
Arabic Second  
Language Learning  
and Effects of Input,  
Transfer, and Typology

El español y la 
lingüística
aplicada

 MOHAMMAD T. ALHAWARY



Arabic Second Language Learning
and Effects of Input, Transfer,  
and Typology





Arabic Second Language Learning
and Effects of Input, Transfer,  
and Typology

Mohammad T. Alhawary

Georgetown University Press / Washington, DC



© 2018 Georgetown University Press. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be 
reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without 
permission in writing from the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for third-party websites or their content. URL links were 
active at time of publication.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Names: Alhawary, Mohammad T., author. 
Title: Arabic second language learning and effects of input, transfer, and  
  typology / Mohammad T. Alhawary. 
Description: Washington, DC : Georgetown University Press, 2018. | Includes  
  bibliographical references and index.  
Identifiers: LCCN 2018018065 (print) | LCCN 2018029494 (ebook) | ISBN  
  9781626166486 (ebook) | ISBN 9781626166479 (pbk.  
  : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781626166462 (hardcover : alk. paper) 
Subjects: LCSH: Arabic language—Morphosyntax. | Second language acquisition. 
Classification: LCC PJ6331 (ebook) | LCC PJ6331 .A445 2018 (print) | DDC  
  492.7/5—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018018065

 This book is printed on acid-free paper meeting the requirements of the American 
National Standard for Permanence in Paper for Printed Library Materials.

19  18      9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2   First printing

Printed in the United States of America



In Memory of My Parents





Contents

Acknowledgments  ix
Introduction  xi
Abbreviations  xv
Transliteration Symbols  xvii

1	 Description of the Target Structures  1

2	 Methods  17

3	 The Acquisition of Nominal Gender Agreement  30

4	 The Acquisition of Verbal Gender Agreement  69

5	 The Acqusition of Tense/Aspect  89

6	 The Acquisition of Null Subjects  111

7	 Theoretical Implications  137

8	 Pedagogical and Applied Implications  180

Appendixes
  A. Language Background Biographical Data  194
  B. Tables 1–4  194
References  203
Index  217
About the Author  223





    ix

Acknowledgments 

I owe a debt of gratitude to numerous individuals, too many to count or 
list here, who helped in various ways with this book and the research on 
which it is based. My utmost gratitude goes to all the students who partici-
pated in this research on different campuses in China, Russia, and Taiwan. 
Without their gracious volunteering and participation, this book would not 
have been possible. I would also like to express my gratitude to all faculty 
and students who helped with recruiting the participants, including Profes-
sor Yafia Yusif Jamil, Professor Ramazan Mamedshahov, Professor Valentina 
Semyonova, Professor Ruzana Pskhu, Professor Huey-Tsyr Jeng, Kai Hu, 
Levi Chen, Professor Suleiman Zhou, Professor Zhang Hong, Professor Jiang  
Chuan Ying, and Professor Zhang Chongzhi. I am extremely grateful to 
Hope LeGro at Georgetown University Press for believing in this project 
and for her personal care and generous attention from the anonymous re-
view stage to the very last stage of printing. My thanks are extended to Patti 
Bower for her excellent editorial work in copyediting the book manuscript 
as well as her numerous excellent suggestions. My thanks also go to the edi-
torial and production coordinator at Georgetown University Press, Kathryn 
Owens, for her attention to details and for pushing the book through produc-
tion without any delays. Last but not least, I am forever grateful to my wife 
and children for putting up with the countless hours taken away from them 
while conducting this research and completing the writing of the book. Their 
tremendous support and enthusiasm kept me going, especially during the time 
when I experienced the greatest personal loss, the passing away of both my 
parents. The final time I saw my parents, when I was last in Damascus, coin-
cided with the time I began working on this project. This book is dedicated to 
their memory. 





Introduction

This book is a follow-up to my earlier work, Arabic Second Language Acquisi-
tion of Morphosyntax (2009a). The former begins where the latter ends. The 
main objective is to provide data-driven empirical accounts of acquisition 
findings on most basic and high-frequency (morphosyntactic) structures with 
novel typological language pairings. Thus, whereas the earlier book is based 
on Arabic L2 data from adult English L1, French L1, Spanish L1, and Japanese 
L1 speakers, the present work relies on Arabic L2 data from Chinese L1 and 
Russian L1 speakers. Additionally, the present work controls more closely for 
input exposure variables by employing twelve (cross-sectional) sets of groups 
comprising 105 participants. Six groups are assigned to each of the two L1 
language backgrounds, with three groups belonging to three different lengths 
of formal exposure to Arabic as an L2 (first, second, and third year) exposed 
to nonintensive language instruction and six equivalent groups exposed to in-
tensive instruction. For generalizability and replication purposes, spontane-
ous production data are relied on here, too, rather than other measures, such 
as grammaticality judgment tasks, writing completion tasks, or other similar 
ones. In addition, such measures are metalinguistic in nature and do not neces-
sarily reflect the underlying often unconscious knowledge of the target forms 
in the learner’s interlanguage. The data were collected from the participants 
(who were university students learning Arabic as an L2) at their home institu-
tions in China, Taiwan, and Russia. 

In addition to examining the different processes, hypotheses, and acquisi-
tion patterns or tendencies of the participants, a consistent attempt is made to 
relate (to the present findings) all previous relevant findings from both Arabic 
SLA, including those based on data from English L1, Danish L1, French L1, 
Spanish L1, and Japanese L1 speaking learners of Arabic as an L2, and the 
general SLA literature. The approach in the current work takes the following 
into account: 

•	 Large data samples based on 30- to 45-minute elicitation interviews;
•	 The overall L2 performance of the participants as well as inclusion of  

snapshots of the overall raw data;
•	 Rule application in noncontexts and the full scope of Interlanguage rule 

use;

    xi
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•	 Qualitative and quantitative analyses of the data;
•	 The formal input of the participants in the classroom;
•	 Adult Arabic learners learning Arabic as an L3, with English being 

their L2, and belonging to two typologically distinct L1s exhibiting 
structures that converge and others that diverge from those in Arabic 
(and English);

•	 Analysis of L1 transfer effects;
•	 Analysis of L2 transfer effects; and
•	 Input exposure or frequency effects on language transfer from 

previously known languages.  

Evidently, a full account of the process of second language acquisition is 
contingent upon examining a whole host of internal and external acquisition 
variables and the presence of a comprehensive theory of acquisition as well 
as fully explored (and finalized) parameter-based and feature-based accounts, 
among others (e.g., Klein 1991; Lardiere 2009a, 2009b). However, despite such 
unavoidable limitations at present and in the foreseeable future, the present 
work is not only significant for shedding light on the production abilities and 
grammatical development of Arabic L2 learners with different L1s from an 
explanatory perspective but also for contributing to predictive issues of current 
theories and models of SLA, especially those related to input, cross-linguistic 
influence, usage-based learning, second language speech processing prerequi-
sites, and L1 and L2 transfer accounts.

Thus, two main research objectives motivated the present work. The first is 
to document and explain generally how Arabic second language morphosyn-
tactic knowledge develops over time. This includes identifying forms whose 
learning may be more problematic than others. This also includes explaining 
and identifying intermediate stages and use of certain default forms during the 
acquisition process. The second objective is to speculate on second language 
knowledge representation and internal learning and processing mechanisms. 
In essence, the book addresses the following questions:

•	 How do adult Arabic L2 learners come to know about the 
combinatorial properties of morphemes, words, phrases, and clauses?

•	 Do they develop L2 knowledge systematically or randomly?
•	 Can they acquire the same range of syntactic and morphological 

knowledge as native speakers and to what extent?
•	 What are the developmental paths or tendencies, if any, along which 

Arabic L2 learners progress?
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•	 What is the role of L1 in learning Arabic as an L2/L3?
•	 What is the role of L2 in learning Arabic as an L3?
•	 To what extent can input exposure override or minimize the effect of L1 

transfer and at what proficiency level?
•	 What are other factors that have a bearing on learning Arabic as a 

second language?

An additional aim of the present work is to make it accessible to a wide 
range of readers. Hence, technical and statistical jargon and details are kept to 
a minimum whenever possible. Furthermore, the work is organized so that the 
theoretical discussions are assigned to a separate chapter, but such discussions 
are nevertheless accessible with self-contained explanations and sufficient 
background information. The book is organized into eight chapters.

Chapter 1 offers a brief description of the target structures and other rel-
evant aspects of the language related to the data reported on in chapters 3–6. 
Chapter 2 discusses the main issues and questions investigated and methods 
used in the data collection, including the participants, the typological pairings 
of the participants’ L1s with respect to their Arabic L2, the participants’ other 
L2s, and the participants’ Arabic L2 proficiency or exposure time that they 
had during their formal instruction at their home institutions in their own 
countries. The research questions are addressed with the aim to control for L1 
and L2 transfer effects, typological and structural proximity effects, and input 
exposure effects. Chapters 3–6 constitute the data and findings sections of the 
book. In these chapters, the book adopts a descriptive mode in the data analy-
sis and reporting of the findings. In addition, an attempt is made to provide 
an account of the formal input that the participants received. To preserve the 
usability of the data (long after theories and models are superseded or modi-
fied) and to allow the reader to readily understand the nature and extent of the 
success of the Arabic L2 learners/participants, the data are first analyzed quali-
tatively (with snapshots of the raw data and ample representative examples of 
the participants’ output production in order to provide a sufficient account 
of the nature of the participants’ output production) and then quantitatively, 
while avoiding detailed interpretive discussions of factors and theoretical is-
sues, which are addressed in chapter 7. The aim of chapter 7 is to discuss the 
reported observations and findings of the Arabic data in light of recent and 
current proposals in the SLA literature. Chapter 8 aims to provide suggested 
implications and practical applications of the findings to subfields of Arabic 
applied linguistics. 
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The book is particularly useful for students and experts in Arabic applied 
linguistics and second language acquisition, second language acquisition prac-
titioners seeking cross-linguistic evidence, Arabic textbook writers, Arabic 
testing experts, teachers-in-training of Arabic as a second/foreign language, 
and teachers and Arabists seeking to know how Arabic is learned from the 
learner’s perspective. The book is also useful in the contexts of foreign lan-
guage learning of Arabic by Chinese, Russian, English, French, Spanish, and 
Japanese speakers in classrooms around the world or in the respective coun-
tries where these languages are spoken as L1s.  
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Abbreviations

1	 first person 
2	 second person
3	 third person
A	 adjective
Acc	 accusative case
AGR	 grammatical agreement
ANOVA	 analysis of variance
A-P	 active participle
CA	 Classical Arabic
CEM	 cumulative enhancement model 
CP	 complementizer phrase
D	 dual
DA	 dialectal Arabic 
Dem	 demonstrative pronoun
Det	 determiner
DIP	 diptote
DP	 determiner phrase
ESA	 Educated Spoken Arabic 
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FP	 functional projection 
Gen	 genitive case
H	 human
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Impera	 imperative
Imperf	 imperfective
Indef	 indefinite
Indic	 indicative mood
Juss	 jussive mood
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L2	 second/foreign language
L3	 third language
LFG	 lexical functional grammar
L2SFM	 L2 status factor model 
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M	 masculine
MSA	 Modern Standard Arabic
N	 noun
N-A	 noun–adjective
Nom	 nominative case
NP	 noun phrase
OVS	 object-verb-subject
P	 predicate 
Perf	 perfective
Pl	 plural
P-P	 passive participle
PT	 processability theory 
S	 singular
SLA	 second language acquisition
SSA	 Spoken Standard Arabic 
Subjunc	 subjunctive mood
S-V	 subject-verb
SVO	 subject-verb-object 
T	 time/session of data collection
TL	 target language
TPM	 typological primacy model 
UG	 universal grammar
V	 verb
VP	 verb phrase
VSO	 verb-subject-object
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Transliteration Symbols

The transcription of all Arabic texts in the body of the book follows a simpli-
fied International Phonetic Alphabet with some standard equivalents used in 
Arabic and Middle Eastern Studies journals. A list of all transliteration symbols 
used is provided. For the citation of Arabic titles and names of Arab authors 
in the references section, a simplified transliteration system based on standard 
usage in Arabic and Middle Eastern Studies journals has been adopted. The 
symbol ’ represents the hamza (glottal stop) and ‘ represents the ‘ayn (voiced 
pharyngeal fricative consonant). In addition, following standard practice, the 
definite article {ʔal-} is fully stated (without assimilating any part) in all of the 
Arabic examples except in cited utterances of the L2 learners, in which case 
transliteration follows the exact output production of the participants.

