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Abstract

According to Hawkins (2001), in an unplanned, spoebus production, language
learners follow the same order of development inguEnglish grammatical morphemes
from copula and auxiliarpe to past tense, td%person singulars, plural-sand so on,
with almost no account of the learners’ age, ndiwguage, and learning conditions and
language background. As he proposed the L2 Enghkshal and nominal morphology
constructing representations in a predeterminediesexg, the present study was an
attempt to investigate whether Iranian EFL learnatsdifferent ages and learning
conditions follow the same path in their acquisitaf grammatical morphology. For this
purpose, a number of 70 language learners studiimglish at different ages and
conditions, i.e. high school, junior high schoohdauniversity were selected as the
participants. A grammaticality judgment test, tradidity and reliability of which was
proven to be acceptable, was administered. Thécypamts were expected to judge the
grammatical and ungrammatical sentences and makections on the ungrammatical

sentences. The result of the analysis of the lesirsgores on the test revealed that
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Iranian EFL learners develop their knowledge of I&hg noun- and verb-related
morphology in the following way: copulze auxiliarybe aspect (progressive)
d . . .
_, Ppasttense plusl_ 3% person singulars (subject-verb agreement) in

the same way as Hawkins (2001) suggested.

Key Terms. secondlanguage acquisition, grammar morphology, EFL legreequence

of grammatical morphology development

| ntroduction

It has long been suggested that the developmesyréx in second language acquisition
can be thought of as the consequence of buildingtahgrammars subconsciously by
language learners. The acquisition of English molquy as a second language has been
under investigation by many researchers to comevitip a descriptive generalization.
Research has shown that there are some typicasstaghe development of morphology
and syntax (Lightbown and Spada, 2000). While therea common belief on the
difficulty of acquisition in English bound and freeorphemes, in that free morphemes
are acquired with a considerable ease comparesduadomorphemes, and there is a
general path for the acquisition and sequencearhgratical morphemes, there are some
trivial disagreements on the precise order accgrdinwhich grammatical morphemes
appear. For example, while Brown (1973) stated thatplural marker (-s) is acquired
before copulas and auxiliaries, Andersen (1978)timeed that copulas and auxiliaries

are acquired prior to plural making morpheme inlishg

The present study takes Andersen’ (1978) studhestarting point, in which he looked
at the performance of Spanish-speaking ESL leanfdenglish. He analyzed the data on
the acquisition of English grammatical morphemes itwo syntactic classes of verb-
related and noun-related morphemes. His subject® W88 Spanish-speaking ESL
learners at the age range of 17 to 19 years oldwamd at different proficiency levels.

Thus, they were heterogeneous as far as their &gsghackground was concerned. For
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data collection, he used the learners’ written cositpns. He concluded that by
organizing subjects’ performance on grammaticalphemes into verb- and noun-related
classes, there is a degree of difficulty and lagguaarners acquire these morphemes in a

predetermined order.

Objectives of the Study and Resear ch Questions
Following Andersen (1978) and Hawkins (2001), tkiisdy is an attempt to find out if

Iranian EFL learners whose native language is Beréollow the same pattern of
acquisition at different ages and learning condgiol herefore, this study tries to find out
if there is a scale of difficulty for Iranian langge learners of English as far as
grammatical morphemes are concerned. Or this parpls following research questions
were raised:
Q - Do lIranian EFL students develop the asitjoh of English grammatical
morphemes in a predetermined sequence regardléssiodge and learning conditions?
Q- Do the Iranian EFL learners follow the sapatterns suggested by Andersen
(1978) and Hawkins (2001)?
On the basis of the above-mentioned questtaresnull hypotheses were formed:
HO — Iranian EFL students do not follow thensasequence in their development of
knowledge of English grammatical morphemes.
HO — lranian EFL learners follow a differentder of acquisition for English

grammatical morphology.

Backqround of the Study

Second language acquisition research has indi¢atggiage acquisition as a systematic
process which is internally ordered and establidinec set of general rules. Different
lines of investigation have witnessed regularitiesthe developmental sequences of
language acquisition (Wode, 1988). As Weist (200@) it, “over 20 years ago, Wode
asked the following questions: Is L2 acquired ideaelopmental sequence? Is there an

ordered sequence of stages? And are the develogihseguences the same for L1 and
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L2” (Wode, 1976: 2). Wode answered the first twe@sfions in the affirmative and the
third in the negative”. So far, a vast body of egsh has been done to answer such of
these questions, the answers of which seem som#tesame while trivial differences

have been observed in the acquisition of some getioah morphemes over the others.

