and L2ers) as the between subject factor (independent
factor) and conditions (physical change of state verbs, psych-verbs in declaratives and psych-verbs
in why-questions) as the within subject factor (dependent factor). In order to examine the
differences per group and condition, the dependent variable was the transformed mean responses
of target preference of clitic se.
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Overall, results revealed a significant main effect for group (F (2, 57) = 27.08, p < .001)
and a significant main effect for condition (F (2, 114) = 20.76, p < .001). Figure 5 shows the mean
responses for each condition by group. A Tukey post-hoc analysis was conducted in order to find
out where the differences lie between groups. The statistical analysis revealed significant
differences between L2 learners and Controls (t (57) =7.10, p > 001) and also between HSs and
L2 learners (t (57) = 5.22, p > 001). The control group and the HSs did not behave significantly
different (p = .061). In order to investigate the differences between groups by condition using an
independent sample T- test. Regarding physical verbs, HSs behaved target-like compared to
Controls showing no significant differences (p = .51). However, differences between L2 and the
Control group were significant (t (114) = 6.32, p < .001) and so were they between HSs and L2 (t
(144) = 5.22, p <.001). Regarding psych verbs, HSs and L2 learners behaved completely nativelike as illustrated in Figure 5. This goes in line with our predictions (hypothesis 1) and supports
previous findings for comprehension tasks (Montrul, 2001). However, for psych verbs with whyquestions, all groups behaved differently. First, there was a significant preference of estar over se
with why-questions by L2 compared to Controls (t (114) = 6.36, p < .001) and to HSs (t (114) =
3.50, p = .002). Moreover, HS behaved significantly different from Controls with this structure (t
(114) = 2.86, p < .013).
The control group exhibits variation due to a stative interpretation in psych verbs with whyquestions. Their target performance (M= 0.88) has decreased slightly in comparison with the
previous task (M= 0.97). A closer look to the items in which the controls preferred the estar + adj.
reveals that non-target preference comes from all the tokens, especially enojarse (4/14), distraerse
(3/14) and asustarse (3/14) which rejects the possibility of an item effect. However, when
comparing psych verbs to psych verbs + wh within the control group, the difference is not
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significant (p = .20). Therefore, the fact that HSs speakers’ target preference performance for
psych-verbs with questions (M= .63) has decreased in comparison with the production task (M=
0.73) is not surprising given that Controls performance also decreased. One explanation for this
may be that in the preference task, participants were not provided with the visual aid that helped
them situate the characters and the cause for the emotional or psychological change. Although they
had the same context as in the production task, not having the visual aid may have changed their
inchoative interpretation to a stative one in some of the tokens.
Overall, these data show an increase in target performance in the case of L2 learners across
all conditions. However, difficulty with physical verbs was still observed in line with previous
research (Montrul, 2001). In a similar fashion to the production task, all the groups behaved
differently in the proportion of se preference. Specifically, there were significant differences
revealed for psych verbs + wh despite heritage speakers’ behavior being target-like in the other
two conditions. Additionally, the HSs outperformed L2 learners across all conditions which
confirms hypothesis 3.
4.3.4.1 Individual Analysis
In order to investigate whether the differences between groups and conditions were observable at
the individual level, participants were classified into four different groups according to the number
of target items they preferred out of six: upper range (5-6 target items), mid-range (3 to 4 target
responses), low range (1 to 2 target responses) and zero target preference. This data can be found
in Table 11.
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Table 10. Percentage of participants and target preference responses by condition
se + physical

se + psych-

se + psych-verbs

verbs

verbs

(why-question)

#items

%participants

%participants

%participants

Upper range

5-6

65% (13/20)

95% (19/20)

25% (5/20)

Mid-range

3-4

20% (4/20)

5% (1/20)

35% (7/20)

Low range

1-2

15% (3/20)

0%(0/20)

20% (4/20)

Zero target preference

0

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

20% (4/20)

Heritage

Upper range

5-6

90% (18/20)

100% (20/20)

50% (10/20)

speakers

Mid-range

3-4

10% (2/20)

0% (0/20)

15% (3/20)

(n= 20)

Low range

1-2

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

30% (6/20)

Zero target preference

0

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

5% (1/20)

Upper range

5-6

100% (20/20)

100% (20/20)

85% (17/20)

Mid-range

3-4

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

15% (3/20)

Low range

1-2

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Zero target preference

0

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

0% (0/20)

Group

L2
learners
(n = 20)

Controls
(n= 20)