Consonants

Arabic	 Transliteration  
Symbol	 Symbol

	 	ب b	 voiced bilabial stop

	 	ت t	 voiceless alveolar stop

	 	ث θ	 voiceless interdental fricative

	 	ج ʤ	 voiced palato-alveolar affricate 

	 	ح ʜ	 voiceless pharyngeal (epiglottal) fricative

	 	خ x	 voiceless velar/uvular fricative

	 	د d	 voiced alveolar stop

	 	ذ ð	 voiced interdental fricative

	 	  ر r	 voiced alveolar tap/trill

	 	ز z	 voiced alveolar fricative

	 	س s	 voiceless alveolar fricative

	 	ش š	 voiceless palato-alveolor fricative

	 	ص sʕ	 voiceless alveolar fricative emphatic

	 	ض dʕ	 voiced alveolar stop emphatic

	 	ط tʕ	 voiceless alveolar stop emphatic

	 	ظ ðʕ	 voiced interdental fricative emphatic

	 	ع ʢ	 voiced pharyngeal (epiglottal) fricative



xviii    Transliteration Symbols

Arabic	 Transliteration  
Symbol	 Symbol

	 	غ γ	 voiced velar/uvular fricative

	 	ف f	 voiceless labiodental fricative

	 	ق q	 voiceless uvular stop

	 	ك k	 voiceless velar stop

	 	ل l	 voiced alveolar lateral	

	 	م m	 voiced bilabial nasal

	 	ن n	 voiced alveolar nasal

	 	ـه h	 voiceless glottal fricative

	 	و w	 voiced bilabial velar glide

	 	ي y	 voiced palatal glide

	 	ء ʔ	 (voiceless) glottal stop

	 	يّ yy	 geminate of y

	 	وّ ww	 geminate of w

Vowels

Arabic	 Transliteration  
Symbol	 Symbol

     َ	 a	 short front/back low

	ا      ā	 long front/back low

     ُ	 u	 short high back rounded

	و     ū	 long high back rounded

     ِ	 i	 short high front unrounded

	ي     ī	 long high front unrounded

	 يْ     ay	 diphthong 

	 وْ     aw	 diphthongَ
َ

 هـ
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Chapter 1
Description of the Target Structures

The target forms discussed in this chapter include nominal gender agreement, 
verbal gender agreement, tense/aspect, and null subjects. The description pro-
vided pertains to Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), comprising the main for-
mal classroom input of the participants as evident in their assigned textbooks 
(see chapters 3–6). The description is not intended to be exhaustive. Focus is 
on those features relevant to the data investigated. The target forms are among 
the high-frequency and most essential core structures to which Arabic second/
foreign learners are exposed in the first years of their learning and are charac-
terized by a great degree of regularity. 

1.1 Preliminaries

Before discussing the target forms, an overview of Arabic word structure is 
in order. Words in Arabic (as a Semitic language) have a unique underlying 
form–meaning relationship derived by combining a root and a pattern. The 
former (consisting of three to six consonants but most typically three) denotes 
the core semantic meaning while the latter (consisting of vowels and some-
times, additionally, a derivational affix/auxiliary consonant) carries some addi-
tional meaning. In other words, the complete meaning of a given word obtains 
only from combining both. Accordingly, a given word can have a large number 
of related words sharing the same root. Table 1.1 shows a list of related words 
derived from the root ʔ-k-l “that to do with eating.” The derivation is carried 
out by different types of affixation, including prefixes, suffixes, and infixes or 
circumfixes. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 (following O’Grady et al. 2009) show how the 
pattern -a-a- is affixed to the root ʔ-k-l “that to do with eating” to form the 
perfective/past tense and the pattern ya-u- is affixed to the same root to form 
the imperfective/present tense, respectively (see also Alhawary 2009a, 2011). 

Learners of Arabic do not usually learn Arabic words or their derivation 
by combining a given root with a pattern from early on. Instead, they start 



Table 1.1  Lexical derivation based on root  
		  Lexical 
Root 	 Derived Form	 Category	 Gloss

ʔ-k-l	 ʔakal	 V	 “he ate”
	 yaʔkul	 V	 “he eats/is eating”
	 yuʔkal	 V	 “is eaten”
	 ʔakl	 N	 “eating/food”
	 maʔkūl	 N	 “eaten”
	 maʔkūlāt	 N	 “dishes/types of food”

Figure 1.1  Lexical derivation based on combining root- and pattern-bound mor-
phemes to derive the past tense verb ʔakal “he ate”

Figure 1.2  Lexical derivation based on combining root- and pattern-bound mor-
phemes to derive the present tense verb yaʔkul “he eats/is eating”
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by learning words (and storing them in memory) as base forms. They learn 
that certain words such as perfective/past tense and imperfective/present tense 
verbs inflected for third person singular masculine are base forms from which 
other (derived) verbs as well as active and passive participles are formed. For 
example, from the base form ʔakal “he ate,” another verb such as ʔakkal “he 
fed” is derived by duplicating the second root consonant to derive a causative 
meaning (see table 1.2). Similarly, singular nouns and singular (real) adjectives 
are introduced as base forms for the dual and plural of such forms (table 1.2). 

Although Arabic root system may not be relevant in Arabic L2 mental lexi-
con (in terms of storage and recall) during the early stages of L2 development, 
since Arabic L2 learners learn to rely on base words for word derivation and 
affixation, it is worth mentioning here that many studies on Arabic L1 have 
provided evidence in support of the psychological reality of the root (in Ara-
bic and Semitic languages) based on many data sources. Such sources include 
slips of the tongue data (e.g., Abd El-Jawad and Abu-Salim 1987; Berg and Abd 
El-Jawad 1996), aphasic data (e.g., Prunet, Beland, and Idrissi 2000; Idrissi, 
Prunet, and Beland 2008), dyslexic data (Idrissi and Kehayia 2004), hypoco-
ristic data (e.g., Davis and Zawaydeh 2001; Frisch and Zawaydeh 2001), lexi-
cal and morphological processing (e.g., Boudelaa and Marlsen-Wilson 2001, 
2004, 2011; Mahfoudhi 2005, 2007), and first language development data from 

Table 1.2  Lexical derivation based on word base/stem
	 Base & 	 Lexical  
Root	 Derived Words	 Category	 Gender	 Gloss

ʔ-k-l	 ʔakal	 V	 M (3.S)	 “he ate”
	 ʔakkal	 V	 M (3.S) 	 “he fed”
	 ʔakla	 N	 F.S	 “a dish/type of food”
	 ʔaklatāni	 N	 F.D	 “two dishes/types of food”
	 ʔakalāt	 N	 F.Pl	 “dishes/types of food”
	 ʔākil	 N/A	 M.S	 “eater/having eaten”
	 ʔākilāni	 N/A	 M.D	 “two eaters/having eaten”
	 ʔākilūna	 N/A	 M.Pl	 “eaters/having eaten”
	 ʔākila	 N/A	 F.S	 “eater/having eaten”
	 ʔākilatāni	 N/A	 F.D	 “two eaters/having eaten”
	 ʔākilāt	 N/A	 F.Pl	 “eaters/having eaten”
sʕ-γ-r	 sʕaγīr 	 A	 M.S	 “small”
	 sʕaγīrāni	 A	 M.D	 “small”
	 sʕiγār 	 A	 M.Pl	 “small”
	 sʕaγīra	 A	 F.S	 “small”
	 sʕaγīratāni	 A	 F.D	 “small”
	 sʕaγīrāt 	 A	 F.Pl	 “small”
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Arabic and Hebrew (e.g., Badry 2005; Berman 1985, 1999; see also McCarthy 
1981).1 In later Arabic L2 development, Arabic root and pattern systems and 
related word formation and affixation processes seem to become efficiently 
operative with more lexical/vocabulary knowledge (see Redouane 2001, 2003). 
Due to the scope of the data, this book does not deal with this issue, although 
future research should investigate the interaction between root and pattern 
systems (as they relate to word formation) and the different types of affixation 
processes more vigorously and from the outset of learning. For the purpose of 
the present book, it is crucial to note here that not all patterns have productive 
uniformity and that Arabic L2 learners are not usually introduced to the no-
tion of root and pattern from the beginning of their exposure to the language. 
The derived forms illustrated in tables 1.1 and 1.2 are usually introduced as 
base forms for others, such as past versus present and singular versus dual 
and plural, with roots and patterns being introduced later mainly to develop 
the skill of looking up words in the dictionary or guessing their meanings (for 
more on the structure and derivation of Arabic verbs, nouns, and adjectives, 
see Alhawary 2011). 

1.2 Gender Agreement 

The focus of gender agreement is on three types of constructions: nominal 
gender agreement within the noun phrase between the attributive adjective 
and the head noun, nominal gender agreement between the demonstrative 
pronoun and the predicate noun within the equational/verbless sentence, and 
verbal gender agreement. Before discussing the three target structures holisti-
cally, this section discusses gender assignments of individual words, mainly 
nouns, adjectives, and pronouns.

Arabic nouns are marked by either natural/biological gender or grammati-
cal gender. Natural gender refers to natural or biological assignment of gender 
(masculine and feminine) to words according to the biological distinction of 
human and animal referents, as in (1) below, whereas grammatical gender re-
fers to the arbitrary assignment of gender (masculine or feminine) to words 
whose referents often do not exhibit any apparent reason for the distinction, 
as in (2).2 

(1)	 Natural gender:		  tʕālib		  “a male student”
				    tʕālib-a		  “a female student”
	 	 	 	 ʔinsān		  “a male human being”
	 	 	 	 ʔinsān-a		 “a female human being”
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				    kalb		  “a male dog”
				    kalb-a		  “a female dog”
(2)	 Grammatical gender:	 kitāb		  “a book.m”
				    qalam		  “a pen.m”
				    sayyār-a		 “a car-f ”
				    mistʕar-a	 “a ruler-f ”

The examples of nouns in (1) and (2) also illustrate masculine forms marked 
by a zero morpheme {-0}, which is usually the default base form, and feminine 
forms marked by the suffix {-a}.3 This is the case with the majority of nouns 
and in particular the case with derived participles (active or passive) where, 
for example, tʕālib is essentially an active participle “seeker” in Classical Arabic 
(CA), as in tʕālib ʢilm “seeker of knowledge,” but it has taken on a lexicalized 
meaning in MSA. 

However, natural/biological masculine and feminine nouns need not have 
apparent related forms in MSA, as in (3)—not unlike grammatical gender, as 
illustrated in (2).

(3)	 raʤul			   “a man”
	 ʔimraʔ-a			   “a woman”
	 θawr			   “a bull”
	 baqar-a			   “a she-cow”

The examples in (3) show feminine and masculine nouns not derived from the 
same root.4 Nevertheless, such nouns exhibit the distinction between mascu-
line and feminine forms by means of the gender suffix {-a}. 

In addition to the feminine suffix {-a}, two other suffixes {-ā} and {āʔ} mark 
nouns for feminine, as in the words listed in (4).

(4)	 ʔunθ-ā			   “female”
	 ʢasʕ-ā			   “a stick-f ”	  
	 sʕaʜr-āʔ			   “a desert-f ”
	 sam-āʔ			   “a sky-f ”5

Together with {-a}, the suffixes {-ā} and {āʔ} mark the vast majority of Arabic 
feminine singular nouns, with the suffix {-a} being the most frequent one (see 
Ṣaydāwī 1999, 297). 

However, there are some exceptions (not included among the target forms) 
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that are termed “crypto” feminine, to use Whorf ’s terminology, where a small 
subclass of words are assigned the feminine (grammatical) gender without ex-
hibiting a feminine suffix, as in (5).

(5)	 nafs		  “self.f ”
	 ʜarb		  “war.f ”
	 ʔardʕ		  “earth.f ”
	 šams		  “sun.f ”
	 kaʔs		  “a glass.f ”
	 dār		  “a house.f ”6

In addition, there are three small subclasses of nouns, two of which are used 
feminine or masculine depending on the intended meaning and one where ei-
ther gender use is optional. One such subclass of nouns ends with the feminine 
suffix {-a}, such as ħayy-a “snake,” but can be used as feminine or masculine 
depending on the intended (natural/biological) gender of an animal. A second 
subclass does not end with a gender suffix, such as faras “horse,” but can be 
used as feminine or masculine depending on the intended gender. A third sub-
class, such as those listed in (6) below, do not exhibit a feminine gender suffix 
and can be used as either feminine or masculine in CA—although in MSA they 
are mostly used as masculine as part of a simplifying trend.

(6)	 tʕarīq		  “road”
	 sabīl		  “path, road”
	 sūq		  “market”
	 dalw		  “bucket”
	 sikkīn		  “knife”
	 xamr		  “wine”

Notwithstanding the irregular cases of gender markings on nouns (especially 
the feminine nouns that do not end with a feminine suffix), gender use with 
nouns is characterized by a great deal of regularity and frequency in MSA, 
especially by means of the suffix {-a}.7 

Use of gender with adjectives is characterized by even more regularity in 
MSA, exhibiting the same gender suffixes as nouns: {-a}, {-ā}, and {-āʔ}. Table 
1.3 lists adjectives inflected for both masculine and feminine gender distinc-
tions with the three feminine suffixes. Table 1.3 also illustrates that the choice 
of the suffix depends on the particular pattern of adjectives, setting aside their 
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semantic triggers as observed by traditional Arab grammarians (for example, 
see Al-Ḥulwānī 1972, 270–71). 

Like gender assignment on nouns, the most prevalent of all three feminine 
gender suffixes is the suffix{-a}. Given that it is permissible in MSA to supply the 
suffix {-a} where CA would require the suffix {-ā}, as in γadʕbān and γadʕb-ā/
γadʕbān-a “angry” for masculine and feminine respectively, this means that 
the feminine affix can in fact be restricted to two rather than three contexts 
(see Majma‘ Al-Lugha Al-‘Arabiyya 1984, 126, 131–32). In other words, except 
when the masculine form (ending with a zero morpheme) has the pattern of 
ʔafʢal with the corresponding feminine pattern being faʢl-āʔ, which is specific 
to color and body defect/beauty adjectives, the only other option is the femi-
nine ending {-a}. Hence, this makes it an easier task for the L2 learner to supply 
the feminine suffix on adjectives (see Alhawary 2011, 261–69). 