Berko (19?) studied English plurals, verb tense kera; and possessives to see if
preschoolers and the first graders possess moighalorules. The subjects’ answers
seemed to be orderly, and he found that childrearaipd with clearly delimited
morphological rules. He stated that the rule fer fibrmation of third person singular and
possessive was better learned or earlier tharutedar the formation of noun plurals. Of
the verb forms, the best performance was with tresgmt progressive. Where they
provided inflectional endings, their best perform@amvas with those forms that were the
most regular and had the fewest variants. His fisging was that boys and girls did
equally well on the acquisition of the above-mem¢id items. He concluded that factors
that influence other aspects of language developmmeay have no effect on
morphological acquisition.

Newfield and Schlanger (1968) conducted a researcithe acquisition of English
morphology by two groups of learners: normal artdrded children. They found that the
orderof acquisition of morphology by the retarded cleldparalleled that of the normal
children even though there was an undefined tirgebltween the correct production of
English morphological inflections in both groupspdicating the knowledge of
morphological rules.

The first longitudinal study on the developmentliofyuistic knowledge in language
acquisition was done by Roger Brown (1973) who $ecuon three children. His study
was based on a careful examination of the subjedt®rances which led to later

establishment of empirical generalizations on homy danguage is acquired. He
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concluded that there is a natural order of acqarsibf morphology in English as a
foreign language. He suggested that the sequenice &cquisition of progressive form
(-ing), to plural marker (-s), then copulas (amai®), auxiliaries (to be verbs, have, has),
and finally third person singular marker (-s) amasgessive form (‘s). He stated that

naturalness regulates the acquisition of Englishpmaogy.

Another early empirical study on the acquisitiongpghmmatical morphemes in second
language development was conducted by Dulay and @974) on two groups of
learners in California and New York City. The cargibn they obtained from the
subjects’ productions was that some grammaticalphmemes in English are more
difficult to acquire than others. They also stateat this relative difficulty is not affected
by length of exposure. After experimenting with felient groups of subjects with
different first languages, they came to the samselt® meaning that some morphemes
are more difficult regardless of different L1s.

Andersen (1978) collected data from the writtendpiciions of Spanish-speaking ESL
learners and analyzed the data based n the usegfsic grammar morphology. He
divided the morphemes into noun- and verb-relategiscand concluded that degree of
difficulty can be a feature of syntactic properttbat the morphemes realize, than the
morphemes themselves. He said that the scale fdulliy of verb-related morphemes
can be characterized as copula, aspect, past smssubject-verb agreement.

Makino (1980) also used an elicitation techniqueHaglish language learners in Japan.
Based on the results f his study, it seemed theretlvas a similar accuracy profile in
young and adolescents in L2 English grammatical pmology. He said that this
similarity was independent of length of exposurd hh background.

To compare the acquisition of bound and free margse Hatch (1983) mentioned that
the acquisition of bound morphemes was much mdfiewlt than free morphemes. Later

he said that phonologically stable morphemes weasgee to acquire than those which
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were pronounced differently. And affixes which hs@mantic functions were acquired
sooner than those which only had grammatical fonctiRegarding the functional
approaches to language acquisition, the Aspect tHgses claims that “first and second
language learners will initially be influenced thetinherent semantic aspect of verbs in
the acquisition of tense and aspect markers agedciith or affixed to verbs”
(Andersen and Shirai, 1994, p. 133). Taking intocoaat the role of semantic function of
grammatical morphemes being acquired, Pawlak (20@8)ared that one reason why
third person singular marker or any other gramraaticorpheme is hard to acquire is
related to the fact that it is not being essemtialnderstanding the meaning of utterances,
and it is often perceived as semantically redundgard having little communicative

value.

According to Pinker (1999), behavioral and neungetional evidence suggest that there
is dissociation between rule-based knowledge oégufar past tense and lexical

knowledge. An interaction between frequency of o@nce and regular past form was
observed by Birdsong and Flege (2001) who stataddbmputation of regular verb past
tense is a matter of rule-based processing, anavledge of irregular pasts involves

access to the items that are stored in the leanmand.

