Chapter Four

Acquisition of Direct wh- and yes-no questions

4.0 Introduction:

In chapter One, we had observed that acquisition of a second language (L2) is
not as straightforward as that of a first language (L1). When child learners
acquire their L1, UG is in the initial state (S;). When children and adults
acquire their L2 (formal / informal), they already undergo the experience of
acquiring their first language. In other words the language faculty of the L2
learner has the grammar of L1. The main objective of research in L2
acquisition is to find out if the L1 grammar plays a role in the acquisition of a
second language. Clahsen and Muysken (1986), Clashen (1988), and Bley-
Vroman (1989), proponents of the no-access hypothesis, argue that cognitive
faculties that are separate and distinct from the domain - specific language
faculty, UG governs L2 acquisition.. Their observation is based on adult L2
acquisition. According to them child L1 and adult L2 acquisition are
fundamentally different cognitive processes, the former deriving from the
language faculty, the latter determined by non-linguistic processes. The
proponents of the no-access hypothesis often appeal to Lenneberg’s (1967)
Critical Period Hypothesis (see section 1.1.2.2). However, empirical studies
show that there is a gradual shift in the focus of researchers on issues like
biological behaviour and brain maturation of a learner. Researchers, who

support the full —access hypothesis (Epstein et al,1996), consider issues like

154



biological behaviour and brain maturation as ‘sensitive’ rather than ‘critical’
periods. They agree that there are differences in the language learning
processes in child and adult learners but these differences do not necessarily
depend on the accessibility and inaccessibility of UG. They do not deny the
existence of differences between L1 and L2 acquisition, but these differences,

they argue, arise mainly due to the following factors:

a) assignment of parameter value in L1 versus assignment of
additional parametric values in L2;
b) the way children and adults acquire the lexicon and integrate UG

with the grammar external performance system.

These factors bring about “major” differences between L1 and L2 acquisition,

but this does not imply that UG has no role in the L2 acquisition process.

In contrast to the no-access hypothesis, the supporters of the partial —
access hypothesis claim that UG knowledge is not totally unavailable, but that
it is limited in very specific ways. Only L1 instantiated UG remain available to
the adult i.e., only those invariant principles of UG that characterize grammars
of all languages are accessible to the L2 learner. Schachter (1989) argues that
UG as it is available to a child L1 learner does not constrain the L2 leamer’s
hypotheses. Grammar construction by the L2 learner is constrained not by the
principles and parameters of UG but by the principles and the immutably set
parameters of the particular L1 grammar. In other words, UG fails to constrain
those aspects of L2 acquisition where there is a mismatch between L1 and L2
grammars. Empirical studies made by Flynn (1983, 1987, 1991) Flynn and
Martohardjono (1992, 1994) show that Japanese speaking L2 learners are able
to assign new parametric values in the construction of the L2 grammar when
there is a mismatch between L1 and L2. Japa;nese is a head final language, in

that the head of a phrase comes at the end and that English is head- initial in
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that the head of a phrase comes first. For instance in the Japanese verb phrase
(VP) the object complement precedes the verb and in the English VP, the verb
precedes the object complement. These empirical studies show that there is

Sfull-access toUG.

In support of the partial-access hypothesis, Vainnikka and Young
Scholten (1991) claim that functional categories are initially absent from the
grammars of L2 learners and that these categories progressively emerge in
discrete and ordered stages. The first stage is the VP stage, the second the IP
stage and the third stage the CP stage. Vainikka and Young Scholten’s study on
the acquisition of German (L2) by Turkish (L1) and Korean (L1) learners led to
this claim. The data for this study were collected from five elicited
“naturalistic” production tasks each involving descriptive narration on the part
of the learner. Epstein et al (1996) argue that this kind of “naturalistic”
production tasks make increased performance demands, and in all likelihood
the subjects make use of incorrect syntactic constructions. They argue that
functional categories are available in the early grammar of both child and adult
L2 learners. The subjects of their study were native Japanese speakers who
learned English (L2) in a formal set up. The child learners aged 6 — 10, had
three years of formal English and the adult learners aged 22-36 had seven years
of formal English. Fukui (1988) claims that functional categories are not
present in Japanese. “ So far, to the best of my knowledge, no strong argument
has been given for the postulation of Infl(ection) as a syntactic entity in
Japanese. The same remark appears to apply to the other two functional
categories (COMP[lementizer] and DET[erminer] ) as well” (p.259). Epstein et
al argue that if Japanese lacks functional categories and if the subjects show
evidence of the functional categories in their early grammar; it would go
against explanations of L2 acquisition based solely on transfer of the

grammatical knowledge from L1 to L2. The Japanese speakers were tested on
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a wide range of complex syntactic factors including structures involving
functional categories IP and CP. The subjects were given examples of stimulus
sentences exemplifying the tenses, modals, the progressive and negation (IP),
topicalization, relative clauses and wh-question (CP). One difference between
the elicitation tasks given by Epstein et al and those given by Vainikka and
Young —Scholten, was that these tasks were able to control the syntactic factors
that the researchers wanted to isolate. And this directly revealed the L2
learner’s syntactic competence. Epstein et al (1993) point out that the use of
elicited imitation task assumes that if a learner’s grammar is not capable of
generating a given syntactic structure the learner will have difficulty in
repeating the structure. Their findings showed that that children and aduits had
the ability to produce sentences containing XPs in Spec-CP position and
sentences containing X° in I° position. The overall result showed 59% for
children and 60% for adults. Their results clearly showed that functional
categories are available in the early grammar in L2 acquisition. Grondin and
White’s (1996), study too show that functional categories are available in the
early grammar of child L2 learners. They examined the recorded utterances
collected by Lightbowm (1977) of two English — speaking child L2 learners,
Kenny age 4.9 and Greg age 4.5. Both the subjects had no exposure to French
until they were enrolled in a bilingual nursery program. They participated in
activities that were conducted in both French and English. At the end of the
program the children produced very few spontaneous utterances in French.
They were subsequently enrolled in a French immersion kindergarten class and
then transferred to a regular French kindergarten, with French peers. An
analysis of the data showed that the functional categories, determiner,
inflection and complementizer and their projections were available in their
earliest utterances. Whatever changes were observed were largely quantitative
rather than qualitative in both the children, with no radical shifts in the
grammars as regards the functional projections. Lakshmanan (1993),

Lakshmanan and Selinker (1994), Schwartz and Sprouse (1994), argue that
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functional projections are present from the beginning of both adult and child L2
acquisition. According to these researchers, as in the L1 learners', in the L2

learners too the functional categories are available in their early grammar.