In addition, there is a class of adjectives of certain patterns, such as mifʢal, 
mifʢāl, mifʢīl, or faʢūl (when they denote an active participle meaning) and 
faʢīl, fiʢl, or faʢl (when they denote a passive participle meaning), which 
do not require a feminine suffix in CA (that is, the masculine and feminine 
form are identical, ending with a zero morpheme), as in (7) below (see Al-
Ghalayyīnī 2000, 100–101).

(7)	 raʤul ʤarīʜ		  ʔimraʔa ʤarīʜ
	 man    wounded.s		  woman   wounded.s
	 “a wounded man”		  “a wounded woman”8

However, the simplification tendency in MSA has been to mark the adjective 
with the feminine referent by means of the {-a} suffix as acknowledged by the 

Table 1.3  Inflectional derivation of gender: singular feminine suffixes  
Masculine	 Feminine	 Gloss	 Reasons for Type of Suffix

ʔākil	 ʔākil-a	 “eater/ 	 due to pattern/derived A-P 
		   having eaten”	
maʔkūl	 maʔkūl-a	 “eaten”	 due to pattern/derived P-P
qaliq	 qaliq-a	 “worried”	 due to pattern
sʕaγīr	 sʕaγīr-a	 “small”	 due to pattern
γadʕbān	 γadʕb-ā/γadʕbān-a*	 “angry”	 due to pattern
ʔazraq	 zarqāʔ	 “blue”	 color adjective/due to pattern
ʔasʕlaʢ	 sʕalʢāʔ	 “bald”	 body defects or beauties/ 
			   due to pattern

* The suffix {-a} is allowed in MSA instead of CA’s feminine pattern faʢ-lā.
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Egyptian Arabic Language Academy to be grammatically correct (see Majma‘ 
Al-Lugha Al-‘Arabiyya 1984). The CA examples in (7) are rewritten in (8) as 
sanctioned MSA use and dialectal use as well.

(8)	 raʤul ʤarīʜ	 ʔimraʔa       ʤarīʜ-a 
	 man    wounded.s	 woman	       wounded-s.f
	 “a wounded man”	 “a wounded woman”

Finally, there are words in CA that do not exhibit a feminine ending, as they 
refer to an exclusively female quality, such as ʜāmil “pregnant,” ʜāʔidʕ “men-
struating,” and θayyib “a female who is not virgin.” Such words follow the regular 
rule in MSA, exhibiting the feminine suffix {-a}. Thus, it is grammatically correct 
in MSA to have ʜāmil-a “pregnant,” ʜāʔidʕ-a “menstruating,” and θayyib-a “a 
female who is not virgin” (Majma‘ Al-Lugha Al-‘Arabiyya 1984, 126, 131–33). 

The above thus far illustrates that gender assignment on adjectives, similar 
to nouns, is quite regular in MSA. It is also worth mentioning here that current 
Arabic L2 textbooks follow the simplification tendencies and rules of MSA. 
Furthermore, the highly regular feminine gender suffix {-a} in nouns and ad-
jectives is the most prevalent of the three suffixes and almost exclusively used 
during the first year of Arabic L2 instruction.

In addition to nouns and adjectives, pronouns, including demonstratives, 
are also marked for gender. Demonstrative pronouns are realized as free mor-
phemes. In addition to gender, demonstrative pronouns are inflected for num-
ber, distance, humanness, and (the ones marking the dual) for case. Table 1.4 
lists the basic demonstrative pronouns in MSA (see Alhawary 2011, 108–111).

Not all of the demonstrative pronouns listed in table 1.4 are available in the 
input, especially during most of the first year of instruction. In addition, four 
of the pronouns are rarely used in MSA (i.e., those marked by an asterisk). 

Table 1.4  Arabic (MSA) demonstrative pronouns 
Demonstrative 	 Gloss	 Demonstrative	 Gloss

hāðā	 “this.S.M”	 ðālika	 “that.S.M”
hāðihi	 “this.S.F”	 tilka	 “that.S.F” 
hāðāni	 “these.D.M.Nom”	 ðānika*	 “those.D.M.Nom”
hāðayni	 “these.D.M.Acc/Gen”	 ðaynika*	 “those.D.M.Acc/Gen”
hātāni	 “these.D.F.Nom”	 tānika*	 “those.D.F.Nom”
hātayni	 “these.D.F.Acc/Gen”	 taynika*	 “those.D.F.Acc/Gen”
hāʔulāʔi	 “these.Pl.H.M/F”	 ʔulāʔika	 “those.Pl.H.M/F”
hāðihi	 “these.Pl.None-H”	 tilka	 “those.Pl.None-H”

* = infrequent in MSA
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Focus here is on the singular masculine and singular feminine pronouns hāðā 
“this.s.m” and hāðihi “this.s.f,” respectively. 

1.2.1 Nominal Gender Agreement within the Arabic Noun Phrase 

In Arabic, a noun phrase (NP) consisting of a head noun and an attributive 
(modifying) adjective agree in gender (masculine or feminine), number (sin-
gular, dual, or plural), definiteness, and case (nominative, accusative, or geni-
tive). Examples (9)–(12) illustrate the Arabic agreement phenomenon between 
the head noun and the attributive adjective with respect to number (singular), 
gender (singular masculine and singular feminine), and case (nominative, ac-
cusative, and genitive) features.

9(a)	 tʕālib-(u-n)			  ʤadīd-(u-n)
	 student.s.m-(Nom-Indef)	 new.s.m-(Nom-Indef)
	 “a new male student”
9(b)	 tʕālib-(a-n)			   ʤadīd-(a-n)
	 student.s.m-(Acc-Indef)	 new.s.m-(Acc-Indef) 
	 “a new male student”
9(c)	 tʕālib-(i-n)			   ʤadīd-(i-n)
	 student.s.m-(Gen-Indef)	 new.s.m-(Gen-Indef) 
	 “a new male student”
10(a)	tʕālib-a[t]-(u-n)		  ʤadīd-a[t]-(u-n)
	 student-s.f-(Nom-Indef)	 new-s.f-(Nom-Indef) 
	 “a new female student”
10(b)	tʕālib-a[t]-(a-n)		  ʤadīd-a[t]-(a-n)
	 student-s.f-(Acc-Indef)	 new-s.f-(Acc-Indef) 
	 “a new female student”
10(c)	 tʕālib-a[t]-(i-n)		  ʤadīd-a[t]-(i-n)
	 student-s.f-(Gen-Indef)	 new-s.f-(Gen-Indef) 
	 “a new female student”
11(a)	(ʔal)-qalam-(u)		  (ʔal)-ʤadīd-(u)
	 (the)-pen.s.m-(Nom)	 (the)-new.s.m-(Nom)
	 “the new pen” 
11(b)	(ʔal)-qalam-(a)		  (ʔal)-ʤadīd-(a)
	 (the)-pen.s.m-(Acc)		  (the)-new.s.m-(Acc)
	 “the new pen” 
11(c)	 (ʔal)-qalam-(i)		   (ʔal)-ʤadīd-(i)
	 (the)-pen.s.m-(Gen)		 (the)-new.s.m-(Gen)
	 “the new pen” 
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12(a)	(ʔal)-sayyār-a[t]-(u)		 (ʔal)-ʤadīd-a[t]-(u)
	 (the)-car-s.f-(Nom)		  (the)-new-s.f-(Nom)
	 “the new car”
12(b)	(ʔal)-sayyār-a[t]-(a)		  (ʔal)-ʤadīd-a[t]-(a)
	 (the)-car-s.f-(Acc)		  (the)-new-s.f-(Acc)
	 “the new car”
12(c)	 (ʔal)-sayyār-a[t]-(i)		  (ʔal)-ʤadīd-a[t]-(i)
	 (the)-car-s.f-(Gen)		  (the)-new-s.f-(Gen)
	 “the new car”

Examples (9)–(10) show that the indefinite (in the singular) feature is signaled 
by nunation {-n}. In pause form, indefiniteness corresponds to the bare form of 
the word (i.e., as a zero morpheme). In addition and as explained above, when 
case is produced on words inflected for singular feminine {-a} in full MSA/
CA form, the feminine ending is realized as {-at} with [t] surfacing, as in (10) 
and (12). However, in pause form (i.e., without producing case endings), the 
consonant [t] is not required.9 Focus here is on the gender distinction between 
singular masculine and singular feminine irrespective of case and definiteness. 
Hence, case and definiteness features are provided in parentheses in (9)–(12). 
Essentially, the bare target forms with respect to gender agreement within Ara-
bic NPs are provided in (13)–(16).

(13)	 tʕālib			   ʤadīd
	 student.s.m			  new.s.m
	 “a new male student”
(14)	 tʕālib-a			   ʤadīd-a
	 student.s-f			   new-s.f 
	 “a new female student”
(15)	 qalam		   	 ʤadīd
	 pen.s.m			   new.s.m
 	 “a new pen”
(16)	 sayyār-a			   ʤadīd-a
	 car-s.f			   new-s.f
	 “a new car” 

1.2.2 Nominal Gender Agreement Involving Demonstratives

Focus of nominal gender agreement involving demonstrative pronouns is on 
the distinction between the singular masculine demonstrative hāðā “this.s.m” 
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and singular feminine demonstrative hāðihi “this.s.f ” and agreement with a 
corresponding (singular masculine or singular feminine) predicate noun in 
nominal/verbless construction. Accordingly, agreement between a demon-
strative and a predicate noun (within a nominal/verbless sentence) involves 
gender (masculine versus feminine) and number (singular), as in (17)–(20).

(17)	 hāðā 				    tʕālib-(u-n)
	 this.s.m				    student.s.m-(Nom-Indef)
	 “This is a male student.”
(18)	 hāðihi 				    tʕālib-a[t]-(u-n)
	 this.s.f				    student-s.f-(Nom-Indef)
	 “This is a female student.”
(19)	 hāðā				    qalam-(u-n)
	 this.s.m				    pen.s.m-(Nom-Indef)
 	 “This is a pen.”
(20)	 hāðihi 				    sayyār-a[t]-(u-n)
	 this.s.f				    car-s.f-(Nom-Indef)
	 “This is a car.”

Case suffixes with nouns following a demonstrative pronoun are included 
within parentheses to indicate their use in full form, resulting in the surfacing 
of [t] with singular feminine nouns that exhibit the gender suffix {-a}. How-
ever, as stated above, case is not a target feature. L2 learners can produce the 
nominal/verbless constructions in pause form and the constructions would 
still be intact grammatically. 

1.2.3 Verbal Gender Agreement

Any given Arabic verb is inflected for the features tense/aspect (past/perfective 
or present/imperfective), person, number, and gender.10 An Arabic verb agrees 
either with an implied subject in the discourse (Arabic being a null-subject 
language as discussed further below), an explicit NP, or explicit pronoun sub-
ject. Sentences (21)–(22) illustrate the target verbal agreement inflectional fea-
tures in the present tense: third person singular masculine and third person 
singular feminine. 

(21)	 ʔal-tʕālib-(u)				    ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 the-student.s.m-(Nom)			   3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “The male student eats/is eating.”
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(22)	 ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)				    ta-ʔkul-(u)
	 the-student-s.f-(Nom)			   3.s.f-eat-(Indic)
	 “The female student eats/is eating.”

Examples (21)–(22) illustrate the verbs ya-ʔkul “he eats/is eating” and ta-ʔkul 
“she eats/is eating” inflected for third person singular masculine and feminine 
agreement features to agree with a singular masculine and singular feminine 
subject through use of the prefixes {ya-} and {ta-}, respectively. In addition, in 
full form, present tense verbs are inflected for mood (indicative, subjunctive, 
and jussive). Past tense forms are not inflected for mood. In (21)–(22), mood 
suffixes are included in parentheses since they are optional and, like case, have 
no consequences to the target forms of the current study and are not included 
in the target forms of the study.
	 Similar agreement holds between the subject and the verb in the past form 
but through suffixes. A verb in the past tense is inflected for third person sin-
gular masculine through its unique zero morpheme (and one that represents 
the shortest form of Arabic verbal paradigm) and for third person singular 
feminine through the suffix {-t}. Sentences (23)–(24) illustrate the target verbal 
agreement inflectional features in the past tense. 

(23)	 ʔal-tʕālib-(u)			   ʔakala
	 the-student.s.m-(Nom)		  ate.3.s.m
	 “The male student ate.”
(24)	 ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)			   ʔakala-t
	 the-student-s.f-(Nom)		  ate-3.s.f
	 “The female student ate.”

Finally, Arabic verbal agreement involves asymmetrical agreement in a 
VSO word order as opposed to an SVO one. In the former, the verb agrees with 
a following (postverbal) subject in gender only, whereas in the latter the verb 
agrees with a preceding (preverbal) subject in all respects: person, number, 
and gender. However, since the focus of the present study is on third person 
singular masculine and feminine agreement, word order has no consequences 
here. Sentences (21)–(24) are restated as (25)–(28) in a VSO order. 

