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Overview 

A psycholinguistic perspective on L2 grammar 
learning: 

 

-Acquisition of knowledge 

-Putting knowledge to use in real-time 
production and comprehension 

 

 



Overview 

Cross-linguistic influences in the knowledge of  

 

1) Tense aspect distinctions 

2) Resolving pronouns 

 

 



Overview 

Cross-linguistic influences in the knowledge of  

 

1) Tense aspect distinctions 

2) Resolving pronouns 

 

-off-line, metalinguistic, explicit knowledge 

-on-line grammatical processing (parsing), 
implicit knowledge 

 



Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 
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Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 

- Creating expectations 

 

    played 

 



Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 

- Creating expectations 

 

    the beer 

 



Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 

- Creating expectations 

 

    pleased 

 



Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 

- Creating expectations 

 

    everyone. 

 



Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 

- Evidence – Garden-path sentences 

 

While the band played the song pleased everyone. 

While the band played the beer pleased everyone. 

 

 



Parsing the input 

 

- Incremental (bottom-up and top-down) 

- Evidence – Garden-path sentences 

 

While the band played the song pleased everyone. 

While the band played the beer pleased everyone. 

When the band arrived the beer was ordered. 

 

 



Psycholinguistic methods 

Methods like SPR and eye-tracking: 

 

- Get a picture of the moment-by-moment 

cognitive processes unfolding in real time. 

- Taps into implicit knowledge. 

 

 



Psycholinguistic methods 

Methods like SPR and eye-tracking: 

 

- Readers (listeners) slow down when there is 

some kind of processing difficulty 

- Unexpected material 

- Ungrammatical items 

 

 



L2 Grammatical Processing 

 

L2 learning = acquisition knowledge and the 

ability to apply that knowledge in real time 

 

Questions are similar to those in traditional 

L2A research 

 

 



L2 Grammatical Processing 

 

- How do learners process the input in 

comparison to native speakers? 

- Differences? 

- L1 

- Individual differences in proficiency, working 

memory, processing speed, etc… 

 

 



L2 Grammatical Processing 

 

- Are L2 learners sensitive to grammatical 

distinctions on-line? 

- Differences? 

- L1 

- Individual differences in proficiency, working 

memory, processing speed, etc… 

 

 



Experiment 1 

Grammatical sensitivity – Roberts & Liszka 

(2013)  Second Language Research 

 

Since last week, John has gone swimming every 

day. 

 

*Last week, John has gone swimming every day. 

 

 

 



 

French and German 

 
French: Maria dormit.   simple past   

German:Maria schlief.   simple past 

French: Maria a dormi.   compound past 

German:Maria hat geschlafen. compound past 

 



Present Perfect 

match For months now, Jill has wanted to get   

  married…. 

mismatch *Last year, Jill has wanted to get married…. 

 

 

Past Simple 

match  Last year, Jill wanted to get married….   

mismatch *For months now, Jill wanted to get married…. 

 

 

 



Tasks 

 

2. Off-line production task   (off-line) 

 

3. Acceptability Judgment task 

(metalinguistic/explicit) 

 

1. Self-paced reading study (on-line/implicit) 

 

 

 



Off-line production task 

Cloze test to look at production of present perfect, present 
simple, past simple in appropriate contexts, (x10), e.g.,  

 
1. At first, Jim really ______________ Karen’s parents. But now they 

annoy him, because they keep telling him to get a job. 

2. People will stare at you if you  ____________ in those bizarre 
clothes.  

3. Edward ____________ a cigar and four cigarettes since 
lunchtime! 

4. When Jim ______________ his lifestyle everyone said he looked 
healthier. 

5. Whenever Mary beats Jim at chess, she ____________ to all 
their friends.  

6. You say you ______________ cricket all your life. So can you 
explain the rules to me. 



Acceptability Judgment Task 

Rate each sentence for acceptability, on a 

scale from 

 

 1 (least acceptable) to 6 (most acceptable) 

 
 

 

 



L2 learners’ biodata 

L2 learners' 

biodata 

 

Age 

 

 

Proficiency 

% 

 

Production 

Task 

% 

French 

(n=20) 

39 

(17) 

18-66 

85  

(7) 

70-98 

76 

(10) 

65-100 

German 

(n=20) 

23 

(3) 

19-28 

86 

(10) 

64-100 

76 

(11) 

60-100 



Present Perfect 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

English French German

match

mismatch

Past Simple 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

English French German

match

mismatch

For months now, Jill has wanted to 

get married…. 

 

*Last year, Jill has wanted to get 

married…. 

 

Last year, Jill wanted to get 

married…. 