The acquisition studies we have discussed so far are based on child
and adult learners who have migrated to some foreign country for academic or
professional reasons. The L2 learners in these studies have had formal teaching
of the target language in total immersion classes, with native peers and teachers
to interact with. In such situations the learners get ample exposure to the target
language and this facilitates the acquisition process. In chapter One, our
discussions on the position of English in Assam, in section 1.4.2, and, the
background of the Assamese medium schools and the English medium schools

in section 1.4.2.1, we had observed that:

a) the learners learn / acquire their L2 in their home state Assam

b) the peers of the L2 learners are native Assamese speakers like them

c) the teachers, i.e., the direct input source, are non native speakers of
English, and

d) L2 leammers from the Assamese medium, do not attend immersion

classes

In the English medium schools the learners are exposed to the target language

during the school hours (see 1:19). But it is only the learners from AVS who

: Hyams (1994), Deprez and Pierce (1934), Stromswold (1995) arge that the functional categones: D(etermuner), I(nfl) and

Clomplementizer) are available in the earty grammar of child L1 leamers.
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get the opportunity to interact with native English speakers, normally the head-
master and the gap students (see 1.4.2.1).The learners from Assamese medium
schools and the missionary run English medium schools do not get any
opportunity to interact with native speakers. This disparity definitely has a

telling affect in the acquisition process.

Keeping in mind the disparate background from which the L2 learners
come, we had to devise production tasks that would not make ‘extra
performance’ demands on the subjects but get spontaneous response from them
(see section 4.1.2.3), especially, the subjects from the Assamese medium
schools who hardly get any opportunity to interact in the target language. Since
the learners from the Assamese medium schools are introduced to English
relatively late than the leamners from the English medium schools, we assume
that the relative dominance of the mother tongue may influence the acquisition
process. In other words, the L1 grammar may mediate the L2 acquisition
process. Alternatively if the L2 grammar of the learners from the Assamese
medium and English medium schools is constrained by similar underlying
principles, then we assume that they have similar linguistic competence and
there is full access to UG in the grammar of the learners from both the
mediums. Whatever difference there may be is due to the lack of exposure to
qualitative input. In the lines of Epstein et al (1993), we assume that what
differs is the manner i,n which the learners set-up the parametric values of the
L2 grammar and the way they acquire the lexicon and integrate UG with the

grammar external performance system.

With this hypothesis in mind, our objective is to find out at what level
of the acquisition process, the functional category C and its projection CP
(Complementizer Phrase), are available in the grammar of L2 learners of

English. In order to facilitate our study, we examine to what extent the L2
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learners have acquired the movement rules in the derivation of the direct wh-
and yes-no questions of English. In this chapter we examine the interrogative
sentences in root clauses, in chapter Five, we examine the acquisition of the
finite complement clauses. In other words the extraction of wh- words from
embedded clauses. The chapter is divided as follows: in section 4.1 we look at
the parametric differences between the Assamese and English interrogatives in
root clauses. In section 4.2 we briefly describe how the data were collected. In
section 4.3 we analyse the data obtained from the preliminary tasks. These
tasks were given to the participants to find out the level at which the functional
projections VP and IP are available in their L2 grammar. In section 4.4 we
analyse the data of the main tasks. In section 4.5 we conclude on our
observations on the acquisition of direct wh- and yes-no questions in English

by native Assamese speakers.

4.1 Interrogatives in English and Assamese

In chapter One, section 1.1.4.1, we have observed that direct wh- questions in
English are derived by two movement rules: the operator movement and the
head to head movement. Object and adjunct wh- words like what, who(m),
why, where and the like are moved from their base generated ( inserted)
positions to the [Spec-CP] by the operator movement rule and auxiliaries and
modal verbs are moved from their base generated (inserted) positions i.e. the I
head to the C head by the head to head movement rules. In the derivation of a
direct yes-no question, the head to head movement rule is obligatory. In
sentences where an auxiliary or modal verb is not present, the dummy verb do
is inserted in the [ head and is raised to the C head by head to head movement
(see 1:11). The operator and the head to head movements take place because
the [+wh] C head is strong in English. The strong features of the [+wh] C head

have to be checked in syntax for Full Interpretation, hence the movements.
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In chapter Three, in our discussion of the direct yes-no questions in
Assamese, we have observed that the disjunct particle ne does not move to the
[+ wh] C head. This is because the [+ wh] C head in Assamese is weak.
Chomsky (1995) assumes that language variation takes place because of the
difference of the strength of the C head. In any L2 acquisition study it is crucial
to know the parametric differences between the learner’s L1 and L2. As our
aim is to find out how the learners reset the parametric values of their L2
grammar, it becomes imperative to examine in detail the interrogative
sentences of the L1 as well as the L2, In section 4.1.1 we examine the
interrogatives in English and in section 4.1.2 we examine the interrogatives in

Assamese.

4.1.1 Interrogatives in English
In English an interrogative sentence is derived:

a) when a wh- word moves to the left of the root clause and
b) when a modal or an auxiliary verb moves to the immediate right of

the wh- word

See (4:1) below:

4:1a. John will buy the book.
b. What will John buy?

The sentence in (4:1b) is an instance of direct wh - question. The movement of
the wh- word in the direct wh- questions in (4:1b) and (4:3b, below) is an
instance of an Operator movement. The wh-word what moves to the [Spec-CP]
position from its base generated positiOn\i.e. the object argument position
inside the VP. Direct yes-no questions are derived when a modal or an

auxiliary verb moves to the clause initial position as in (4:2) below:
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4:2 Will John buy the book?