As shown in the Table 11, most of the L2 learners were classified in the upper range for physical
verbs, which means that they were preferring La ventana se rompió over *La ventana rompió.
However, some of them classified for the Mid and Low ranges which may suggest that not all of
the participants had sensitivity to se with these verbs. This is not the case for psych-verbs in
declaratives as most L2 learners fall into the Upper range. Unlike L2 learners, HSs do not seem to
have difficulties in preferring the se option over omission with physical verbs. For psych verbs in
interrogatives, only 25% of the participants classified for the Upper range, whereas in the case of
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HSs it was 50%. There were six HSs in the Low range and one in the Zero target preference range.
Four of them also produced the estar + adj. construction in the elicited production task and their
performance could be explained by their linguistic patterns of use gathered with the linguistic
background questionnaire and their lower proficiency in the DELE test compared to the rest of the
group (35/50). However, there were HSs that fell into the Low range whose patterns of language
use do not seem to explain their performance. This difference in performance between tasks in the
case of HSs could be attributed to the lack of visual aid since Controls also decreased in
proficiency. Overall, the individual analysis confirms group results.

63

CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

5.1 Introduction
In reference to the research questions I proposed in Chapter 3, a central issue I aimed to
examine was if HSs and L2 learners are aware of the aspectual distinctions that characterize psychverbs and physical change of state verbs and how these are instantiated morphosyntactically with
clitic se. Moreover, I intended to investigate the extent to which L2 learners and HSs map
inchoative/eventive interpretation with the clitic se in a set of why-questions where the input
received might not be clear. Finally, I aimed to examine if there is a role for the onset of
bilingualism by establishing a relationship between an early exposure to Spanish and a higher
degree of target knowledge of the aspectual distinctions instantiated by se. In the following
subsections, I first discuss the results from the three tasks in terms of the hypotheses that were
postulated in Chapter 3 and I present some conclusive remarks. Finally, I discuss some limitations
of the study.
5.2 Discussion of the Results
Hypothesis 1: The experimental groups will behave more target-like in their production
and interpretation of psych-verbs (La niña se asustó) due to the overt morphology that
characterizes them in English (The kid got frightened) than with physical verbs (La ventana [se]
rompió) that have zero-morphology in English (The window broke) due to cross linguistic
influence (Montrul, 2001).
This hypothesis is partially corroborated. In production, there was an increase in the target
use of se with psych verbs compared to physical verbs in the case of L2 learners, which exhibit
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significant differences between the two conditions. However, this was not the case for HSs who
behaved target-like with both physical verbs and psych verbs. This means that heritage speakers
might have overcome this stage. Moreover, the differences between the means for each type of
condition within each group were also significant. In the AJT, both experimental groups behaved
statistically differently from controls in ungrammatical sentences. In the preference task, we saw
an increase of target-production in the case of L2 learners. Whereas they behaved target-like with
psych verbs exhibiting no significant differences between groups, they did exhibit some difficulty
with physical verbs. However, HSs behaved completely target-like in both conditions. These
results support previous findings from comprehension tasks with L2 learners regarding these
conditions (Montrul, 1999, 2000, 2001). The fact that psych verbs have marked inchoative aspect
with periphrastic get is giving them and advantage in the interpretation of se with these types of
verbs as opposed to physical verbs. Physical verbs of change of state in English have ‘zero’
morphological marking of inchoativity and therefore, L2 learners are having more difficulty to
interpret the se morphology with physical verbs due to the lack of positive transfer from English
The differences between HSs and L2 learners in this regard may also be explained by the
differences in proficiency and language dominance between populations. Heritage speakers are
more dominant in Spanish than L2 learners since their patterns of language use reflect more
frequent use of Spanish at home and in social situations. Moreover, the difference in the mean
proficiency scores between the L2 learners (M=38/50) and (M=40) heritage speakers might have
also impacted the differences in their behavior regarding inchoative se in declaratives.
In regard to the contrast in the target performance between the production and the preference
task, there is a clear task effect (Montrul, 2004; 2008). L2 learners’ increase of target use in
interpretation tasks is well attested, as is the decrease of target use in HSs (Montrul, 2010). These
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differences between tasks demonstrate that transfer is selective, and it presents itself in different
ways across participants from different populations when comparing production and
interpretation. These differences can be explained by the fact that L2 learners receive formal
instruction in their second language which improves their metalinguistic awareness in comparison
to HSs that are normally exposed to the language in a more naturalistic environment. Moreover,
heritage speakers’ processing of the language tends to be more aural. These differences in the
mode of acquisition sometimes lead to the increase in target performance by L2 learners in written
tasks because of the amount of metalinguistic knowledge that they require, whereas HSs tend to
exhibit better performance in oral tasks (Montrul, 2004, 2010, 2015).
Overall, the difficulty of physical verbs over psych verbs was noticeable in the
interpretation in the case of L2 learners. Results show that while L2 learners are generally able to
acquire se + psych verbs, some difficulty is still found in the case of physical verbs at advanced