 

*For months now, Jill wanted to get 

married…. 
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6
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match

mismatch

Type: p < 0.001; Group: p < 0.01 

 

Mismatch less acceptable than match for all 

groups 

For months now, Jill has wanted to 

get married…. 

 

*Last year, Jill has wanted to get 

married…. 
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Past Simple 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

English French German

match

mismatch

Type: p < 0.001; Group: p < 0.01; Type*Group: p = 0.056 

 

 

Last year, Jill wanted to get 

married…. 

 

*For months now, Jill wanted to get 

married…. 

Mismatch less acceptable than match for all 

groups 



Present Perfect 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

English French German

match

mismatch

Past Simple 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6
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match

mismatch

For months now, Jill has wanted to 

get married…. 

 

*Last year, Jill has wanted to get 

married…. 

 

Last year, Jill wanted to get 

married…. 

 

*For months now, Jill wanted to get 

married…. 



Acceptability Judgment Task 

 

All groups found mismatch conditions less 
acceptable than match conditions 

 

L2 learners have explicit/metalinguistic 
knowledge of such constructions 

 
 

 

 



Self-paced reading 

Can the learners’ explicit knowledge be put 

to use in real-time processing? 
 

 

 



Self-paced reading 

Can the learners’ explicit knowledge be put 

to use in real-time processing? 

 

RTs (via button push) recorded as 

participants read sentences word-by-word. 

 

Asked comprehension question after each 

experimental sentence. 
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verb verb verb verb

#REF!

#REF!

#REF!

#REF!

English_PrP_match

English_PrP_mismatch

match    For months now, Jill has wanted to get married….  

mismatch *Last year, Jill has wanted to get married….  

verb+1 verb+2 verb+3 
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German_PrP_mismatch

French_PrP_match

French_PrP_mismatch

English_PrP_match

English_PrP_mismatch

French  =  English = mismatch > match p < 05 

German - no difference 

match    For months now, Jill has wanted to get married….  

mismatch *Last year, Jill has wanted to get married….  



Past Simple

350
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verb verb verb verb
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English_PS_match

English_PS_mismatch

match   Last year, Jill wanted to get married….   
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+1 +2 +3 
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400
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verb verb+1 verb+2 verb+3

German_PS_match

German_PS_mismatch

French_PS_match

French_PS_mismatch

English_PS_match

English_PS_mismatch

match   Last year, Jill wanted to get married….   

mismatch *For months now, Jill wanted to get married…. 



Past Simple

350

400

450

500

550

600

650

700

750

verb verb+1 verb+2 verb+3

German_PS_match

German_PS_mismatch

French_PS_match

French_PS_mismatch

English_PS_match

English_PS_mismatch

match   Last year, Jill wanted to get married….   

mismatch *For months now, Jill wanted to get married…. 

French - mismatch > match  p < .05 

German = English, no difference 



 
1) L2 learners could distinguish past simple 

from present perfect in the cloze test 

2) L2 learners judged the mismatch 
(tense/aspect violations) as less 
acceptable than the match conditions, like 
native English 

3) Only French showed implicit knowledge of 
tense/aspect in L2 English 

 

 
 

Summary of experiment 1 



 

L1 influence – but why? 

 

French and German compound past both 

ambiguous and use temporal adverbs and 

pragmatics to distinguish the readings 

 

Maria a dormi / Maria hat geschlafen   

Maria slept       / Maria has slept 

 

 

 

 

Discussion of experiment 1 



 

L1 influence – but why? 

 

Both French and German also use the 

present simple in e.g., ‘persistent’ contexts 

(Comrie, 1998) 

 

I have been sick for a week.   

Depuis la semaine dernière je suis malade. 

Seit letzter Woche bin ich krank.  

 

 

 

Discussion of experiment 1 



 

L1 influence – but why? 

 

+/- grammaticalised aspect 

 

Using mixed on- and off-line methods can tap 
into knowledge more deeply 

  

 

 

 

Discussion of experiment 1 



Experiment 2 

German and Turkish adult L2 learners of 

Dutch 

 

Do they interpret subject pronouns like 

Dutch native speakers? 

 



Experiment 2 

The workers are in the office. 

While Peter is working, he is eating a 

sandwich.   (local resolution) 

 

Peter and Hans are in the office. 

While Peter is working, he is eating a 

sandwich.   (optional resolution) 

 

 

 



Experiment 2 

Peter en Hans/De werknemers zitten in het 

kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 

Dutch native speakers  

German L2 learners of Dutch 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch 

Roberts, Gullberg & Indefrey (2008) 



Experiment 2 

Peter en Hans zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 

Dutch native speakers  

German L2 learners of Dutch 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch 



Experiment 2 

Peter ve Hans ofiste oturuyorlar. 

