Measuring optionality

In non-native grammars:
A guantitative approach

%)

This presentation assesses syntactic optionality, a common phenomenon
observed in second language (L2) acquisition that can be considered as a
subtype of linguistic variability.

Syntactic optionality is a pervasive phenomenon since it has been reported
in different acquisition contexts (e.g., L1 acquisition, L2 acquisition, child
bilingualism, L1 attrition).

It is usual for L2 learners to optionally use two syntactic realizations (one
of them being grammatical and the other ungrammatical) to express the
same meaning.

While optionality has attracted much attention in acquisition studies over the
past decade, researchers have confusingly used the term “optional” to
refer to different types of variable learner behaviours which are
sometimes unrelated (e.g., different and distinct types of divergence,
indeterminacy and incompleteness). However, little is known about the
precise quantitative properties that optional constructions in non-native,
developing grammars must show in order to be considered truly optional.

This study addresses optionality from a quantitative point of view and
presents a statistical definition of optionality which will help future L2
researchers discriminate between truly optional L2 behaviour and other
subtypes of variable (but not optional) behaviour.
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"...since input and output converge in this case, it is
unclear whether the optionality observed is a property of
the developoing grammars or, simply, target-like

performance” (p. 280).

Of course, native optional constructions should be ruled

out in the study of non-native optionality.

Lower

Upper

L1 Eng - L2 Spa

o Clitic
@ *No clitic

" s )

; 7BBH= 10

Only if we study native-
categorical rules, we can
then be sure that learners'
optional behaviour is a
result of development, and
not of confusing input.
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The results for the native Greek speakers show a
significant preference for a clitic [p<0.001] ... However, the
learners' judgements do not show a clear preference for PC
[purposive clauses] with or without a clitic, although the
upper group of learners show the tendency to aproximate
native-speaker behaviour. The lower group gives a picture
of 'real' optionality [n.s. values]." (p. 269)
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"This is in line with what would be expected in a case of
optionality - that post-intermediate learners show a pattern of
usage which tends overall towards that of native speakers, but
which diverges in varying degrees..." (Osborne 2008).

47 So, optionality is 'divergence’ !! But, according to my analysis, we 48
have a near-native pattern here.




Clear cases of native-like
behaviour with finite verbs.

These are considered
variable (=optional). But
are they all the same?
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As for non-finite forms, Préwost & White (2000:118)
conclude that "there is variability [=optinoality] in verb
placement. With the exception of Abdelmalek, ... The
other subjects show non-finite verb forms in raised and
unraised positions."
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Additional problem with
measurement: "Correct”
represents correct
judgment to both
grammatical null expletives
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The "both correct" option is treated as a reflection of optionality: "In
other judgments (between 17% in the third and 35% in the second
group) both sentences are accepted, which indicates clearly a non-
target-like optionality in the use of expletives claused internally.”
(Sopata 2005:189)

BUT do these values (18%, 17% ...) represent true optionality?

and ical overt
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Problem with

100%

o Correct m Wrong O Both correct

measurement: "Correct”
represents number (in %) of
participants with correct
responses.
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The % of participants who gave a particular response is also
considered as a valid indicator of optionality!! (“both correct" option
in yellow): "...over half of the participants from groups 2, 3 and 4
accept the optional appearance of expletives...". (Sopata
2005:189).

BUT this simply indicates that around half of the participants in
each group show optionality, and not that each group of participants
accepts the grammatical AND ungrammatical sentence
simultaneously.
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"The UG [advanced] group was the only group to
behave like the native speakers since both the
intermediate and the beginner groups showed the
reverse behaviour accepting the non-inverted structures
and rejecting the inverted ones." (p. 102)

BUT advanced do not show native like behaviour, rather
indeterminate or, at most, optional !!
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description should be exercised. » (p. 27)

B «If researchers wish to pursue their quest for the principles underlying the
process of second language acquisition effectively, they need good tools—
predictive, testable theories and rigorously analysed data—in order to test their
theoretical claims. » (p. 41)
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Possible non-native behaviour patterns

Convergent

Divergent

native-like near-native

optional

indeterminate

Satistical definition of L2 behaviour

within groups between groups

Behaviour type N NN N NN
Native-like (scenario ) a>b a>b a=a

b=">b
Near native (scenario ) a>b a>b a=a

b<b
Optional (scenario ) a>b a=b a=a

b<b
Indeter minate (scenario ) a>b a=b a> a

b<b
Notes: N=natives; NN=non natives

a=grammatical sentence
b=ungrammatical sentence
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