(25)	 ya-ʔkul-(u)				   ʔal-tʕālib-(u)
	 3.s.m-eat-(Indic)			   the-student.s.m-(Nom)
	 “The male student eats/is eating.”
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(26)	 ta-ʔkul-(u)				   ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)
	 3.s.f-eat-(Indic)			   the-student-s.f-(Nom)
	 “The female student eats/is eating.”
(27)	 ʔakala 				    ʔal-tʕālib-(u)
	 ate.3.s.m 				    the-student.s.m-(Nom)
	 “The male student ate.”
(28)	 ʔakala-t 				    ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)
	 ate-3.s.f 				    the-student-s.f-(Nom)
	 “The female student ate.”

Examples (25)–(28) are identical to sentences (21)–(24) with respect to the 
target verbal agreement forms: third person singular masculine and third per-
son singular feminine, exhibiting the same prefixes and suffixes. In summary, 
what is important here is that in each case, whether for preverbal or postverbal 
agreement and whether for past or present tense agreement, the verb is dis-
tinctly marked for third person singular masculine versus third person singu-
lar feminine. In other words, and in terms of the target forms and the purpose 
of the present study, agreement features contained in the prefix include person, 
number, and gender information just as agreement features contained in the 
suffix indicate person, number and gender information.11 

1.3 Tense/Aspect 

As discussed above, the distinction between past/perfective and present/im-
perfective is readily established by the presence of a prefix or suffix. Present/
imperfective is marked with a prefix and past/perfective is marked with a suf-
fix. Focus here is on third person singular masculine and third person singular 
feminine regardless of word order (i.e., with both SVO and VSO word orders 
being included). Hence, examples that illustrate the target present/imperfec-
tive forms are identical to sentences (21)–(22) and (25)–(26) and examples that 
illustrate the target past/perfective forms are identical to sentences (23)–(24) 
and (27)–(28) stated above. 

1.4 Null Subjects 

Arabic is a pro-drop/null-subject language.12 This means a verb with a pro-
noun suffix attached to it can stand alone (in the matrix clause) without an 
explicit NP or overt pronominal subject. This is applicable to both present and 
past tenses, as in (29)–(32).
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(29)	 ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “He eats/is eating.”
(30)	 ta-ʔkul-(u)
	 3.s.f-eat-(Indic)
	 “She eats/is eating.”
(31)	 ʔakala 
	 ate.3.s.m 
	 “He ate.”
(32)	 ʔakala-t 
	 ate-3.s.f 
	 “She ate.”

Like the other target forms, mood marking in the present tense/aspect, which 
is produced in full form in MSA, is stated in parentheses and is not the focus 
of the present study. 
	 However, there are contexts in Arabic where use of an overt pronoun or 
explicit NP is obligatory. One such context is when a verb occurs in a lower 
or embedded clause following the complementizers ʔinna “that” and ʔanna 
“that” or any of their sisters lākinna “but,” kaʔanna “it seems that/as though,” 
layta “would that,” and laʢalla “hope that.” The six particles and verbs com-
prise a small class known as ʔinna and its sisters. Sentences (33)–(35) illustrate 
non-null-subject contexts.13 

(33)	 ʔa-ðʕunn-(u)		  ʔanna-hu		  ʔakala 
	 1.s-think-(Indic) 	       	 that-he	  		  ate.3.s.m
	 “I think that he ate.”
(34)	 ʔana	 ʤawʢān-(u)	 lākinna-hā		  ʔakala-t
	 I		  hungry-(Nom)	 but-she	  		  ate-3.s.f
	 “I am hungry, but she ate.”
(35)	 ya-bdū		          	 kaʔanna-hu		  ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 3.s.m-seem		        	 as though-he		  3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “It/he seems as though he is eating.”

Thus, while Arabic can be characterized as a null-subject language, where use 
of an explicit subject or overt pronoun subject is optional syntactically, there 
are contexts where optionality of subject use is blocked,, such as occurrence 
after ʔinna and any of its sisters.14 The present study attempts to mainly inves-
tigate null subjects whether or not subjects are dropped in optional syntactic 
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contexts. Non-null-subject use is also discussed (in chapter 6) in the produc-
tion and instructional input of the participants of the present study. 

1.5 Summary

The foregoing account is a basic though sufficiently detailed description of the 
target forms of the current study, which include

•	 nominal gender agreement,
•	 verbal gender agreement,
•	 tense/aspect, and
•	 null subjects. 

These target morphosyntactic forms are among the most basic and regular 
features to which Arabic L2 learners are exposed in their first years of learning. 
Explanation of Arabic root and pattern morphemes and word derivation—
quite relevant to the target structures—is also offered in order to underscore 
the full scope of what is entailed in acquiring and producing the inflectional 
morphological and syntactic features focused on here. This is important since 
the findings and conclusions take into account the learning task involved, 
which is one of the most important L2 learning factors. In subsequent chap-
ters (3–6), the presence and absence of the target structures in the participants’ 
L1s and L2s are also discussed, and analyses are given of the distribution of the 
target forms and their frequency in the instructional input that the participants 
received. 

Notes
1. Others have claimed that the processes of derivation in Arabic rely on the 

word as a base form rather than the root (e.g., Ratcliffe 1997, 1998; Benmamoun 
1999).

2. Arabic does not exhibit neutral gender. 
3. The corresponding feminine suffix in pause form in CA is {-ah}. When an 

additional suffix is added (in both MSA and CA), such as that for case or the dual, 
a final consonant {-t} surfaces, as in tʕālib-a-t-āni “two female students.” Of course, 
this does not apply to the masculine form, as in tʕālib-āni “two male students.”

4. It is to be noted here that ʔimraʔ-a and its variant marʔ-a, as in ʔal-marʔ-a 
“the woman,” in MSA and CA have a corresponding masculine noun ʔimruʔ/
ʔimraʔ/ʔimriʔ “a man” in CA but is no longer commonly used in MSA, although 
the variant ʔal-marʔ “the man/person” is still used in MSA. 

5. Note words ending in {-āʔ} such as māʔ “water” and dāʔ “disease” are mas-
culine because the two segment sounds {-āʔ} are part of their triliteral roots and 
only one consonant would be left of the word if dropped.
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6. Note that other equivalent and synonymous terms kūb “cup” and bayt “house” 
are treated as masculine. Although no apparent reason for the feminine gender 
assignment of such nouns can be found, often entities denoting some kind of a 
source are feminine (e.g., šams “sun,” biʔr “water well,” ʔardʕ “Earth,” etc.). 

7. Some body parts do not exhibit a feminine ending, yet they are treated as 
feminine. The general rule is that a body part that is part of a pair is treated as 
feminine. For example, yad “hand,” qadam “foot,” sinn “tooth,” and ʢayn “eye” all 
behave as feminine words, since each consists of two identical body parts versus 
raʔs “head,” lisān “tongue,” ðʕahr “back,” and batʕn “abdomen,” all of which behave 
as masculine (see also Barakāt 1988). There are a few exceptions, such as sāʢid 
“forearm” and xadd “cheek.” What is important here is that body parts (as well as 
color adjectives) are usually either presented late in the curriculum (for example, 
Brustad, Al-Batal, and Al-Tonsi 1995, 334, 339) or, if presented earlier in the cur-
riculum, the gender marking and the underlying rule are not presented. For this 
reason, the gender of body parts (and color adjectives) is not included among the 
target gender agreement forms. 

8. It should be noted that in CA when adjectives belonging to such patterns are 
used as nouns and when the gender of the referent is not possible to ascertain from 
context, then the rule is to supply the feminine {-a} suffix as in: raʔaytu ʤarīħ-a “I 
saw a wounded female” (Al-Ghalayyīnī 2000, 101). 

9. However, it is quite possible for L2 learners of Arabic to produce [t] in pause 
form as attested in the output production of some of the participants of this study, 
such as the example (a) below (see also Alhawary 2009a for similar output by other 
Arabic L2 learners):

(a)	 sayyār-at		 sʕaγīr-at
	 car-s.f		  small-s.f
	 “a small car”

10. It is not the intention here to force a strict tense versus aspect analysis of 
the Arabic verb. Fassi Fehri argues that a proper characterization of Arabic is one 
that takes both into account with Arabic exhibiting “a dual tense-aspect” verbal 
inflectional system (1993, 146). For the purpose of the current study, reference 
is primarily made to tense, but this should not necessarily preclude an aspectual 
component. 

11. In terms of the full verbal agreement paradigm and in the case of present/
imperfective verb forms inflected for plural masculine or plural feminine, agree-
ment features for person, number, and gender are shared by both a prefix and a 
suffix. 

12. Evidently, null-subject use follows pragmatic and discourse rules and use 
of overt subject pronouns is a marked rather than the default use. This is further 
discussed in chapter 6 together with the output production of the participants. 

13. This is so since the two complementizers and any of their sisters subcatego-
rize for a nominal sentence whose predicate can be a noun, an adjective, or a verb. 

14. For other uses of pronominal subjects, see chapter 6. 



Chapter 2
Methods 

This chapter discusses the main research questions investigated, methods used 
in the data collection, the participants, the typological constellations or pair-
ings of the participants’ L1s with respect to their Arabic L2, the participants’ 
other L2s, and the participants’ Arabic L2 proficiency or exposure time that 
they had during their formal instruction at their home institutions in their 
own countries. The research questions are formulated with the aim to control 
for L1 and L2 transfer effects, typological and structural proximity effects, and 
input exposure effects. 

2.1 Research Questions

The present research addresses Arabic L2 grammatical development with two 
distinct L2 and L1 pairings: Arabic L2 acquisition by Chinese L1 and Russian 
L1 speakers. To date, such pairings have been woefully underinvestigated de-
spite the significant findings that can be yielded from investigating them. In 
addition, all participants had previously learned English as an L2. The follow-
ing questions are examined:  

•	 What types of L2 knowledge and use with respect to the target 
structure, including nominal gender agreement, verbal agreement, 
tense/aspect, and null subjects (see chapter 1), do Russian L1 and 
Chinese L1 learners of Arabic exhibit? 

•	 What is the role of L1 transfer given the two distinct L1 and L2 
pairings: an L2 such as Mandarin Chinese with an impoverished 
morphological system where, for example, verb forms are uniformly 
uninflected and where nominal gender agreement is not exhibited 
(typologically unlike Arabic) and an L2 such as Russian with a rich 
morphological system where verb forms are uniformly inflected and 
where nominal gender agreement is exhibited (typologically like Arabic)?



•	 To what extent can input exposure override or minimize the effect of  
L1 transfer and at what proficiency level?

•	 Can adult L2 learners of Arabic acquire the same range of syntactic and 
morphological knowledge as native speakers and to what extent?

•	 What is the role of L2 transfer (with respect to the target structures) 
from a language such as English (and other possible L2s) in acquiring 
Arabic as an L3?  

•	 What developmental paths or tendencies, if any, do such Arabic L2 
learners progress when acquiring the target forms? 

•	 What other factors have a bearing on learning Arabic as a foreign 
language?  

Crucial to addressing the above questions is controlling for a number of fac-
tors, which include the participants’ L1 and L2 language backgrounds, the types 
of instructional input to which the participants were exposed, and lengths or 
time settings (e.g., intensive versus nonintensive) in which the participants 
received their classroom instruction of Arabic. The above questions are ad-
dressed in light of recent crosslinguistic influence, usage-based learning, L1 
transfer, L2 transfer, and speech processing prerequisites accounts. 

2.2 Participants

Twelve groups of Arabic L2 learners at the university level participated in the 
study in their home institutions in their respective countries in Russia, China, 
and Taiwan. Table 2.1 displays the demographic data of the participants. The 
participants belonged to four sets of pairings. One set of Chinese L1 speakers 
(referred to here as Chinese L1-A) had intensive exposure to Arabic and belong 
to three groups according to their enrollment in Arabic (1st year, 2nd year, and 
3rd year) and were at the time of the study receiving 14 hours of instruction 
per year. Another set of Chinese L1 speakers (referred to here as Chinese L1-B) 
had nonintensive exposure to Arabic and belong to three groups according to 
their year of enrollment in Arabic (1st year, 2nd year, and 3rd year) and were 
receiving about half as much time in Arabic instruction (6, 8, and 8 hours, 
respectively) as their Chinese L1-A counterparts. A third set of Russian L1 
speakers (referred to here as Russian L1-A) had intensive exposure to Arabic 
and belong to three groups according to their year of enrollment in Arabic (1st 
year, 2nd year, and 3rd year) and were at the time of the study receiving 12, 
10, and 10 hours of instruction per year, respectively. A fourth set of Russian 
L1 speakers (referred to here as Russian L1-B) had nonintensive exposure to 
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Arabic and belong to three groups according to their year of enrollment in 
Arabic (1st year, 2nd year, and 3rd year) and were at the time receiving half as 
much time in Arabic instruction (6, 6, and 4.5 hours of instruction per year, 
respectively) as their Russian L1-A counterparts.  
	 In other words, the participants essentially make up four sets of groups (two 
intensive sets and two nonintensive sets) along three different proficiency lev-
els belonging to (1) two different L1s (in order to control for structural and ty-
pological effects) and (2) two sets of groups, one set having double (intensive) 
the amount of L2 exposure than the other (nonintensive) one.1 The latter is 
intended to examine the extent to which L1 effect can be overridden or mini-
mized by controlling for the amount of (Arabic) L2 input exposure. 
	 To control for any earlier (Arabic) exposure effects, the participants had 
no background in Arabic prior to their enrollment in Arabic courses in their 
home institutions and were not heritage speakers. In other words, all partici-
pants had zero exposure to Arabic prior to joining their academic institution. 
In addition, none of the participants in Group 1 of all four sets had made 
any trip to an Arabic-speaking country. Neither had any of the Chinese L1-A 
and Chinese L1-B Groups 2 and 3 except for two participants (one in Chinese 
L1-A Group 3 and another in Chinese L1-B Group 3), who had done so for 