The movement of the modal as in (4:1b) and (4:2) is obligatory in both wh- and
yes-no questions. In sentences where an auxiliary verb is not present, the

dummy verb do is inserted in the clause structure. See (4:3) below:

4:3a. John bought a book.
b. What did John buy?
c. Did John buy a book?

The declarative sentence (4:3a) does not have an auxiliary verb. In (4:3b) the
dummy verb do is obligatorily inserted to derive a wh- question, in (4:3c) the
yes-no question is derived when the dummy do moves to the clause initial
position. The movement of the modal / dummy do in these sentences is an

instance of head — head movement.

In English, object and adjunct wh- words undergo overt Operator
movement. The subject’ wh- word does not undergo overt Operator movement.

See (4:4) below:

4.4a. Who will buy the book?
b. Who bought the book?

The direct wh- questions in (4:4) show that the subject wh- word who does not

undergo overt movement. The modal will in (4:4a) does not move out of its

2 Stromswold (1995) poirts out that not all whe questions behave idertically. The subject wh- word and the object wh- word
differ in sublle ways. These differences are observed in: thar — trace effect, subject and object perasitic gaps, whrislands,
subject and object relatives and the do-support rule. These asymmetries have been of prime inferest m L1 acquisition.
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base generated position i.e. [ head. In (4:4 b) there is no insertion of the dummy

verb do as in (4:3c).

From our observation of the direct wh- and yes no questions in English,

we find that it has the following properties:

a) head to head movement from [ - C
b) overt operator movement of object and adjunct wh-words, and,

¢) covert movement of subject wh- word.

Chomsky (1995) argues that the subject wh- words undergo covert movement.

“ In the case of wh- movement, if the operator feature [wh-] is unchecked, it
raises to an appropriate position, covertly if possible (by Procrastinaté)” (p.
272). The formal features of the functional category C determine the clause
type. Interrogative has the feature Q in the C head. The Q feature in English is
strong and must be checked before Spell-Out. In case of object and adjunct wh-
word the strong Q features are checked by the overt raising of the operator to
the [Spec-CP] position. “The strong feature of Q, is satisfied by a feature Fq”
(p-289). In case of subject wh- words, Chomsky assumes Q is introduced
covertly. The feature Q is strong in English and so this feature has to be
satisfied by covert adjunction. “ The structure must therefore contain a wh-
phrase with a wh-feature that adjoins covertly to Q” (p.293). A subject wh-

phrase gets interpreted as a wh- question at LF.

4.1.2 Interrogatives in Assamese

Coming to the direct wh- questions in Assamese, we find that the wh- (or k -)
words do not undergo operator movement i.e., the &- word does not move to the
[Spec-CP], nor does the auxiliary undergo head to head movement i.e., I - C

movement. Assamese is a wh- in-situ language. See (4:5) below:
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4.5a rju-e kitap- e-khon kin—-il—e
Riju — nom book - one — ¢l buy — pst — agr

‘Riju bought a book.’
b. rju—e ki kin—il-e
Riju — nom what buy — pst — agr
‘What did Riju buy?’

The declarative sentence in (4:5a) is transformed into a direct wh-
question when the k- word ki ‘what’ replaces the object argument kitap ekhon
‘a book’. In (4:5b) the k- word ki is to the immediate left of the verb.
Jayaseelan (1996) states that question words are inherently focussed their
movement to the immediate left of the verb is an instance of movement of
question words to the Focus position (see section 2.3.2.1). In Assamese,
question words can occur in its base generated position as well as to the

immediate left of the verb. See (2:65) repeated here as (4:6) below:

4:6a rima-k kone mar—il-e
Rima — acc who beat — pst — agr
‘Who beat Rima?’

b. kone rima-k mar—il—e
who  Rima — acc beat — pst — agr
‘Who is it that beat Rima?’

The movement of the £- word kone in (4:6a) is within the IP. Jayaseelan
(2000) posits the Topic and the Focus Phrase inside the IP’. When the k- word

is in its base-generated position the interpretation of the sentence changes. To

 For detail see Jayaseelan (200)
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derive a direct wh- question, the k- word has to be to the immediate left of the

verb. Consider the interrogative sentences in (4:7) and (4:8) below:

4:7a ryju-—e rima-k ki di-l-e
Riju — nom Rima ~ acc what give — pst — agr
‘What did Rijju give Rima?’

b. riju—e  kitap—khon kak di-l-e
Riju —nom book —cl who(m) give — pst — agr
‘To whom did Riju give the book?’ / ¢ Who did Riju give the book to?’

4:8a riju ketiya ah-ib-o
Riju when come — fut — agr
‘When will Riju come?’

b rju—-e rma-k ketiya log-pa-is—il-e
Riju — nom Rima - acc when meet — perf - pst — agr
‘When did Riju meet Rima?’

The direct wh- question in (4:7) and (4:8) show that the k- words occur to the
immediate left of the verb. The overt movement of the subject wh- word (4:6a)

and the object wh- word (4:7b) are instance of focus movement.

The main differences between the direct wh- questions in English and

Assamese are shown in 4:9 below:

4:9 English Assamese
a) wh- word moves to [Spec-CP], a) k~word moves to Focus position,
an operator movement a head-head movement within IP
b) modal / auxiliary moves from b) no [ - C movement

I - C, head to head

c) insertion of dummy verb do ¢) no insertion of dummy verb do
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According to Chomsky (1995) language variation can be determined by
the feature strength of the functional category C. English has a strong [wh-] C
feature, while, Assamese has a weak [wh-] C feature. This feature strength
determines the operator movement i.e., the movement of a wh- word to [Spec-
CP}; and the head to head movement i.e., raising of the modal / auxiliary verb
from I- C. An object wh- word undergoes overt movement to check the strong
[wh-] C feature before Spell-Out. Along with the operator movement, raising
of a modal / auxiliary verb from I — C is obligatory. In cases where, there is no
modal / auxiliary, the dummy verb do is inserted in I, which then moves to the
C head for the Full Interpretation of the direct wh- question. In Assamese, the
k- words being inherently focussed obligatorily moves to the Focus position for
feature checking. However, this movement is not outside the IP, The feature Q
in an interrogative construction is weak. Therefore the k-words need not check

the feature Fq before Spell-Out. The feature Fq is checked at LF covertly.