Akande (2005), analyzing the data obtained fromeN&n secondary school pupils for
morphological errors, pointed out that Nigerian riess’ competence in English
morphology was very low, and the errors were caubgdfactors such as the
inconsistency in the morphological rules of Englisbvergeneralization of rules,

misapplication of rules and the interference ofdhbjects’ mother tongue on English.

Sharwood-Smith and Truscott (2006) suggested amuatof crosslinguistic influence in
second language acquisition as it occurs in the ochshe development of English past
tense. They said that it is a matter of naturaliesition and not simply transfer from L1

grammar. Crosslinguistic effects are treated asplyinthe inevitable result of two
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linguistic systems coming to coexist. It is followyi Lardiere’s (1998) study on an
English learner. Lardiere argued that in seconguage acquisition the feature values of
functional categories develop independently of rhopgthonology, and when problems
occur with the latter, they are in the mapping lestw the abstract categories and their

overt realization.

In their study, Bean and Gergen (1990) calculatectgntages of accuracy in eleven
morphemes: progressive, noun plural, copula, aryilimodal auxiliaries, third person
singular, possessive, regular past, and two reguizitiaries. As they were trying to find
fossilized and acquired morphemes, they conclutlatithere is a universal feature for

the sequential development of morphemes.

In the acquisition of English morphology, a numbérconnectionist models have been
offered. These models have been successful imfgnaigularities in past tense and plural
making and their development. They strongly suppbg idea that acquisition of
morphology is a result of simple associative ppfes operating in a natural sequence
(Ellis, 2005).

M ethod

Participants

The participants of the present study were 70 Errlers studying English in a Junior
High School, the Iran Language Institute, and Abksteemic Azad University. The first
group, studying in Junior High School were at tige aange of 11 to 15 years old; the
second group who were the ILI (Iran Language lasdjt students were at the age range
of 16 to 21 years old; and the last group werelfnen at the age range of 22 to 26.The
subjects were all female students and were selegtiéel randomly; they learned English
grammar under quite different conditions — usinffedent books, having different
teachers who were following different methodologiasteaching English grammar.

Table 1 is a description of participants in thedgtu
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Table 1

Participants’ description in the study

group learning setting numbe  age range
1 junior high school 22 11-15
2 Iran Language Institute 20 16-21
3 University (freshman) 28 22-26

I nstrumentation

A number of 40 sentences were written for gramrmlticjudgment purpose. The test
consisted of 12 grammatically correct English secgs. Other items were
ungrammatical regarding each of the following verbr noun-related English
morphemes: copulbe auxiliary be past tense-ed aspect-ing, 3¢ person singular
marker-s, and plural markers The distribution of number of items for each bége
cases was from four to six. The subjects were requd show the grammatically correct
sentences using a tick marky(), and use a cross ( x ) to show the ungrammatical
sentences. They were also required to supply threadorm for the incorrect sentences.
The test was piloted twice for reliability. The wdsshowed that the test enjoyed a good
level and thus was reliable; then, it was giveimwo language professors to be reviewed
for content validity. Having been proved to be gads far as its content was concerned,
the grammaticality-judgment test was then usedasristrument for collecting data for
the study.Table 2 represents item specifications in the nalyeloped grammaticality

judgment test:

Table 2
Item specifications for the grammaticality judgmesst
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Type of item Number of items
1 correct item 3,6,9, 14, 19, 22, 26, 29, 33, 34, 35, 37
2 incorrect (copula) , 38, 39, 40
3 incorrect (auxiliary) 11, 20, 23, 30
4 incorrect (past —ed) 12, 16, 25
5 incorrect (progressive —ing) 4,18, 24, 28
6 incorrect (plural —s) 8721, 31, 32
7 incorrect (3 person sing —s) 7,8,21, 31, 32

Procedure
As the purpose of the present study was to findwhdther the Iranian EFL learners at
different age ranges and learning English unddemift conditions could develop the
acquisition of vernal- and nominal-related Englmsbrphemes in the same way or not, a
cross-sectional study was conducted. The partitspaare selected randomly from those
at the age range of junior high school, high sclamal university students. They learned
English grammar under quite different conditionsusing different books, having
different teachers who were following different im&dologies in teaching English

grammar.