Table 2.1  Participants
		  Credit			    
	 Length of	 Hours	 Males/	 Age	 Age 
Groups	 Exposure	 Enrolled in 	 Females	 Range	 Means

Chinese L1-A	 				  
Group1 (n = 10)	 Year 1	 14	 5/5	 18–19	 18.5
Group2 (n = 10)	 Year 2	 14	 5/5	 19–20	 19.9
Group3 (n = 10)	 Year 3	 14	 6/4	 20–22	 20.9

Chinese L1-B					   
Group1 (n = 9)	 Year 1	   6	 3/6	 18–20	 18.55
Group2 (n = 10)	 Year 2	   8	 4/6	 18–20	 19.5
Group3 (n = 10)	 Year 3	   8	 3/7	 20-21	 20.3

Russian L1-A					   
Group1 (n = 9)	 Year 1	 12	 4/5	 17–19	 17.77
Group2 (n = 9)	 Year 2	 10	 3/6	 18–19	 18.44
Group3 (n = 9)	 Year 3	 10	 3/6	 19–21	 19.55

Russian L1-B					   
Group1 (n = 5)	 Year 1	   6	 3/2	 17–18	 17.6
Group2 (n = 6)	 Year 2	   6	 3/3	 18–19	 18.5
Group3 (n = 8)	 Year 3	 4.5	 4/4	 19–20	 19.62
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Table 2.2  Control participants
Controls               Country 
Arabic L1	 of Origin	 Graduate Major	 Gender	 Ages

1	 Egypt	 Geology	 M	 32
2	 Jordan	 Industrial engineering	 M	 33
3	 Palestine	 Education	 M	 37
4	 Palestine	 Mathematics	 M	 33
5	 Syria	 Biochemistry	 M	 32
6	 Tunisia	 Computer engineering	 M	 25

one week. Similarly, Russian participants in Groups 2 and 3 (of both sets) had 
not made trips to Arabic-speaking countries with a significant stay or study 
beyond one to two weeks except for one Russian L1-A participant in Group 3 
who had studied Arabic in Egypt for one month, one in Russian L1-B in Group 
2 who had studied for one month in Syria, three in Russian L1-B in Group 3 
who had made two separate trips to Egypt and studied Arabic for a month in 
each, and a fourth in the last group who studied in Egypt for three weeks.2 At 
the time of the study, participants were in the middle of their school year. 
	 In addition, and in order to establish a baseline against which the produc-
tion of null subjects (one of the target structures) can be measured, a group of 
native speakers of Arabic were invited (in a previous study) to participate as 
a control group. The control group consists of six native educated speakers of 
Arabic. The demographic information for the control participants is displayed 
in table 2.2. The native speakers were from different Arab countries (including 
Egypt, Jordan, Palestine, Syria, and Tunisia) with a mean age of thirty-two. 
They were all graduate students pursuing different graduate programs at a uni-
versity in the United States.  

2.3 Typological Pairings: Participants’ L1s and L2s 

To control for L1 and L2 transfer effects, language background biographical 
data were collected from participants through a short survey and a follow-
up interview to clarify supplied information in the completed form (see ap-
pendix A for the survey form that was used). Table 2.3 lists the self-reported 
proficiency levels after averaging out their rankings of the four language skills 
(speaking, listening, reading, and writing). As table 2.3 shows, all participants 
reported knowledge of English as an L2, with the vast majority of self-reported 
proficiency ranging from “fair” to “good,” except for one participant (in the 
Russian L1-A Group 1), who reported “weak” knowledge, and ten participants 
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(in the Russian L1-A Groups 1-2 and Russian L1-B Group 3) reported as “near 
native.” Based on the language background survey and follow-up interview, 
participants rated their proficiency in English consistently higher than that 
of Arabic, indicating that, for almost all participants, English was a stronger/
earlier L2 and Arabic was an L3.3  
	 Whereas the Russian language is known to exhibit a rich morphological 
system (where, for example, verb forms are uniformly inflected and where 

Table 2.3  Participants’ L1s and L2s 

    Other  
    L1s L2 L2 L2 L2

Chinese L1-A 
Mandarin
Group1 (n = 10)      — 10 = English — — —

5 = G; 5 = F 
Group2 (n = 10)      — 10 = English 1 = Japanese — —

6 = G; 4 = F 1 = F
Group3 (n = 10) 1 = C 10 = English — — —

4 = G; 6 = F

Chinese L1-B 
Mandarin
Group1 (n = 9) 3 = C 9 = English — — —

4 = G; 5 = F
Group2 (n = 10) 1 = C 10 = English 1 = German 1 = Spanish 2 = Japanese

8 = T 7 = G; 3 = F 1 = F 1 = F 2 = F
Group3 (n = 10) 6 = T 10 = English 1 = Polish 1 = Korean 1 = Japanese

6 = G; 3 = F; 1 = N 1 = F 1 = F 1 = F

Russian L1-A
Group1 (n = 9)      — 9 = English 2 = Frencha 1 = Spanisha 1 = Hindi

6 = N; 2 = G; 1 = W 2 = F 1 = F 1 = G
Group2 (n = 9)      — 9 = English 2 = Frencha 3 = Germana 1 = Spanish

5 = N; 4 = G 2 = F 2 = G; 1 = F 1 = G
Group3 (n = 9)      — 9 = English 2 = Frencha 2 = Germana 1 = Spanish

3 = N; 5 = G; 1 = F 1 = G; 1 = F 1 = G; 1 = F 1 = G

Russian L1-B
Group1 (n = 5)      — 5 = English 2 = French — —

4 = G; 1 = F 1 = N; 1 = F
Group2 (n = 6) 1 = D 6 = English — — —

3 = G; 3 = F
Group3 (n = 8)      — 8 = English 3 = French — —

6 = G; 1 = N; 1 = F 1 = G; 2 = F
a One participant reported more than one L2.
  C = Cantonese; T = Taiwanese; D = Daghestani. N = Near-native; G = Good; F = Fair; W = Weak.
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nominal gender agreement is exhibited) like Arabic, Mandarin Chinese has 
an impoverished morphological system (where, for example, verb forms are 
uniformly uninflected and where nominal gender agreement is not exhibited) 
unlike Arabic. Accordingly, together with the input setting, the general typo-
logical pairings in (1)–(4) are yielded.4    

(1)	 Chinese Mandarin L1 participants who are speakers of a language 
with a [-rich] morphological system, receiving input in a [+intensive] 
setting in L2/L3 Arabic [+rich], and with previous knowledge of L2 
English [±rich].5

(2)	 Chinese Mandarin L1 participants who are speakers of a language 
with a [-rich] morphological system, receiving input in a [-intensive] 
setting in L2/L3 Arabic [+rich], and with previous knowledge of L2 
English [±rich].

(3)	 Russian L1 participants who are speakers of a language with a [+rich] 
morphological system, receiving input in a [+intensive] setting in L2/
L3 Arabic [+rich], and with previous knowledge of L2 English [±rich].

(4)	 Russian L1 participants who are speakers of a language with a [+rich] 
morphological system, receiving input in a [-intensive] setting in L2/
L3 Arabic [+rich], and with previous knowledge of L2 English [±rich].

	 Additionally, the four languages (Chinese, Russian, Arabic, and English) 
converge and diverge on two of the target structures. All four languages share 
structural proximity by exhibiting a distinction between past versus present 
tense. However, the four languages diverge in different respects on null-subject 
use. Whereas Arabic and Chinese exhibit null subjects, English disallows null 
subjects, and Russian seems to exhibit a “mixed” null-subject system (Franks 
1995; see also Lakshmanan 1994; Ayoun 2003). 
	 In addition to the typological pairings mentioned above, some of the Chi-
nese participants also reported being bilingual native speakers of Mandarin 
and Cantonese, and others reported being bilinguals of Mandarin and Taiwan-
ese. However, both Cantonese and Taiwanese exhibit similar morphological 
systems (and target structures) to that of Mandarin. As for the Russian partici-
pants, only one reported to be a bilingual of Russian and Daghestani.6    
	 In addition, as table 2.3 shows, participants reported knowledge (beyond a 
mere little or weak knowledge) of other L2s—with the Chinese participants re-
porting fewer L2s than their Russian counterparts. One Chinese L1-A partici-
pant (Group 2) reported knowledge of another L2 (Japanese), three Chinese 
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L1-B participants (Groups 2 and 3) reported knowledge of one additional L2 
(German, Spanish, or Polish), three reported knowledge of Japanese L2, and 
one reported knowledge of Korean. Apart from Japanese and Korean, which 
exhibit a similar (uniformly impoverished) morphological system (and target 
structures) to that of Mandarin, this means that only three participants of all 
the Chinese participants (all of whom are in the Chinese L1-B Groups 2 and 
3) reported knowledge of an L2 (German, Polish, or Spanish), which exhibits 
a rich morphological system that differs from both their L1 and English L2 
but is similar to their Arabic L2, although whereas Polish and Spanish allow 
null subjects, German, like English, does not (see also Lakshmanan 1994). L2 
effects of these L2s on the participants’ performance are examined and further 
discussed in chapter 7.  
	 As for the Russian L1 groups, twelve Russian L1-A participants reported L2 
knowledge of additional languages: three in Group 1 (one reported knowledge 
of French, one of Hindi, and one of both French and Spanish), five in Group 
2 (one of French, one of Spanish, two of German, and one of both French and 
German), and four in Group 3 (one of French, one of Spanish, one of German, 
and one of both French and German). Five of the Russian L1-B participants 
reported L2 knowledge of French L2: two in Group 1 and three in Group 3. 
Accordingly, this means that, of all Russian participants, a total of eight had 
knowledge of an L2 (French) similar to their L1 and Arabic L2 (in exhibiting 
nominal gender agreement), similar to their other English L2 in not allowing 
null subjects, and partly similar to their other English L2 in exhibiting a mixed 
verbal paradigm; a total of six had knowledge of an L2 (Hindi, German, or 
Spanish) similar to their L1 and Arabic L2 but dissimilar to their other English 
L2 in exhibiting a uniformly rich verbal paradigm (although only German, 
similarly to English, does not allow null subjects); and a total of three had 
knowledge of two different languages (two of French and Spanish and one of 
French and German) with opposite (i.e., mixed versus uniformly rich) verbal 
paradigmatic features, although only Spanish in such pairings allows null sub-
jects. Of all the above participants who reported L2 knowledge of languages 
other than English, all rated their proficiency in English higher than other L2s, 
except for three participants who reported similar proficiency ratings (one in 
the Russian L1-A Group 3 with L2 Spanish and L2 English, one in each of 
the Russian L1-B Group 1 and Group 3 with L2 French and L2 English). Ac-
cordingly, for almost all participants English L2 was a stronger/earlier L2 and 
other languages were L3s similar to Arabic. Effects of these L2s (or L3s) on the 
participants’ performance are examined and further discussed in chapter 7.  
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2.4 Instructional Input of the Participants 

Expectedly, the participants used different textbooks and instructional materi-
als in their respective home institutions and countries. The Chinese L1-A par-
ticipants relied on al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya textbook series (Guo and 
Zhou 2002; Guo and Jiang 2002; Guo et al. 2004; Guo et al. 2006) and covered 
the entire first volume (Guo and Zhou 2002) in the first year of instruction. 
The Chinese L1-B participants used four booklets—two for teaching the Ara-
bic script (al-Kitāba al-‘Arabiyya and Kurrāsat Tadrībāt al-Khaṭṭ) and two for 
reading (Kitāb al-Qirā’a and Mudhakkira ’Iḍāfiyya li-l-Mustawā al-’Awwal)—
developed by the Commissioned Saudi Teaching Delegates, in addition to half 
of the first volume of al-‘Arbiyya bayna Yadayk series (Al-Fawzān, Hussein, 
and Faḍl 2003). The Russian L1-A participants used Khanna (2006), Franka 
(2007), and Jushmanov (1999) as main texts for the first year. As for the Rus-
sian L1-B participants, they used a series of two volumes by Semyonova and 
Lukyanova (2004) and Semyonova and colleagues (2005).7 Subsequent chap-
ters provide detailed analyses of the frequency of the target structures in the 
instructional materials of all four sets of groups of participants in their first 
year of their formal instruction. The textbooks used are similar in that they 
focus on the development of the four language skills (speaking, listening, read-
ing, and writing) as well as on all grammatical forms (of MSA) from early on.8

2.5 Data Collection  

Participants attended one-on-one interview sessions (about thirty to forty-five 
minutes each) with a total of about eighty hours of audio recording. Data col-
lection during the interview aimed at eliciting spontaneous production data of 
the target forms in order to attempt to tap the participants’ actual L2 knowl-
edge of Arabic rather than their conscious or metalinguistic knowledge of the 
rules through conscious tasks or through tasks that would allow participants 
to invoke consciously learned rules or their metalinguistic awareness of rule 
application. The techniques elicited obligatory contexts of the target struc-
tures. Elicitation techniques were of two types: purely picture-based (picture 
description, picture differences, and picture sequences) and narrative-based 
tasks. Each task included random distractor items and the tasks themselves 
were arranged as distractors for each other so that the elicitation materials did 
not prompt participants to think of any of the target forms, including agree-
ment or tense. 