Peter çalışırken, __ sandeviç yiyor. 

 

Dutch native speakers  

German L2 learners of Dutch 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch 



Experiment 2 

Peter ve Hans ofiste oturuyorlar. 

Peter çalışırken, o sandeviç yiyor. 

 

Dutch native speakers  

German L2 learners of Dutch 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch 



Experiment 2 

Peter en Hans zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 

Dutch native speakers  

German L2 learners of Dutch 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch 



Tasks 

2. Off-line production task/questionnaire   (off-

line) 

 

3. Acceptability Judgment task 

(metalinguistic/explicit) 

 

1. Eye-tracking during reading (on-line/implicit) 

 

 

 



Results - Questionnaire  

Peter en Hans zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 
Who is eating a sandwich?  
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Dutch native speakers   100% 
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Results - Questionnaire  

Peter en Hans zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 

Dutch native speakers   100% 

German L2 learners of Dutch 90% 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch 55% 

Who is eating a sandwich?  

L1 influence 



Results – Acceptability 

Judgement 
Rate on a scale from 1 (least acceptable) to 6 (most acceptable)  

  

Local 

Dutch native speakers   5.5 

German L2 learners of Dutch  5.6 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch  5.0 

  

Optional 

Dutch native speakers   5.5 

German L2 learners of Dutch  5.4 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch  5.2 

  

(Statistically no significant difference for any group) 

 



Results – Acceptability 

Judgement 
Rate on a scale from 1 (least acceptable) to 6 (most acceptable)  

  

Local 

Dutch native speakers   5.5 

German L2 learners of Dutch  5.6 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch  5.0 

  

Optional 

Dutch native speakers   5.5 

German L2 learners of Dutch  5.4 

Turkish L2 learners of Dutch  5.2 

    L2s = L1 

 



Results – Eye-tracking 

  

  

 



Eye-tracking  



De werknemers zitten in het kantoor. Terwijl  

 

Peter aan het werk is, eten zij een boterham.  Het  

 

is een rustige dag. 

 

Is het een drukke dag? 

1 

2 

3 4 
5 

6 

7 8 

9 
10 11 

12 

13 

14 

15 



De werknemers zitten in het kantoor. Terwijl  

 

Peter aan het werk is, eten zij een boterham.  Het  

 

is een rustige dag. 

 

Is het een drukke dag? 

1 

2 

3 4 
5 

6 

7 8 

9 
10 11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

Critical region fixations: 

First pass: 8, 9 

Total:  8, 9, 11 

Regressions: 11 



Results - on-line 

Peter en Hans zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 

De Werknemers zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een 

boterham. 

 

 



Results - on-line 

 

L2 German = L2 Turkish 



Results 

 1) Questionnaire data -> L1 influence 

  

 2) Acceptability Judgment -> no effect of  

 L2, all groups the same 

 

 3) Eye-tracking -> no L1 influence, a 

general learner effect 

 

 

 

 

 



Discussion of experiment 2 

Off-line production data: 

 

A learner's first language may have an 

influence that is unnoticeable to the 

interlocutor  

 

 

 

 



Discussion of experiment 2 

 

L2 learners pattern together 

 

 



Discussion of experiment 2 

Peter en Hans zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een boterham. 

 

De Werknemers zitten in het kantoor. 

Terwijl Peter aan het werk is, eet hij een boterham. 

 

 



Discussion of experiment 2 

The more pieces of information that need to 

be integrated, the more troubled learners' 

processing might be 

 

 on-line data 

 

 the effect of being a learner, any learner 

 



Psycholinguistic methods 

Methods like SPR and eye-tracking: 

 

- Get a picture of the moment-by-moment 

cognitive processes unfolding in real time. 

- Taps into implicit knowledge. 

 

 



Conclusions 

 

-Even if the L1 and L2 are structurally 

similar, there may be different routes to 

the same target and learners need more 

time 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusions 

- L2 learning = acquisition of knowledge, 
and putting the knowledge to use in real-
time processing  

 

- Different methods tap into different types 
of knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusions 

 

- Implications for the classroom – 
 assessment 

 fluency 

 proficiency 

 explicit vs. implicit knowledge 

 modality (comprehension vs. production) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusions 

- Combining psycholinguistic methods with 
more traditional SLA research methods 
gives a fuller picture of what learners know 
about the target language  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Thank you 

 

Thanks for data collection to:  

Arna van Doorn, Guluzar Dinçer, Miriam 

Ellert, Ilonka Petal, Anne Rijpma, Sonja 

Wichert 

 