In chapter Three, we observed that direct yes-no questions are derived
in Assamese when the particle ne ‘or’ occurs in the clause final position. The
particle ne is a disjunct and is compatible with a [+ wh] C head. The
disjunctive ne conjoins at the clausal level. In the underlying structure ne
conjoins two clauses. The negative element nai ‘is not’ and the k- word ki
‘what’, which optionally follows the disjunctive ne are constituents of the
second clause and are overt for licensing reasons. The abstract Q morpheme in
the [+wh] C head is compatible with the disjunct particle ne and its overt

presence gives the disjunct constructions a yes-no interrogative reading.

The particle »e in direct yes-no questions in Assamese has the following

properties:
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a) neis aconjoiner
b) ne is compatible with a [+wh] C head

¢) ne does not move to the [+ wh] C head

From our observation of the direct yes-no questions in Assamese we
find that there is no head to head movement in these constructions as in the
English direct yes- no questions. English is an SVO language and Assamese an
SOV. The linear orders in both the languages are not the same. The movement
rules involved in the derivation of the direct wh- and yes-no questions are not
same. There is a mismatch in the grammar of both the languages In L2
acquisition, researchers claim when the parameters of the L1 and L2 differ,
learners take time to reset the values of the target language. Uzeil (1993),
following Flynn (1983, 1987) assumes that when a parameter value in the
native Janguage (NL) and the target language (TL) match there is no need to
reassign a value in the NL to match the TL. However, when the NL and the TL
do not match, a process of parameter value reassignment is necessary. In the
fc;rmer case, the L2 learner will be able to consult the L1 parameter value in
guiding his / her acquisition of the L2. In the latter case, acquisition will be
disrupted, and might take longer as a result of reassigning the parameter-value
of the L1 to match that in the L2. In our case, the parameter value of Assamese
(L1) and English (L2) do not match. In our analysis of the acquisition of the
direct wh- and yes-no questions of English (L2), by native Assamese (L1)
speakers, we shall find out if these observations hold true in our situation as

well.

4.2 Data Collection

In any language acquisition research, the data corpus plays a crucial role. In
most of the research work discussed in section 4.1, we find that the data are

collected in different ways. Vainikka and Young-Scholten (1991) collected
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data from “naturalistic” production tasks. Epstein et al (1993) collected data by
providing the subjects stimulus sentences exemplifying tenses, modals,
progressive tense, negation at the IP level, and, topicalization, relative clauses,
wh- questions at the CP level. Grondin and White (1996) conducted a
longitudinal study on the utterances of two English-speaking children who

learned French (L2) in immersion kindergartens.

In section 4.0, we have seen that there are disparities in the formal L2
situations. While devising the production tasks we had to keep these disparities
in mind. The L2 learners in the Assamese medium schools barely get 30 / 40
minutes of English during the school hour (see table 1:17). Out of the 30 / 40
minutes of English class, only 5 — 10 minutes of English is used in the class.
The input source for the learners is the English teacher and the prescribed
textbook®. The lessons are designed on the structural approach. Till class 7, the
learners are exposed to simplex constructions. From class 8 onwards, the
learners are exposed to complex constructions. The structures of the lessons are
simplified and the language paraphrased to help the learmers understand the
lessons. What most learners get to hear, are the simplified language from the
textbook, when the teacher reads the lessons before explaining. Explanations
are done in Assamese. A list of mother tongue equivalents are given for the
difficult words in the lessons. There is no interaction in the target language
between the teacher and the students. Consequently there is hardly any
exposure to the target language. Most teachers claim that the students are
comfortable when they teach in Assamese. Students on the other hand, claim
that they want to converse in the target language but the teachers hardly ever
encourage them to use English (L2) in the classroom. This is an old story in the

English teaching situation in Assam. Lack of adequate exposure of the target

¢ Board of Secondary Education, Assam (SEBA) desigrns the syllabus and text books. The text-book meart for dass V has
now been modified incorporating language-using activities in each lesson
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language, inhibits the learners from interacting in the target language. Outside
the English classroom there is hardly any opportunity to interact in the target
language. This problem persists even at the advance level. Advanced learners
of English at the college and university level too avoid speaking in English.
The learners prefer to write in English rather than converse in English. While
collecting the data we had to keep this factor in mind. Our objective in carrying
out this comparative study is primarily to find out to what extent there is
similarity in mental representation of the L2 learners from the Assamese and
English medium schools. So we had to devise production tasks that would
elicit response from the leamners from both type of schools. We discuss the

production tasks in the next sub-section.

4.2.1 Production Tasks

We have already mentioned that the main objective of our study is to find out
at what level the functional projection CP is available in the L2 grammar of our
learners. Before giving them the main production tasks, the participants had to
take two preliminary tasks. From these two tasks we wanted to find out at what
level the functional projections VP and IP are available in the L2 grammar. The
participants had to arrange two sets of jumbled sentences in the right word

order: Task 1 on positive (assertive) sentences and Task 2 negative sentences.

For the main production task, the participants were given three tasks.