In addition, caution was taken against affecting any gender bias or stereo-
types through elicitation materials or prompting the participants to know any 
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of the target forms, as explained above. For tasks designed to elicit, for exam-
ple, tokens such as “Arab woman,” “Arab man,” stereotypical pictures such as 
“tall man” and “short woman,” etc. were avoided. For the purely picture-based 
tasks, the participants were simply asked to describe each picture presented in 
as many words as they could. Samples of picture-based elicitation tasks appear 
in figure 2.1.

As for the narrative tasks, a total of four tasks were used: two in the past 
tense and two in the present tense divided equally between a female and a male 
character. The narratives in the past tense were each about a female character 
and a male character. Participants were requested to narrate day by day the 
vacation activities (on a calendar) carried out by each character during his or 
her vacation (which each character took the previous month for a period of ten 
days). As a distracter, the participants were asked to figure out and to comment 
on whether or not the male and female characters were compatible based on 
what they did during their vacations. The two narratives in the present tense 
were also about a female and a male character. The participants were requested 
to describe the daily activities of each of the characters at different times of 
the day. As a distracter, the participants were asked to figure out where the 

Figure 2.1  A Sample Picture Description Task 
Figure 2.1 A Sample Picture Description Task 



Figure 2.2  A sample (past tense) narrative elicitation task with a male character. 
The vacation went from the 17th to the 26th of last month. Adapted from Going 
Places, Burton and Maharg 1995, 141, 159. 

character was from based on his/her routine activities. The two sets of narra-
tives (past versus present) were not presented sequentially. Rather, the past set 
was presented toward the middle of the interview and the present toward the 
end, with tasks of other (target and nontarget) structures used in the beginning 
of the first and second halves of the interview, serving as additional distracters. 
Sample narrative elicitation tasks appear in figures 2.2 and 2.3. 
	 The materials were piloted and used in earlier studies (see Alhawary 2009a). 
The elicitation tasks were held constant and were consistently used across all 
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the participants. All interviews were audio-recorded. The data were tran-
scribed and coded using the MAXQDA software program for data analysis 
(MAXQDA 2010). Each data sample was at least triple-checked for accuracy 
after each step. To preserve the data from contamination from elicitation er-
rors, the elicitation statements were used consistently across participants, kept 
general and short, and at times even given in English or the participant’s native 
language to ensure participants understood the tasks. Certain tokens were not 
coded. These were hesitations and self-corrections except the last attempt in 

Figure 2.3  A sample (past tense) narrative task with a female character. The va-
cation went from the 17th to the 26th of last month. Adapted from Going Places, 
Burton and Maharg 1995, 141, 159. 
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each case. In coding verbal agreement tokens, agreement was determined by 
considering the verbal form and whether it was inflected properly, not by iden-
tifying first the subject and then the verb it agreed with. This is crucial since the 
verb may agree with a discourse referent subject and the participants may be 
mindlessly producing the wrong subject, especially when the subjects used are 
the pronouns hiya “she” and huwa “he,” which are close in their pronunciation 
(see also Poeppel and Wexler 1993; Prévost and White 2000; cf. Meisel 1991).

2.6 Summary 

The different methodological aspects of the present study take into account 
effects related to L1 transfer, L2 transfer, prior exposure to Arabic as an L2 as 
well as other L2s, quantity of input of the instructional materials, and duration 
or intensity of input exposure. The primary aim is to control for all potential 
variables that may have a bearing on L1 transfer, intensifying it, or mitigating 
it and insofar as the findings are applicable to Chinese L1 as well as Russian L1 
speakers learning Arabic as an L2/L3 who also had had exposure to English as 
an L2. Data relevant to those individual participants who reported knowledge 
of other L2s are further discussed (in chapter 7) together with the data findings 
of the target structures in subsequent chapters (3–6). Taken together, the typo-
logical pairings as well as the structural proximity and dissimilarities between 
the four languages (Chinese, Russian, Arabic, and English) provide ideal test-
ing grounds for investigating input exposure effects, L1 and L2 transfer effects, 
and typological and structural proximity effects. 

Notes
1. Proficiency levels, the terms for which are used somewhat loosely here, cor-

respond to beginner, intermediate, and advanced and are based on the number 
of years of study (first through third year), reflecting the accumulated years of 
study and exposure to Arabic L2. Although there was no independent measure 
for proficiency, based on the elicitation interviews (thirty to forty-five minutes), 
participants in their different years of enrollment did signal noticeable differences 
in L2 development (e.g., in terms of quantity, quality, and speed of their output 
production). In addition, the terms “beginner,” “intermediate,” and “advanced” 
were also designated to the years of study (first through third year) by the home 
institutions of the participants. Notwithstanding the lack of a proficiency measure 
here, use of general proficiency tests would have limited value, since such tests do 
not necessarily test the participants’ knowledge of the target forms.    

2. In other words, none of the participants had any exposure to Arabic prior to 
joining their Arabic program nor had any additional significant exposure during 
their program of study.  
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3. In addition, the educational systems to which the participants belong (i.e., 
China, Russia, and Taiwan) normally provide English-language instruction to stu-
dents before college, whereas for a language like Arabic, the only such opportunity 
is provided at the college level. 

4. More specific feature-based pairings are provided in subsequent chapters 
3–6.

5. English is analyzed as a language with a nonuniformly, impoverished mor-
phological system since, among other things, it exhibits a “mixed” verbal paradigm, 
hence the notation [±] representing its mixed system (e.g., Lakshmanan 1994). 

6. Daghestani languages (such as Lezgian) do not exhibit nominal gender 
agreement (although they exhibit number agreement like English), verbal gender 
agreement (although the verb is inflected for case), a tense distinction, or null 
subjects (Ramazan Mamedshahov, personal communication). Importantly here, 
the performance of the bilingual Russian and Daghestani participant was within 
range on all target structures except that he dropped slightly (and insignificantly) 
more subjects (in his use of null subjects) than other participants within his group.    

7. For subsequent years (i.e., year 2 and beyond), the Chinese L1-A participants 
continue to use the rest of the volumes (2–4) of al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya 
series (Guo and Jiang 2002; Guo et al. 2004; Guo et al. 2006) for the remainder 
of the (four-year) program with a volume in each year, respectively. The Chinese 
L1-B participants complete the second half of the first volume of al-‘Arbiyya bayna 
Yadayk series (Al-Fawzān et al. 2003) as well as half of the second volume in their 
second year. They cover the rest of the second volume of Al-Fawzān’s series in 
the third year and use additionally al-Qawā‘id al-‘Arabiyya al-Muyassara (Sīnī, Al-
Sayyid, and Al-Shaykh 1990), the dialogues in al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, 
vol. 3 (Guo et al. 2004), and authentic supplementary materials. The Russian L1-A 
participants use authentic materials, depending on the subject matter and supple-
mentary readings, as well as optional references such as Chernov (1995) in addi-
tion to Jushmanov (1999), which is also used during the entire (six-year) program. 
The Russian L1-B participants use a special series of two volumes by Semyonova 
and Lukyanova (2003) in their second year and two different texts in their third 
year, one on literary texts by Semyonova and Lukyanova (2008) and another on 
media Arabic by Maiburov (2010), in addition to supplementary materials on Ara-
bic grammar. 

8. Analysis of the instructional input of subsequent years is not provided. Given 
the high-frequency and basic nature of the target forms and judging from the con-
tents of the actual instructional materials used in those years, the presence of the 
target structures is prevalent in the lessons, drills, and activities throughout. It 
is deemed necessary here to provide input analysis for the first year in order to 
examine, among other things, whether or not input in the first year differ signifi-
cantly across groups and to determine their presence and distribution since such 
information is directly relevant to the participants’ early outset of L2 exposure and 
L1 and L2 transfer.



Chapter 3
The Acquisition of Nominal  
Gender Agreement  

This chapter discusses the acquisition of nominal gender agreement based on 
the collected cross-sectional data from all of the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 
groups. As discussed in chapter 1, the target structures focused on here include 
gender agreement between the head noun and attributive adjective within the 
noun phrase, as in (9)–(16) in chapter 1 restated below as (1)–(4), and gender 
agreement involving a subject demonstrative pronoun and a predicate noun 
within the equational/verbless sentence, as in (17)–(20) in chapter 1 restated 
below as (5)–(8). 

(1)	 tʕālib			   ʤadīd
	 student.s.m			  new.s.m
	 “a new male student”
(2)	 tʕālib-a			   ʤadīd-a
	 student-s.f			   new-s.f    
	 “a new female student”
(3)	 qalam		   	 ʤadīd
  	 pen.s.m			   new.s.m
 	 “a new pen” 
(4)	 sayyār-a			   ʤadīd-a
  	 car-s.f			   new-s.f
  	 “a new car”
(5)	 hāðā 			   tʕālib
	 this.s.m			   student.s.m
	 “This is a male student.”
(6)	 hāðihi 			   tʕālib-a
	 this.s.f			   student-s.f
	 “This is a female student.”
(7)	 hāðā			   qalam
	 this.s.m			   pen.s.m
 	 “This is a pen.”
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(8)	 hāðihi 			   sayyār-a
	 this.s.f			   car-s.f
  	 “This is a car.”

As explained in chapter 1, investigation of the above target forms has been car-
ried out irrespective of the participants’ production of case and definiteness. 
In other words, gender agreement features are the focus alone and regardless 
as to whether the participants produced case and definiteness appropriately, 
avoided producing them partially or wholly, or did not produce them at all. 

3.1 Typological Pairings

With respect to gender agreement within the NP, two opposite typological 
pairings are yielded based on the participants’ L1s. On one hand, like Arabic 
underlyingly, Russian exhibits gender agreement (between the head noun and 
attributive adjective); in addition to the distinction it makes between mascu-
line and feminine in the singular, it exhibits a neuter feature, as in (9)–(13).       

(9)	 nov-yi			   studyent
	 new-s.m			   student.s.m
	 “a new male student”
(10) 	 nov-әya			   studyent-kә
	 new-s.f			   student-s.f
	 “a new female student”
(11) 	 nov-әya 			   ruč-kә
	 new-s.f			   pen-s.f
	 “a new pen”
(12) 	 nov-әya			   mәšin-ә
	 new-s.f			   car-s.f
	 “a new car”
(13) 	 nov-әye			   әkn-o
	 new-s.neuter		  window-s.neuter 
	 “a new window”

The surface gender correspondence between Arabic and Russian is not one-
to-one since individual words are annotated differently in the two languages, 
as in (11)–(13) and (3)–(4), where the word for “pen” in Arabic is masculine 
but feminine in Russian, the word for “car” is feminine in both, and the word 
for “window” is neuter in Russian but feminine (as in nāfiða) or masculine 
(as in šubbāk) in Arabic. However, the underlying abstract gender agreement 
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features are similar (i.e., with both exhibiting a gender feature) although Rus-
sian additionally exhibits the neuter feature. On the other hand, Chinese, un-
like Arabic, does not exhibit nominal gender agreement (between the head 
noun and attributive adjective) as illustrated in (14)–(17) where, for example, 
the adjective for “new” in Chinese is not inflected for gender.1  

(14)	 yi ge	 xin de	 nan	 xue	 sheng
	 one Q.  	 new	 male 	 study 	 apprentice
	 “a new male student”
(15)	 yi ge	 xin de 	 nu 	 xue	 sheng
	 one Q.	 new 	 female	 study 	 apprentice
	 “a new female student”
(16)	 yi zhi	 xin de	 qian bi
	 one Q.	 new 	 lead pen
	 “a new pencil”
(17)	 yi tai	 xin de 	 che
	 one Q.	 new 	 car
	 “a new car”

Accordingly, the typological pairings (a) and (b) are yielded. 

(a)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [+gender] and [+strong] 
L1, learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+strong], with previous 
knowledge of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]  

(b)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [-gender] and [-strong] 
L1, learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+ strong], with previous 
knowledge of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]2 

	 However, a different set of pairings is yielded for gender agreement in-
volving a demonstrative pronoun and a predicate noun where, unlike Ara-
bic, neither Russian nor Chinese exhibits distinct demonstrative pronouns for 
singular masculine versus singular feminine. This is illustrated for Russian in 
sentences (18)–(22) and for Chinese in sentences (23)–(26).

(18)	 etә		  studyent
	 this		  student.s.m
	 “This is a male student.”
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(19)	 etә		  studyent-kә 
	 this		  student-s.f
	 “This is a female student.”
(20)	  etә		  ruč-kә
	 this		  pen-s.f
	 “This is a pen.”
(21)	 etә		  mәšin-ә 
	 this		  car-s.f
	 “This is a car.”
(22)	 etә		  әkn-o
	 this		  window-s.neuter 
	 “This is a window.”
(23)	 zhe	 shi	 yi ge	 nan	 xue sheng
	 this	 is	 one Q.	 male	 study apprentice
	 “This is a male student.”
(24)	 zhe	 shi	 yi ge	 nu	 xue sheng
	 this 	 is     	 one Q.	 female	 study apprentice
	 “This is a female student.”
(25)	 zhe	 shi	 yi zhi	 bi
	 this	 is       	 one Q.	 pen
	 “This is a pen.”
(26)	 zhe	 shi	 yi tai  	 liang che
	 this 	 is	 one Q.       	 car
	 “This is a car.”