Following Hawkings (2001), a grammaticality judgrmetest was then developed

consisting of 40 items. The item specifications eepresented in Table 2 above. The
subjects were required to distinguish grammaticad angrammatical sentences and
provide the correct form for the grammatically wgosentences for the researcher to
make sure that they had found out the area of pnoldorrectly. The newly-developed

test was then piloted twice for reliability. Thesut showed that the test enjoyed an
acceptable level (r = 0.7) and thus was relialthent it was given to two language

professors to be reviewed for content validity. Hgween proved to be valid as far as its
content was concerned, the grammaticality-judgresitwas then used to collect data.
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The test was administered to all subjects. Thewestfirst given to a Junior high school
in Abade and administered to grades two and thuemdhigh school students who were
all female and at the age range of 11 to 15 yddrsTtien the same test was administered
in an ILI (Iran Language Institute) class in Abaatethe level of Elementary One. They
were again all female students at the age ran@6é &b 21 years old. The third group who
took the test were a number of 28 female freshméimeaage range of 22 to 26 years old.
After the test administration, the scores for eis@m were obtained. Collecting the data,
a new program was written for the computer softwiaxell to be employed for data
analysis. The scores were entered into the compngtieach individual performance on
every item was obtained, along with the total sadreach subject, and the percentage of
correct answers given to each item by three groups.

The results are presented in the next section.

Results and Data Analysis

As mentioned before, after the administration & tist and collecting the raw data, the
researcher used an EXEL program to analyze the @iatadata were entered in separate
sheets for each group, and the percentage of tigrielentifying the grammatically

correct and incorrect items was obtained. The tesué represented as follows:

Table 4

The percentage of identifying correct and incoritehs by the participants in different groups

groups correct items incorrect items

1 32.083 29.464
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62.879 59.172
95.830 78.950

As it is revealed through the table above, 32.8@@w of the participants who were
junior high school students were able to identifie ttwelve grammatically correct
sentences out of forty items, and 29.464 percethieh were able to identify the twenty
eight grammatically incorrect items. In case of feeond group, 62.879 percent of the
participants who learned English at the Iran Laiggubnstitute and were at high school
students’ level were able to identify the corréetris and 59.172 percent could recognize
the grammatically wrong items correctly. As for tterd group, 95.83 percent of the
freshman students at the university found the cbitems and 78.95 percent identified
the wrong items correctly.

According to the table, the university students evable to do the grammaticality
judgment test correctly with a higher percentagattihe other two groups. In fact, there
is a tendency of percentages of identifying iterasextly to be higher from junior high
school level to university level. This, howevernaaot be only the result of increase in
age or going to a higher level of learning sindeeotfactors such as the materials used,
teacher’s methodology and other factors have nen lbeken into account.

Focusing on the research question and hypothdws), the researcher analyzed the
participants’ answers to the grammatically wroregns. As it was explained before, the
participants were expected not only to recognizeuhgrammaticality of the items, but
they were also required o supply the correct folwetording to table 1, there was more
than one item related to each grammar point. Famgie, the number of items in which
the focus was on progressive form (-ing) was fiMeerefore, the mean for the percentage
of correct answers to each group of related items eomputed, and the final percentages

were tabulated as follows:

Table 5
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The percentage of the first group participantsfgrenance in the grammatically wrong items

copula  past (-ed) progressive (-ing)urgl(-s) & person sing (-s)  auxiliary

50.62  36.87 27.50 14.00 12.50 41.00

According to table 5, the highest percentage isittans in which copulde was under
guestion, which means that 50.62 percent of thdesiis in the first group were able to
identify and correct the ungrammatical items in efhtopulabe was used incorrectly.
The next highest percentage is related to auxilegythat is 41 percent. Then comes
regular past form (-ed), progressive form (-ingyral marker (-s), and "3 person
singular marker (-s) with percentages of 36.875@,714.00, and 12.5 respectively. The
table reveals that the order is from copoéato auxiliarybe to past tense marker (-ed),
progressive form (-ing), plural marker (-s), and&rson singular marker (-s).