The tasks are:

a) arrangement of jumbled words in the right word order
b) eliciting questions from pictures

c) filling in gaps in incomplete questions

In Task I, the subjects had to arrange a set of jumbled sentences into

direct wh- and yes-no questions. The researcher read out jumbled sets, three
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times, and the subjects had to frame the interrogative sentences accordingly. In
Task 2, the learners had to produce direct wh- and yes-no questions by looking
at a painting. A list of lexical items were given to the subjects and they had to
choose the appropriate wh- word, main verb, auxiliary verb, and other lexical
items while framing the direct questions. Task 3 had four incomplete passages.
In each of these passages, the subjects had to fill in the blanks with words
missing to form complete interrogative sentences. The clue words for this
exercise were given in the passages. As in the preliminary tasks, from Task |
we wanted to find out if the participants could place the words in the jumBled
sets in the linear order of a direct wh- and yes-no question. From Task 2, we
wanted to find out whether the participants could frame direct questions by
using subject, object and adjunct wh- words with verbs in different tense forms.
From Task 3, we wanted to find out how in a given situation or context the
participants made queries. From these multiple tasks we wanted to find out if
the participants relied only on the conscious knowledge of the L2 grammar or

whether these rules were a part of their mental representation.

4.2.2 Participants

In this cross-sectional study, we took participants from three schools in and
around Tezpur. These schools are the Government Boys Higher Secondary
School, Donbosco High School, and the Assam Valley School (AVS). The
Government Boys Higher Secondary School is an Assamese medium school
and Donbosco and the AVS are English medium schools. In chapter One, in
our discussion of the Assamese and English medium schools (see section
1.4.2.1), we had observed that the teaching / learning environment in the
Assamese and English medium schools differ vastly. These differences are
mainly due to the kind of exposure the learners have of the target language. We
also noted that within the English medium schools too, differences lie with

regard to the quality of input. In chapter One, we had mentioned that the
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amount of exposure and the quality of the input available to the learners might
be the main factors that may affect the L2 acquisition process. In order to find
out how much these differences influence the acquisition process, we included
the two English medium schools, namely Donbosco High School and the AVS.
Donbosco High School is a missionary run school. The entry point in
Donbosco is from class 1. AVS is run by a Trust under the management of a
group of tea companies. It is a residential school and the entry point to this

school is from class S.

In our selection of the participants, we had one criterion. The learners
had to have a minimum of 2 — 3 years of exposure to English. Since English is
introduced in class S, in the Government Boys Higher Secondary School, we
selected participants from class 7 onwards for the study. In AVS, the entry
point is from class 5, so the participants are from class 5 onwards. In case of
Donbosco, we took participants from class 3 onward. In chapter One, we had
mentioned that the learners in the English medium schools are exposed to the
target language from the day they join school i.e. from the nursery level
(kindergarten). In practice it is not so. Most of the activities in the Nursery
classes are conducted in the L1, Assamese. The child learners hardly get to hear
English at this level. Since classes in Donbosco are from class 1, we selected
participants from this school from class 3 onwards. From each class, we took
two participants. We were not able to get participants from the following
classes: class 8 (Governmant Boys), Class 4 (Donbosco), and classes 6 and 10
from AVS. In (4:10) below, we have specified the class, age and the number of
participants taken from each class. The age of the participants shown in (4:10)
is a general divide. The participants were asked to mention their age on the
handouts given to them. In most cases it was found that the age of the

participants did not tally with the age as shown in (4:10).
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4:10 Govt Boys Donbosco AVS

Class Age Number Age Number Age  Number

3 8 2
5 10 2 10 2
6 11 2
7 12 2 12 2 12 2
8 13 2 13 2

9 14 2 14 2 14 2

10 15 2 15 2

11 16 2 16 2

For collecting data, we went to the respective schools. On our requeét,
the headmasters / principals of the respective schools selected the participants
for our study. From each class we had two students each. Government Boys
Higher Secondary and the AVS have plus 2 level classes too. From both the
schools we had two participants each from class 11. In total there were 32
participants, 8 from Government Boys, 14 from Donbosco and 10 from AVS.
The entire exercise took a period of eight months. The tasks were phased out
over this period of time. Before the main production tasks were given to the
participants, they had to take two preliminary tasks. These tasks were given
mainly to find out at what level the functional projections VP and IP are
available in their L2 grammar. The main task comprised three production tasks.
The first task was in three sets. Each task was given to the participants with a
gap of fifteen days each. Before the tasks were given, the researcher interacted
with the participants. From these interactions the researcher could discern how

familiar they were with the target language. It also brought to light how much
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of explicit teaching of the grammatical rules is done in the English classroom.
The participants from both the mediums had one thing in common. They all
said that did not have much of grammar in their classes. Whatever formal
grammar they had in class was mainly classifications and definitions of the

grammatical categories within the traditional framework.

4.2.3 Production Task Analysis

Production data is not free from problems. Grondin and White (1996) mention
three problems with regard to production tasks. The first problem is that the
production data may lead to the underestimation of the linguistic competence
of the learner. Vainikka and Young Scholten (1994), Radford (1990) assume
that production data provides a direct reflection of the linguistic competence,
absence of certain forms indicating the absence of certain properties. Epstein et
al (in press) argue that one should be wary of concluding that if something does
not occur in production it is absent from the grammar. White (1992) states the
reverse situation is less problematic; that is, if categories are used productively,
one can reasonably conclude that they are present in the grammar. The second
problem is of observation. How many observations of a category are required
to justify the conclusion that the category has been acquired? Brown (1973)
points out that a form must be produced correctly in 90% of the obligatory
contexts to count as having been acquired. Vainikka and Young-Scholten
(1994) took 60% of correct usage as an indication of acquisition. Epstein et al
(in press), Meisel, Clashen, and Pienemann (1981), White (1992), Grondin and
White (1996), argue if language learners show evidence of using a category,
although not necessarily using it consistently, this suggests that the category is,
in fact present in the grammar and other factors are responsible for the
inconsistent usage. The third problem is of accuracy. Does a learner’s use of
agreement, for example, have to be accurate for one to conclude that I(nfl) is

present in the grammar? Poeppel and Wexler (1993) proposed that accuracy of
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forms is indeed a crucial criterion (for L1 acquisition); if agreement is accurate
when it occurs in production, this indicates the presence of the functional
projections relevant to agreement. Grondin and White (1996) agree that
accurate use of properties such as agreement provides compelling evidence for
the existence of the associated functional categories; however, they do not

accept that inaccuracy necessarily implies a lack of categories in question.