levels of proficiency. On the other hand, heritage speakers only behaved statistically differently
from controls in the rating of se with physical verbs. However, they behaved target-like in
preference with both types of verbs. This suggests that HSs have acquired the se morphology and
are able to interpret it and that they are not affected from cross-linguistic influence. An explanation
for this may be related to their patterns of language use in which Spanish and English are used
equally at home and in social situations, whereas in the case of L2 learners Spanish is mainly used
at school.
Hypothesis 2 : HSs and L2 learners will have more difficulty with the target use of se in
why questions than in declaratives due to the markedness of interrogative sentences as opposed to
declaratives .
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This hypothesis is confirmed. Both L2 learners and the HSs behaved significantly different
from controls in production and preference in psych verbs with why-questions. In the preference
task, both exhibited to have target performance with psych verbs showing no significant
differences with controls. However, significant differences with psych verbs + wh were found in
the preference task for both experimental groups when compared to the control group. Both
preferred the estar + adj. construction, despite se + psych verb having an eventive interpretation
and estar + adj. a stative one. Although HSs behaved significantly differently from the L2 learners
across tasks, they still exhibit significant differences from controls. A possible explanation has to
do with the lower frequency of the eventive pronominal option in comparison to the higher
frequency of estar + adj. The fact that both HSs and L2 behaved significantly different from
controls in their production of se with why questions exhibits that these constructions are more
difficult for them to acquire. This difficulty may also be explained in terms of cross-linguistic
influence since English focuses in the end result and uses the construction be+adj which is parallel
for Spanish estar+adj. The preference of this structure may be due to negative transfer from
English. Another contributing factor might be the fact that interrogative sentences are more
complex/marked than declaratives (Farkas & Roelofsen, 2017). Interrogative sentences have
semantic and discursive restrictions which may pose additional difficulty for the target
performance of L2 learners and HSs.
Hypothesis 3: HSs and L2 learners will have more difficulty with the target use of se in
why questions than in declaratives due to structural overlap (Hulk & Müller, 2000). Negative
transfer from the English construction be+adj. may encourage the preference of estar +adj. in the
case of psych verbs with why-questions.
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This hypothesis is corroborated by the findings. In the production task, HSs outperformed
L2 learners in every condition showing significant differences. In the AJT, significant differences
were found between the HSs and L2 learners for grammatical sentences and ungrammatical
sentences. These results were confirmed at the individual level since some L2 learners were not
rejecting se omission with physical verbs and very few did so with psych verbs. In the preference
task, HSs outperformed L2 learners in every condition with the exception of psych verbs, where
no significant differences between groups were found. These results were confirmed by the
individual analysis as some L2 learners were in the mid and low ranges for physical verbs. In the
case of psych verbs + wh, HSs behaved more target-like than L2 learners. However, L2 learners
still exhibited significant differences from the controls. An explanation for this may be related to
the higher frequency of estar + psychological adjective in the input in comparison to eventive
questions with psych verbs. Overall, this study supports previous research in that it shows the
advantages of heritage speakers over L2 learners (Cuza & Frank, 2015; Montrul, 2005; Montrul,
Foote & Perpiñán, 2008) and clearly indicates a role for the age of onset of bilingualism as an
influential factor for the development of inchoative se.
5.3 Conclusions
To conclude the present study, I would like to argue for cross-linguistic influence and the
age of onset of bilingualism as affecting factors on the acquisition of the aspectual values of
inchoative se in heritage speakers of Spanish and English- speaking L2 learners. While se + psych
verbs in declaratives appears to be easier for HSs and L2 learners due to positive transfer from
English, se + physical verbs is more difficult to acquire in the case of L2 learners due to the lack
of positive transfer from English. Differences between groups in this regard might be related to
age of onset of bilingualism, differences in the degree of Spanish dominance and differences in
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proficiency. In the case with psych verbs + wh, the fact that both groups had difficulties with this
construction may be due to the fact that there is structural overlap. This may cause cross-linguistic
influence from English in the sense that they are preferring the English-like option that is also
available in Spanish. Another possible explanation has to do with the fact that questions are more
marked than declarative sentences and, therefore, there might be discourse effects that may pose
more difficulty for its acquisition. Additionally, I propose that the frequency of the eventive
pronominal option in the input, which is much lower than the frequency of psych verbs with the
structure estar + adj., may have influenced the results.
The present study contributes to current research on the acquisition of Spanish clitic se in
different aspects. First, it focuses on two different populations of bilinguals that have never been
studied together with regard to the clitic se. By comparing L2 learners and HSs, this study provides
insights on the issue of age-related effects in linguistic development and evidence that points
towards a clear morphosyntactic advantage of HSs over L2 learners. Additionally, this study
provides new data with the addition of psych verbs + wh, which poses more difficulty due to its
semantic interpretation and has not been examined before. Finally, the inclusion of this new
structure allows for an examination of whether the semantic and aspectual information of
inchoative se has been acquired or not.
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