Table 6 below represents the percentages of tltendegroup’s performance to incorrect

items:

Table 6

The percentage of the second group participaetsbpmance in the grammatically wrong items

copula  past (-ed) progressive (-ing)urgl(-s) & person sing (-s)  auxiliary

75.56 62.50 57.72 50.45 47.27 65.45
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Based on the percentages shown in table 6, theiparits who were learning English
grammar in the Iran Language Institute were abldidgnose the incorrect items with the
following percentages: 75.56 for coplie, 65.45 for auxiliarybe 62.5 for past tense
(-ed), 57.72 for progressive (-ing), 50.45 for plu¢-s), and 47.27 for the third person
singular marker (-s). What can be understood frdra tomparison between the
percentages in tables 5 and 6 is that even thdwggpadrticipants in the second group who
were at the level of high school students were dbleachieve higher percentages
compared to the performance of junior high schoatients, the order was exactly the
same from copulleto third person singular marker (-s).

Table 7 represents percentages of correctly idedtfrong items by the third group:

Table 7

The percentage of the third group participantsfqgrenance in the grammatically wrong items

copula  past (-ed) progressive (-ing)urgl(-s) & person sing (-s)  auxiliary

95.98 81.25 76.42 73.92 63.21 86.78

On the basis of the percentage representationghie {7, one can discover that the
participants in the third group identified and emted the grammatically wrong items in
the following way: 95.98 for copullae 86.78 for auxiliarybe 81.25 for past tense (-ed),
76.42 for progressive form (-ing), 73.92 for plufas), and 63.21 for third person
singular marker (-s). This reveals that althougk ftercentage of identifying and
correcting each wrong item group was higher thanatimer groups, due to some factors
not under the control of the researcher, the acadeording to which correct answers have

been given from the most easily detected item,copulabe, to the least detected one,
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namely, third person singular marker (-s) is exaitte same as what was observed in the
other groups’ performance.

Discussion

Referring back to the research questions and hgge#y one can conclude from the
results of the present study that the first rededngpothesis stating the Iranian EFL
students at different levels with different langedmackgrounds and learning conditions
do not follow the same sequence in their develograEknowledge of English grammar

morphology is rejected here. Reordering the itemthé above-mentioned tables (tables
number 5,6, and 7) and synthesizing them into athe, tabulated representation would

look like the following:
Table 8

The synthesis and reordering of representatiopestentages for all participants’ performanceha t
grammatically wrong items

Grammatical morphemes

group copula auxiliary past (-ed)rogressive  plural (-s) "Person sing
1 50.62 41.00 36.87 27.50 12.50 14.00
2 75.56 65.45 62.50 57.72 47.27 50.45
3 95.98 86.78 81.25 76.42 63.21  73.92

As it is represented here in table 8, the secosdareh question stating that the Iranian
EFL learners follow a different order of acquisititor English grammatical morphology
is rejected since the same order suggested by HawRi001) can be observed in this
study. This order, therefore, suggests a scaléhtodifficulty level for the acquisition of

both noun- and verb-related grammatical morphem&nglish for language learners.
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On the basis of the participants’ performance enghrammaticality judgment test, a scale

of difficulty level can be drawn as follows:

Table 9
The schematic representation of the difficultyelesf English grammatical morphemes from the easoes
the most difficult

1 2 3 4 5 6
easiest most difficult

copula auxiliary  past (-edprogressive plural (-s) “Person sing

Conclusion and Pedagogical Implications
This study was intended to find out whether Ander§&d78) and Hawkins’ (2001)
proposal on the similarity of the sequence in teeetbpment of knowledge of English

grammar morphology for different language learnatsdifferent ages and learning
English under different conditions could be gerieadile for Iranian EFL students or not.
Administering a grammaticality judgment test an@lgning the results, the researcher
showed that Iranian EFL students are no exceptitmesy follow the same order of
development in their acquisition of English grammasrphemes. Therefore, this study
supports Hawkins’ representation of grammar actiorsiin a predetermined sequence.
The order of acquisition comes as the following:

copulabe, auxiliarybe,aspect (progressive), past tense —ed, pkga8® person singular
—s(subject-verb agreement).

The results of the present study can be used irrialt development programs and
syllabus designing as developers can observe tteg of acquisition of English grammar
and present them in successive lessons in jungbr $thool and high school books. The
results are also useful for university teachers wlam to present English grammar in a

systematic way in their EFL classes. If languageners know that the acquisition of
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English grammar develops in a predetermined ortheryy can take advantage in their

grammar self-study, too.
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