The problems discussed here are related mainly to spontaneous
utterance production tasks. In our case the production tasks are not spontaneous
utterances. We have explained that we had to devise our production tasks
keeping in mind the teaching / learning environment of our participants,
particularly the L2 learners from the Assamese medium schools. Whatever may
be the type of production task, the problems of analysis remain the same. While
analysing the data, we intend to work on the lines of Epstein et al (in press) and
Grondin and White (1996). That is to go by the evidence that the participants

used a particular linguistic item consistently.

4.3 Analysis of the Preliminary Tasks

In this section we shall analyse the preliminary tasks that were given to the
participants. We gave these preliminary tasks mainly to find out at what level
the functional projections like VP and IP are available in the L2 grammar of the
participants. The participants were given two sets of jumbled sentences, which
they had to rearrange in the right word order. The participants were instructed
to write down the sentences in the right word order as the sentences were read
out. The jumbled sentences were read out three times. While reading out the
sentences, we found that the participants from the English medium schools had
no problem in grasping the sentences. However, the participants from the

Government Boys, needed time to grasp the sentences. The researcher had to
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go slow while reading out the jumbled sentences to this group of participants.
The jumbled sentences in Task 1 were positive sentences and those in Task 2

were negative sentences.

4.3.1 Analysis of Task 1:

The set of jumbled sentences given to the subjects are shown in (4:11) below:

4:11 a. sleeping John is
b. ate apple Mary an
c. saw duck Mary a
d. hear John talk will our
e. park the Mary will in John meet
f. Mary gave book a John to

The jumbled set included intransitive and transitive sentences. From
this task, we wanted to find out if: (a) the participants could place the subject
and object arguments in the linear order (SVO), (b) place the determiners: a,
an, the (articles); our (possessive) and (c) place the prepositions in, fo in the
right position within the DP and PP. The main verbs in the jumbled set were in
the simple present, simple past and the progressive tense forms, the modal wil/

and the auxiliary verb be in the present tense form.

The VP structures of English and Assamese, in their linear word order

are shown in (4:12) below:
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4:12 English (SVO) Assamese (SOV)

intransitive [ve V] [veV ]
mono-transitive [yp V-NP ] [vp NP -V ]
di-transitive [vp V-NP-NP ] [ve NP — NP -V]

In (4:12) the sequence of the linear word order in the English VP structure is

from left to right and that of the Assamese VP structure from right to left.

Having looked at the main differences in the sequence of the linear
word order, we now come to the data analysis of Task 1. In our analysis of the
data in Task 1, we found the subjects had no problem in arranging the
intransitive and mono-transitive sentences in the right word order. Most of the
participants, could rearrange the linear word order of the ditransitive sentence
in (4:11f), except for one participant from the Government Boys. This

participant was from class 7. The problem sentence is shown in (4:13) below:

4:13 John gave a Mary book

In (4:13) the preposition to is missing, and the article ‘a’ is placed before the
indirect object ‘Mary’. The expected word order of the jumbled sentence in

(4:111) is as shown in (4:14) below:

4:14 John gave a book to Mary.

English ditransitive sentences in (4:14), has an alternative construction as

shown in (4:15) below:
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4:15 John gave Mary a book.

In (4:15), the indirect object Mary precedes the direct object a book.
Comparing (4:15) with (4:14) we find the position of the direct object a book is
determined by the overt presence of the preposition 0. When the preposition to
is not overt the indirect object precedes the direct object as in (4:15) and when
the preposition fo is overt, the direct object precedes the indirect object as in
(4:14). The problem sentence in (4:13) shows that the indirect object Mary
precedes the direct object a book as in (4:15). The subject does not place the

direct object before the indirect object as in (4:16) below:
4:16 John gave a book Mary.

The equivalent of the English ditransitive sentence, in Assamese, is shown in

(4:17) below:

4:17a. jon-e mari—k kitap- e-khon di—-1-e
John-nom Mary-acc book - one —cl give — pst — agr
‘John gave Mary a BOOK.’

b. jon-e  kitap - e-khon mari-k di-l-e
John-nom book - one — ¢l Mary — acc give — pst — agr
‘John gave MARY a book.’
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" In (4:17a) the indirect object marik precedes the direct object kitap
ekhon, in (4:17b) the direct object precedes the indirect object. The word order
of the sentence iq (4:17a) is normally considered standard. The sentence in
(4:17b) 1s an instance of scrambling. Scrambling usually takes place for focus
reasons (see section 2.3.2.1). The sentences in (4:17a), is in response to a
question like what did John give Mary? and (4:17b) is in response to a question
like Who did John give a book?. There is a subtle difference in the
interpretation of both the sentences and this difference occurs with the change
of position of the object arguments. Assamese does not have an equivalent to
the ditransitive sentence in (4:14). When a post-position occurs, after the

indirect object the sentence is not well formed. See (4:18) below:

4:18a. *jon-e mari — k lot kitap e-khon di-1-e
John-nom Mary — acc for book one—cl give — pst — agr

‘John gave a book for Mary.’

b. ?jon-e mari — r loi kitap e-khon di —is —e
John-nom Mary — gen for book one—cl given — perf—agr
‘John has given a book for Mary.’

The ill formed sentence in (4:18a), show that postpositions like /oi ‘for’ do not
occur with the indirect object marik. The post-position loi ‘for’ assigns
Genitive case to the indirect object, see (4:18b). When the post-position loi

‘for’ occurs in the sentence, the interpretation of the sentence changes.

From our analysis of the problem sentence in (4:13), we find that if L1
mediates (4:17), the participant has two alternatives to choose from. We find

that he chooses the first alternative (4:17a) and not the second (4:17b). This
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indicates that there must be some kind of knowledge in the participant that
makes him choose (4:17a), some kind of knowledge about the local relation
between the head and the complement. If this observation holds good how do
we explain why the article ‘a’ in (4:13) is placed before the indirect object and

not before the direct object.