Accordingly, the typological/structural pairings (c) and (d) are yielded. 

(c)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [-gender] and [-strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+strong], with previous knowledge 
of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]  

(d)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [-gender] and [-strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+strong], with previous knowledge 
of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]  

The surface form of the demonstrative pronoun “this” is the same for singular 
feminine and masculine in both Russian and Chinese. This means that, with 
respect to nominal gender agreement involving demonstratives, Russian and 
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Chinese (as well as English) are structurally similar to one another, on one 
hand, and are all dissimilar to Arabic, on the other.

3.2 Previous Findings  

Previous findings on similar target forms (in particular, nominal gender agree-
ment within the NP between a head noun and an attributive adjective and 
nominal sentential agreement between a demonstrative pronoun and a predi-
cate noun/adjective by Arabic L2 learners who are speakers of English, French, 
and Japanese as L1s) reveal:

•	 L2 learners of Arabic across groups exhibited higher accuracy on mas-
culine gender than feminine gender agreement within nominal agree-
ment constructions, due likely to use of the singular masculine as the 
default form by participants across groups (Alhawary 2009a, 95–100; 
see also Alhawary 2009b, 382–83; for a similar finding of use of the 
masculine as the default form in Spanish L2, see White et al. 2004).

•	 English L1 and Japanese L1 learners of Arabic significantly undersup-
plied the productive feminine suffix {-a} more so than their French 
L1 counterparts, even though feminine head nouns produced by the 
participants were almost all inflected for the correct feminine suffix and 
yet participants failed to inflect the adjective similarly for the feminine 
gender feature (Alhawary 2009a, 95–100).

•	 English L1 learners of Arabic (in particular the beginner and advanced 
groups, corresponding to Groups 1 and 3, respectively) exhibited far 
more errors in feminine demonstrative agreement than their French L1 
and Japanese L1 counterparts.

•	 French L1 and Japanese L1 learners of Arabic performed comparably 
on demonstrative agreement (including feminine demonstrative agree-
ment), but both significantly outperformed their English counterparts 
on the same target form.

•	 The above findings were yielded when, in particular, the French L1 
(and English L1 groups) had half as much input exposure as their 
Japanese L1 counterparts; hence, the performance of the Japanese par-
ticipants on (feminine) demonstrative agreement offers a preliminary 
finding that input may play a role in mitigating or reducing L1 transfer 
effects (Alhawary 2009a, 95–98; see also Alhawary 2009b, 382–83).     

Since English and Japanese do not exhibit a distinction in nominal gender 
agreement whereas French does, in particular with respect to agreement 
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between the head noun and attributive adjective within Arabic NPs, it has been 
argued that the findings provide strong evidence of L1 transfer.  
	 In addition, Nielsen (1997) reported a similar finding based on produc-
tion data from two Danish L1 learners of Arabic where neither of the two 
participants exhibited emergence of demonstrative gender agreement during 
the entire fifteen-month period of the longitudinal observation. This finding 
is also significant since Danish (like English and Japanese) does not display 
a distinction in demonstrative pronoun use between singular masculine and 
singular feminine. 
	 Finally, relevant to the present investigation is Al-Hamad’s (2003) study, 
which reported on a cross-sectional study of intermediate and advanced 
groups of Chinese L1 and Russian L1 learners of Arabic as an L2. The study 
investigated the production of a set of morphosyntactic structures including 
noun–adjective agreement in gender and number.3 Although the study ana-
lyzed gender for both the singular and plural collapsed together, the findings 
are relevant for the present study. The findings reported high rates of accurate 
suppliance of gender markings on nouns across groups. As for suppliance of 
gender markings on adjectives, both Russian groups achieved higher accuracy 
than their Chinese counterparts (Al-Hamad 2003, 85, 89). These findings are 
in accordance with the conclusion of previous studies in support of L1 transfer 
and are relevant to the current investigation.4      
	 In other words, the preponderance of evidence thus far indicates that ab-
sence or presence of a feature in L1 seems to play a role in L2 grammatical 
development (Alhawary 2009a, 156, 153 ff.). The typological constellations 
of the present study—with participants who are Russian L1 and Chinese L1 
speakers—is significant to further verify the conclusion reached above (i.e., 
absence or presence of a feature in L1 plays a role in L2 acquisition). Further-
more, the different groups and their exposure settings (i.e., with two sets of 
groups receiving double the amount of instruction than their two counterpart 
sets) is significant to examine the extent of such a role and whether it can be 
overridden or minimized by input frequency.

3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Results of Nominal (Noun–Adjective) Gender Agreement

The majority of nominal agreement tokens that the participants produced 
comprise NPs (i.e., consisting of a head noun modified by an attributive adjec-
tive) such as those in (1)–(4) above. In addition, the participants produced a 
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small number of tokens where a noun occurs as a subject followed by an adjec-
tive predicate within nominal/verbless constructions such as (27)–(30). 

(27)	 IL: 	 ʔal-marʔ-a			   mabsūtʕ-a
		  the-person-s.f			  happy-s.f  
	 TL: 	 ʔal-marʔ-a			   mabsūtʕ-a
		  the-person-s.f			  happy-s.f  
		   “The woman is happy.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(28)	 IL: 	 *lākin			   ʔal-bint-u 	 ʔasʕsʕaγīr
		  but 			   the-girl-Nom	 the-small.s.m
	 TL: 	 lākin			   ʔal-bint-u 	 ʕsaγīr-a
		  but 			   the-girl-Nom	 small-s.f
		  “But the girl is young.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)5

(29)	 IL:	 *ʔal-marʔ-a 			   waʜīd
		  the-person-s.f			  lonely.s.m  
	 IL:	 ʔal-marʔ-a 			   waʜīd-a
		  the-person-s.f			  lonely-s.f    
		  “The woman is lonely.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2) 
(30)	 IL:	 wa-tʕtʕaqs			   barīd
		  and-the-weather.s.m		  cold.s.m  
	 IL:	 wa-tʕ-tʕaqs			   bārid
		  and-the-weather.s.m		  cold.s.m  
 		  “And the weather is cold.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2) 

These tokens have a similar gender agreement distribution and were collapsed 
with the nominal agreement tokens within NPs to allow for better effects for 
sample size of the data for running statistical tests. 

The data for nominal gender agreement—mainly singular feminine and sin-
gular masculine agreement—yielded three main findings (table 3.1 provides a 
snapshot of the data; see also figure 3.1). First, the participants of Group 1 of 
all L1 backgrounds, except for the Chinese L1-A group, seem to have used the 
singular masculine as the default form as evident in their high accuracy levels 
on masculine agreement and low accuracy on feminine agreement, especially 
in the latter, where the low accuracy levels are due to nonsuppliance of the 



Figure 3.1  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on N-A Feminine Agreement by Language Group and Proficiency Level

Table 3.1  Production of nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement 
		  N-A Feminine		  N-A Masculine	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
L2 Arabic 	  Correct/Total	 % Correct	  Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)	 160/189	 85	 91/108	 84
Group2 (n = 10)	 312/379	 82	 176/228	 77
Group3 (n = 10)	 273/348	 78	 244/290	 84

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 19/87	 22	 60/68	 88
Group2 (n = 10)	 160/212	 75	 108/144	 75
Group3 (n = 10)	 245/319	 77	 190/233	 82

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 106/174	 61	 146/150	 97
Group2 (n = 9)	 159/178	 89	 106/126	 84
Group3 (n = 9)	 175/189	 93	 105/116	 91

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 25/88	 28	 34/40	 85
Group2 (n = 6)	 102/131	 78	 67/99	 68
Group3 (n = 8)	 127/157	 81	 100/120	 83

 



feminine suffix on adjectives following feminine nouns.6 Second, the perfor-
mance on feminine agreement of all except the Chinese L1-A groups seem to 
have improved over time. Although participants in the Chinese L1-A Group 1 
exhibited a high accuracy rate of rule application (i.e., in terms of correct sup-
pliance of the feminine suffix) at 85%, Groups 2 and 3 backslid slightly with 
their 82% and 78%, respectively. Third, participants in Group 1 of both the 
Russian L1-A and Chinese L1-A outperformed their Russian L1-B and Chi-
nese L1-B counterparts on feminine agreement, and whereas participants in 
the Chinese L1-A Group 1 had a higher accuracy rate (85%) of correct rule ap-
plication than their Russian counterparts (61%), the reverse is true for Groups 
2–3 where participants in the Russian L1-A groups had a higher rate (89% and 
93%) than their Chinese counterparts (82% and 78%).    

A full factorial two-way ANOVA showed the following findings: a main 
effect for L1 backgrounds on feminine agreement (F(3, 93) = 14.709, p < 
0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.322), a main effect for proficiency on feminine agreement 
(F(2,93) = 28.894, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.383), and a main interaction effect 
between L1 backgrounds and proficiency on feminine agreement (F(6,93) = 
6.407, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.292). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests of all 
possible pairwise comparisons revealed that the Chinese L1-A groups differed 
significantly overall from their Chinese L1-B (p < 0.001) and Russian L1-B 
(p = 0.027) counterparts; so did the Russian L1-A groups from their Chinese 
L1-B (p < 0.001) and Russian L1-B (p = 0.019) counterparts. In particular, 
the difference is mainly due to performance of the beginner groups, with the 
Chinese L1-A Group 1 differing significantly from its Chinese L1-B and Rus-
sian L1-B (p < 0.001) counterparts and the Russian L1-A Group 1 differing 
significantly from its Chinese L1-B (p < 0.001) and Russian L1-B (p = 0.021) 
counterparts. As for the Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A groups, they did not 
differ significantly from each other. With respect to proficiency within each 
individual language, post hoc analyses using Tukey tests revealed that the Chi-
nese L1-B Groups 1and 2 and Groups 1 and 3 differed significantly (p < 0.001) 
and the Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 2 and Groups 1 and 3 differed significantly 
(p = 0.001 and p < 0.001, respectively). Post hoc analyses within groups also 
revealed that the Russian L1-A Groups 1 and 2 differed significantly (p = 0.035) 
as did Groups 1 and 3 (p = 0.015), but none of the Chinese L1-A groups did 
(see also figure 3.1).7       

In other words, although the participants in the Chinese L1-A and Russian 
L1-A beginner groups outperformed their Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B 
counterparts, there was no statistical difference between the performance of 
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the participants in the Chinese L1-A and that of the participants in the Russian 
L1-A Groups 1–3 (or beginner through advanced, respectively). However, the 
Russian L1-A Groups 2 and 3 maintained an advantage (though not statisti-
cally significant) over their Chinese L1-A counterparts in both feminine and 
masculine agreement; so did the Russian L1-B Groups 1–3, with a slighter 
advantage, over their Chinese L1-B counterparts as well as the Chinese L1-A 
Group 3 in feminine agreement (table 3.1). In addition, the performance of all 
L1 groups improved significantly over time except that of the Chinese L1-A 
groups. In fact, rather than exhibiting improvement over time, the perfor-
mance of the participants in the Chinese L1-A Groups 1–3 showed a some-
what steady decline (especially between Groups 1 and 2) as shown in table 3.1 
and figure 3.1.    

3.3.1.1 Results of Natural versus Grammatical Gender Agreement 
The data of nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement were further ana-
lyzed to determine if there was a difference in the participants’ performance 
on correct natural/biological versus grammatical gender agreement markings 
since Arabic exhibits both types of gender, as discussed in chapter 1 (section 
1.2). Tables 3.2 and 3.3 provide snapshots of the data (see also figure 3.2). 
The findings of the participants’ performance on nominal gender (singular 
masculine and singular feminine) overall seem to reflect their production of 
grammatical and natural gender agreement, but more so in grammatical than 
natural agreement. 