In Assamese there are no articles. Definiteness and specificity in
Assamese are expressed by the classifiers khon, zon, zoni, tu and the like. In
language acquisition idiosyncratic features of the target language (L1 / L2)
have to be learnt. This can take place when a learner is constantly'exposed to
the target language. In section 4.2, we have seen that the learners in the
Assamese schools, do not get a chance to interact in the target language. In our
interactions with the participants from the Government Boys, we found that in
the grammar class while teaching a particular grammatical item the teachers
provide only the rules of the concerned grammatical item with a few examples.
These examples are not adequate because explanations are done in Assamese
and this subsequently leads to the problem of overgeneralization. The
participants from AVS informed they too did not have much of exlpicit
teaching of the grammatical rules in the classroom. But these learners are
constantly exposed to the target language. In case of the participants from
Donbosco, we find that though they too are exposed to the target language,
their problems indicate that the kind of input available to them affacts their
acquisition process adversely. In chapter One, we had mentioned that one of
the factors that deter the acquisition process is fossilization. In most of the
participants from this school, we found they had problems with the use of the
correct tense form. In this task too, two of the participants from this school

used the wrong tense form. See (4:19) below:
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4:19. Mary eat an apple.

In our analysis of the data of the participants from Donbosco, we found
that in both the preliminary as well in the main production tasks, some of them
had problem in using correct tense form. This problem was observed in
particiapants from class 3 —10. Epstein et al (in press) and Grondin and White
(1996) point out that absence of a grammatical feature in the data does not
necessarily imply that the feature is not present. In the lines of Epstein et al and
Grondin and White, we may assume that this observation applies to the data
obtained from Donbosco participants also. But when the problem persists, the
environment in which the acquisition process takes place needs to be looked

into.

4.3.2 Analysis of Task 2

Sentential negation in English takes place when the negative element not
occurs to the immediate left of the main verb and the auxiliary verb / modal
obligatorily occurs to the left of the negative element not. i.e., on the I head. In
sentential negation, tense features are attached to the auxiliary verb / the modal.
The structure dependence rule demands that this position is occupied by an
auxiliary / modal. In sentences where an auxiliary / modal is not present, the
dummy verb do is inserted in I head. The obligatory presence of the dummy
verb do is an instance of structure dependence rule. The rule of structure

dependence is a universal one. See (4:20) below:

4:20a. John did not meet Mary.

b. John didn’t meet Mary.
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Negative sentences in English can have two alternatives as shown (4:20a) and
(4:20b). In the first alternative (4:20a), the negative element not is in its base
generated position. In the second alternative (4:20b), the negative element rnot
contracts and its enclitic form —n 't moves from its base generated position and

attaches itself to the auxiliary verb in the I head.

In Assamese, sentential negation takes place when the negative marker

n- prefixes to the verb that carries the tense. See (4:21) below:

4:21a. jon-e mari— k kitap-khon di —1-e
John-nom Mary —acc book — cl give - pst —agr
‘John gave the book to Mary.’

b. jon-e mari — k  kitap —khon ni -di—-1-e
John-nom Mary —acc book - cl neg — give — pst — agr
‘John did not give the book to Mary’.

In the positive sentence (4:21a) the past tense marker — / and the 3¢
person agreement marker - e attaches to the main verb di ‘give’. In the negative
sentence (4:21b) the negative morpheme n- attaches itself to the main verb as it
carries the tense. In (4:21) we have an instglnce_of the negative morpheme

prefixing to an auxiliary verb. See (4:22) below:

4:22a  jon-e mari— k  dekh -is-e
John-nom Mary —acc see - perf —agr
‘John has seen Mary.’
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b. jon-e mari~k dekha n-a-i
John-nom Mary —acc see neg-—be—agr

‘John has not seen Mary’.

Tamuly (1999) states that when a positive sentence as in (4:22a) undergoes
sentential negation, the main verb in the positive sentence takes the status of an
adnominal as in (4:22b). In which case the negative morpheme prefixes to the

copular as ‘be’.

From our observation of sentential negation, in Assamese (L1) and
English (L2) we find that the negative element not and the negative morpheme

n- have the following properties as shown in (4:23) below:

4:23 English Assamese
a) not is a free word, an adverb a) n- is a bound morpheme
b) not contracts and the encltic b) n- prefixes to a tensed verb

- n’t attaches to the auxiliary

¢) negation contraction optional

From (4:23), we find that the negative element not may contract to form the
encltic —n 't and then attach itself to the auxiliary verb do on [. In Assamese, the
negative morpheme »- prefixes to the tensed verb and the verbal complex
moves to the corresponding projections in the [P to check the strong tense (TP)
and agreement (AgrP) features for Full Interpretation. Head to head movement
takes place in the derivation of negative sentences in both the languages.
Movement of a category, according to the Minimalist Program takes place

because of strong features of the concerned heads in the clause structure. For an
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L2 learner, the rule of negation contraction is a marked feature that has to be

learnt.

The set of jumbled negative sentences given to the subjects is shown in

(4:24) below:

4:24 a. eat apple not Mary an did
b. see duck did Mary a not
c. sleeping not I in the class am
d. not Mary give John to a book did
e. not you come here will
f. eat not fried food do

h. rain not go do in the

Our analysis of the jumbled sentences in Task 2 shows that the
participants from both the mediums had no problem in handling this exercise.
The participants were able to place the negative element not and the auxiliary
verbs be and do in the right sequence; except for one participant from
Donbosco (class 8), who dropped the dummy verb do while rearranging the
word order of the jumbled sentences in (4:24a) and (4:24b). The problem

sentences are shown in (4:25) below:

4:25a Mary not eat an apple.

b. Mary not saw a duck.

This problem was identified in a learner with nearly 8 years of exposure of

English. In all likelihood this may be a performance lapse on the part of the
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participant. But we cannot rule out that there may be some influence of literal
translation i.e., the L1 interference. These problems are identified in the first
two sentences of the set, the rest of the jumbled sentences are arranged in the
right order. In section 4.2.3, we have observed that researchers like, Epstein et
al (1993), Meisel et al (1981), White (1992) and Grondin and White (1996),
argue that if the language learners show evidence of using a category, although
not necessarily using it consistently, it suggests that the category is present in
the grammar and that other factors are responsible for the inconsistent usage. In
the lines of these researchers we assume that this problem arises due to the
influence of the mother tongue. This problem we expect to find more on the
participants from the Assamese medium schools rather in the English medium
schools. We shall examine this problem in detail in section 4.5. In (4:23) we
observed that the negative element not may contract to the enclitic form —n't
and optionally affix it to the dummy verb do. In our analysis, we found that
none of the participants from the three schools used the enclitic form while

arranging the jumbled negative sentences in (4:24).

In this task three participants, two from Government Boys (class 7) and
one from Donbosco (class 6) had problem with the pro-drop sentences in

(4:24d) and (4:24e). See (4:26) below:

4:26a In the rain do not go out.
b. Fried food do not eat. !

c. rain do not go out in the.

In (4:26a) the adjunct in the rain and in (4:26b) the object argument fried food

is moved to the clause initial position. In (4:26¢) the nominal rain is extracted
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from the PP’ and moved to the clause initial position. In English, the pro-drop
phenomena is evident in imperative sentences, where the pronominal subject
‘you’ is obligatorily dropped. Pro-drop is a marked feature in English. See
(4:27) below:

4:27 a. Do not go out in the rain.

b. Do not eat fried food.

In Assamese pro-drop is an unmarked feature. The Assamese equivalent

of these sentences are shown in (4:28) below:

4:28a. baraxun—ot olai na—-za—-b-—a
rain— loc  out neg- go - fut —agr

‘Do not go out in the rain.’

b. bhoza bastu na—kha -b-—a
fried things neg— eat — fut —agr
‘Do not eat fried food.’

If L1 grammar mediates the L2 acquisition process, the pro-drop phenomena

should have helped the subjects in arranging the linear sequence of the negative

Smmsﬁunmnﬁﬁmsimbmpmnwmplajg&cwﬂmﬂmWMnaDPmﬂPRﬂﬂs
problem arises mamly because possesives like crnar ‘our’ precedes a nominal and the dassifiers like a1, ko follows it and
postpositions are marked by the Locative case marker. Literal translation of the English sertences leads to this kind of
problem.
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sentences. But the ill-formed sentences in (4:26) belie this fact. The
participants know the subject position in English has to be obligatorily filled.
The problem in (4:27) is that of overgeneralization. In (4:26a) and (4:26b) the
PP in the rain and the NP fried food are moved to the clause initial position. In

(4:26¢) only the noun rain is moved to the clause initial position.

The participant from Donbosco, with nearly 6 years of exposure to
English has the same problem as the participants from the Government Boys
who have 2-3 years of exposure to the target language. If errors as in (4:26a)
and (4:26b) continue even after six years of exposure to the target language,
then this problem has to be an individual leamer problem. If it is not so then, it
has to be a problem of the environment in which the learner learns / acquires
English. In case of the participants from Government Boys, the second
assumption holds true. We have observed in chapter One, that the L2 learners
in the Assamese medium schools hardly get to hear English. What they get to
hear of English is literal translation of the text. Without constant interaction in
the target language, the learners have to work out the possible grammatical
constructions from whatever evidence they get from the limited input. A lack
of adequate input and also of constant exposure to the target language leads to

problems as in (4:26c).

4.4 Analysis of the direct wh- and yes-no questions

In this section, we are going to analyze the data collected from the main task.
For the main task, three production tasks were given to the participants. From
these tasks we wanted to find out at what level of the acquisition process, the
functional category CP is available in the L2 grammar of the participants. The
three production tasks mentioned in section (4.3.1) are repeated here in (4:29)

below.
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4:29 a) arrangement of jumbled words in the right word order
b) eliciting questions from pictures

c) filling in gaps of incomplete questions

4.4.1 Arrangement of Jumbled Words in the Right Word Order

As in the preliminary test in (4.3), the participants had to rearrange the jumbled
words in the linear order of direct wh- and yes-no questions in English. The
task was divided into three sets of questions. Taskla, on direct wh- questions,
Tasklb on direct yes-no questions (positive) and "I;ask lc on direct yes-no
questions (negative). From Task la, we wanted to find out if the participants
could place the subject, object and adjunct question words in the clause initial
position and the auxiliary verb / modal to the immediate right of the wh- word.
From Task 2a we wanted to find out if the rule of auxiliary movement was
consistent amongst the participants, and from Tasklc, we wanted to find out if
the participants used the enclitic form —n’t while forming the negative yes-no

questions.

4.4.1.1 Task la. Direct wh- questions

Our analysis of Task1a shows that the participants had no problem in arranging
the words of the sentences with subject and the object (direct) wh- words in the
right order (see Appendix). In (4:30), we have the sentences that the
participants had problem in arranging in the linear order of a direct wh-

question in English. See (4:30) below:

4:30a did come when John?
b. John bring for whom did a book?
c. book to whom give a John did?
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In (4:30a), the question word when is an adjunct. In (4:30b) the question word
who is an indirect object and (4:30c) the question word whom is an indirect
object. In arranging these sentences we wanted to find out if the participants
knew about the asymmetry between the subject and the object wh- words who /
whom. We also wanted to find out if and at what level the rule of preposition
stranding is available in the L2 learners. In our analysis of the data we found

that the participants had problems of the following kind:

a) adjunct question words like when placed in its base generated
position

b) participants were not aware of the subject / object asymmetry
c) problem of auxiliary inversion

AN

The first two problems are related to operator movement and the third
problem to the head to head movement. The first problem was observed in one

of the participants from Government Boys (class 7). See (4:31) below:

4:31. John did come when?

Sentences as in (4:31) are evident in the early grammar of child L1 learners too.
Occasional questions (cf. de Villiers et al 1978) are evident in the early

grammar of child L1 learners. The examples in (4:32) are from de Villiers et al

(p-105)

4:32 a. Who is singing? b. He is doing what?

c. She is going where? d.They are leaving when?
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