A full factorial two-way ANOVA showed the following findings with re-
spect to natural gender (noun–adjective) agreement: a main effect for L1 back-
grounds on natural feminine agreement (F(3, 86) = 5.440, p = 0.002, partial Ƞ2 = 
0.159), a main effect for proficiency on natural feminine agreement (F(2,86) = 
22.735, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.346), and a main interaction effect between L1 
backgrounds and proficiency on natural feminine agreement (F(6,86) = 2.740, 
p = 0.017, partial Ƞ2 = 0.160). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests revealed that 
the Chinese L1-A Group 1 differed significantly from its Chinese L1-B (p = 
0.002) and Russian L1-B (p = 0.004) counterparts, but the Chinese L1-A Group 
1 and the Russian L1-A Group 1 did not differ significantly from each other.8 
With respect to proficiency within each individual language, post hoc analyses 
using Tukey tests revealed that the Chinese L1-B Groups 1 and 2 and Groups 
1 and 3 differed significantly (p = 0.003), that the Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 
2 differed significantly (p = 0.013) and Groups 1 and 3 differed significantly 
(p = 0.002), that the Russian L1-A Groups 1 and 2 differed significantly (p = 
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0.040), as did (though marginally so) Groups 1 and 3 (p = 0.085), but none of 
the Chinese L1-A groups did.9  

Similarly, a full factorial two-way ANOVA showed the following findings 
with respect to grammatical gender (noun–adjective) agreement: a main effect 
for L1 backgrounds on grammatical feminine agreement (F(3, 93) = 14.041, 
p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.312), a main effect for proficiency on grammatical 
feminine agreement (F(2,93) = 22.142, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.323), and a 
main interaction effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency on gram-
matical feminine agreement (F(6,93) = 5.842, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.274). 
Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests revealed that the Chinese L1-A Group 1 
differed significantly from the Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B counterparts (p 
< 0.001) and the Russian L1-A Group 1 differed significantly from its Chinese 
L1-B counterpart (p < 0.001) and nearly so from its Russian L1-B (p = 0.056) 
counterpart, but the Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A Groups 1 did not. With 
respect to proficiency within each individual language, post hoc analyses tests 
revealed that the Chinese L1-B Groups 1 and 2 and Groups 1 and 3 differed 
significantly (p < 0.001), and the Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 2 and Groups 1 
and 3 differed significantly (p = 0.006 and p = 0.004, respectively).10  

In other words, the data of natural and grammatical (noun–adjective) 

Table 3.2  Production of natural (noun–adjective) gender agreement
		  Natural		  Natural	  
		  Feminine		  Masculine	  
L2 Arabic 	 Correct/Total 	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 28/37	 76	 32/35	 91
Group2 (n = 10)	 54/65	 83	 61/74	 82
Group3 (n = 10)	 51/66	 77	 63/66	 95

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 13/53	 25	 30/34	 88
Group2 (n = 10)	 39/49	 80	 54/65	 83
Group3 (n = 10)	 48/60	 80	 76/87	 87

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 31/68	 46	 70/71	 99
Group2 (n = 9)	 30/33	 91	 33/38	 87
Group3 (n = 9)	 30/33	 91	 39/40	 98

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 7/35	 20	 18/22	 82
Group2 (n = 6)	 33/45	 73	 40/56	 71
Group3 (n = 8)	 26/32	 81	 38/42	 90
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agreement yielded three main findings. First, although the participants in the 
Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A beginner groups outperformed their Chinese 
L1-B and Russian L1-B counterparts (especially based on grammatical gen-
der agreement), their performance did not differ significantly from each other. 
Second, the Russian L1-A Groups 2 and 3 maintained a lead (though not sta-
tistically significant) over their Chinese L1-A counterparts in both feminine 
and masculine agreement; so did the Russian L1-B Group 3, with a slighter 
lead, over its Chinese L1-B as well as Chinese L1-A counterparts in feminine 
agreement (table 3.2). Third, the performance of all L1 groups improved sig-
nificantly over time except that of the Chinese L1-A groups. The performance 
of the participants in the Chinese L1-A Groups 1–3 showed a somewhat steady 
decline. Additionally, the high correct percentages in masculine agreement 
(compared to those for the feminine) exhibited by the beginner participants 
(in Group 1) across all L1 groups (except the Chinese L1-A group) indicate use 
of the masculine as the default form.      

3.3.1.2 Rule Application of Nominal Gender Agreement in Noncontexts 
Examining rule application in productive or noncontexts may help us under-
stand the extent to which the participants are aware (whether consciously or 

Table 3.3  Production of grammatical (noun–adjective) gender agreement
		  Grammatical		  Grammatical	  
		  Feminine		  Masculine	  
	 L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A		
Group1 (n = 10)  	 132/152	 87	 59/73	 81
Group2 (n = 10)	 258/314	 82	 115/154	 75
Group3 (n = 10)	 222/282	 79	 181/224	 81

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 6/34	 18	 30/34	 88
Group2 (n = 10)	 121/163	 74	 54/79	 68
Group3 (n = 10)	 197/259	 76	 114/146	 78

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 75/106	 71	 76/79	 96
Group2 (n = 9)	 129/145	 89	 73/88	 83
Group3 (n = 9)	 145/156	 93	 66/76	 87

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 18/53	 34	 16/18	 89
Group2 (n = 6)	 69/86	 80	 27/43	 63
Group3 (n = 8)	 101/125	 81	 62/78	 79
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unconsciously) of the rules involving the target forms.11 A small number of 
productive interlanguage (IL) utterances or rule application of singular femi-
nine and singular masculine agreement in noncontexts were found in the data 
sets: eighteen produced by the Chinese L1-A groups, eight by the Chinese L1-B 
groups, thirty-six by the Russian L1-A groups, and six by the Russian L1-B 
groups (see table 3.4). These tokens included (1) feminine nouns produced 
correctly as feminine nouns but followed by (feminine) adjectives exhibiting 
oversuppliance of the most common feminine suffix {a} rather than use of 
the appropriate feminine suffix; (2) invariant, comparative forms inflected in 
Arabic for the default masculine gender but produced by the participants with 
the feminine gender marking agreeing with a preceding feminine noun; (3) 
masculine nouns produced as feminine nouns followed by agreeing feminine 
adjectives; and (4) feminine nouns produced as masculine nouns followed by 
agreeing masculine adjectives. Type 3 and 4 tokens were produced by the indi-
vidual groups as follows: ten by the Chinese L1-A groups (four feminine and 

 

Figure 3.2  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on N-A Grammatical Feminine Agreement by Language Group and Proficiency Level
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six masculine), four by the Chinese L1-B groups (three feminine and one mas-
culine), twenty-six by the Russian L1-A groups (three feminine and twenty-
three masculine), and six by the Russian L1-B groups (three feminine and three 
masculine). Examples of nominal gender agreement in noncontexts, extracted 
from the participants’ data samples, are illustrated in sentences (31)–(40).

(31)	 IL:	 sayyār-a	 	 ʔaʜmar-a
		  car-s.f		  red-s.f
	 TL:	 sayyār-a		  ʜamr-āʔ
		  car-s.f		  red-s.f
		  “a red car” 
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1; also Group 2)
(32)	 IL:	 ʔas-sayyār-a		  ʔal-ʔabyadʕ-a
		  car-s.f		  white-s.f 
	 TL:	 ʔas-sayyār-a		  ʔal-byadʕ-āʔ
		  car-s.f		  white-s.f
		  “the white car” 
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3)

Table 3.4  Total of nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement tokens in produc-
tive/ noncontexts
		  N-A Feminine		  N-A Masculine	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
		  Productive		  Productive	  
L2 Arabic 	 Tokens/Total 	 % Correct	 Tokens/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 2/189	 1.1	 2/108	 1.9
Group2 (n = 10)	 7/379	 1.8	 2/228	 0.9
Group3 (n = 10)	 3/348	 0.9	 2/290	 0.7

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 1/87	 1.1	 0/68	 0.0
Group2 (n = 10)	 5/212	 2.4	 0/144	 0.0
Group3 (n = 10)	 1/319	 0.3	 1/233	 0.4

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 2/174	 1.1	 15/150	    10.0.00
Group2 (n = 9)	 4/178	 2.2	 1/126	 0.8
Group3 (n = 9)	 6/189	 3.2	 8/116	 6.9

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 1/88	 1.1	 0/40	 0.0
Group2 (n = 6)	 2/131	 1.5	 1/99	 1.0
Group3 (n = 8)	 0/157	 0.0	 2/120	 1.7
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(33)	 IL:	 sayyār-a		  ʔasʕγar-a
		  car-s.f		  smaller-s.f
	 TL:	 sayyār-a		  ʔasʕγar
		  car-s.f		  smaller
		  “a smaller car” 
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(34)	 IL:	 ʔal-fatāt	  	 ʔakbar-a		 min 	 ʔal-fatā
		  the-girl	       	 older-s.f    	 from 	 the-boy
	 TL:	 ʔal-fatāt	       	 ʔakbar		  min 	 ʔal-fatā
		  the-girl	       	 older		  from 	 the-boy
		  “The girl is older than the boy.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(35)	 IL:	 kitāb-a 		  kabīr-a
		  book-s.f		  big-s.f
	 TL:	 kitāb	  	 kabīr
		  book.s.m		  big.s.m 
		  “a big book” 
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2; also Russian L1-B: Group 2)
(36)	 IL:	 kursiyy-a		  muxtalif-a
		  chair-s.f		  different-s.f 
	 TL:	 kursiyy	 	 muxtalif
		  chair.s.m		  different.s.m 
		  “a different chair”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 1)
(37)	 IL:	 makān-a		  ʔal-ʤamīl-a
		  place-s.f		  the-beautiful-s.f 
	 TL:	 makān	 	 ʤamīl
		  place.s.m		  beautiful.s.m 
		  “a beautiful place”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2)
(38)	 IL:	 sayyār-un		  ʤadīd-un
		  car.s.m-Nom		  new.s.m-Nom
	 TL:	 sayyār-at-un		  ʤadīd-at-un
		  car-s.f-Nom		  new-s.f-Nom 
		  “a new car” 
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1)
(39)	 IL:	 madīn		  sʕaγīr
		  city.s.m		  small.s.m 
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	 TL:	 madīn-a		  sʕaγīr-a
		  city-s.f	 	 small-s.f 
		  “a small city” 
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(40)	 IL: 	 ʕalā 		  sʕūr 		  sāni
		  on		  picture.s.m	 second.s.m
	 TL: 	 fi 		  sʕ- sʕūr-a 	 θ-θāniy-a
		  in		  the-picture-s.f	 the-second-s.f
		  “in the second picture” 
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)

Although the number of rule of application tokens in noncontexts is not sig-
nificant compared with that in obligatory contexts, the distribution of such 
tokens across groups is noticeable. The Russian L1-A groups exhibit by far 
the highest number of such tokens of any of the groups. This indicates that 
they were more aware (consciously or unconsciously) of the rule application 
of nominal gender agreement (i.e., gender assignment on adjectives) than their 
other counterpart groups. In addition, only a small subset of the (3) and (4) 
types of errors were made by the participants, which indicates that the partici-
pants overall do not seem to have a noticeable problem with gender assign-
ment on nouns. 

3.3.1.3 Word Order of Nominal Gender Agreement
As for maintaining the noun–adjective word order sequence in Arabic, the 
participants produced NPs with mostly correct noun–adjective word order 
(i.e., with postnominal adjectives). The Russian L1-A groups produced a very 
small number of tokens with incorrect prenominal adjectives (a total of three 
tokens); so did their Chinese L1-A counterparts (a total of eight tokens). The 
Russian L1-B groups produced a larger number of tokens (a total of twenty-
five tokens), and the Chinese L1-B groups produced the largest number (a 
total of fifty-one) of all the groups. Table 3.5 lists all the correct and incorrect 
noun–adjective word placement tokens in all the data sets.

Examples of incorrect noun–adjective placement, extracted from the data 
samples of the participants, are illustrated in sentences (41)–(51). Among 
these tokens, there are instances that also exhibit feminine gender agreement 
mismatches (i.e., with the feminine noun being followed by a masculine ad-
jective). In fact, the majority of the tokens (thirty-six out of the total of forty-
five tokens) with word order misplacement that involved feminine gender 
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agreement also exhibited gender agreement mismatches, although only two 
tokens that involved masculine gender agreement exhibited gender agreement 
mismatches. The significant observation here is that the Chinese L1-B Group 
1 exhibited the greatest number of noun–adjective word order misplacement 
tokens and about half the number of such instances by its counterpart group: 
Russian L1-B Group 1. Both the Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A groups ex-
hibited a very small number of noun–adjective word order misplacement to-
kens compared to those with accurate word order placement.12  

(41)	 IL:	 *ʔal-ʔuxr-ā		  ʔal-kitāb
		  the-other-s.f		  the-book.s.m
	 TL:	 ʔal-kitāb		  ʔal-ʔāxar
		  the-book.s.m		  the-other.s.m 
		  “the other book”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(42)	 IL:	 *ʔāxar		  bin-t-un
		  other.s.m		  girl-s.f-Nom

Table 3.5  Noun–adjective word order
 	  	 *A–N Word Order 
	 N–A Word Order 	 Total/Total all  
L2 Arabic	 Total Correct	 Word Order	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 		
Group1 (n = 10)  	 295	 2/297	 0.07
Group2 (n = 10)	 607	 3/610	 0.05
Group3 (n = 10)	 635	 3/638	 0.05

Chinese L1-B			 
Group1 (n = 9)	 108	 47/155	 0.30
Group2 (n = 10)	 354	 2/356	 0.06
Group3 (n = 10)	 550	 2/552	 0.04

Russian L1-A			 
Group1 (n = 9)	 321	 3/324	 0.09
Group2 (n = 9)	 304	 0/304	 0.00
Group3 (n = 9)	 305	 0/305	 0.00

Russian L1-B			 
Group1 (n = 5)	 107	 21/128	 0.16
Group2 (n = 6)	 228	 2/230	 0.09
Group3 (n = 8)	 275	 2/277	 0.07

* = ungrammatical
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	 TL:	 bin-t-un		  ʔuxr-ā
		  girl-s.f-Nom		  other-s.f
		  “another girl”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(43)	 IL:	 *mumtāz		  šayʔ
		  excellent.s.m		  thing.sm
	 TL:	 šayʔ	 	 mumtāz
		  thing.s.m		  excellent.s.m
 		  “an excellent thing”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(44)	 IL:	 *tʕaw īl		  tʕālib
		  tall.s.m		  student.s.m
	 TL:	 tʕālib		  tʕawīl
		  student.s.m		  tall.s.m
		  “a tall male student”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 1) 
(45)	 IL:	 *kabīl		  sayyāl-a
		  big.s.m	 	 car-s.f
	 TL:	 sayyār-a		  kabīr-a
		  car-s.f		  big-s.f
		  “a big car”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 1)
(46)	 IL:	 *ʤamīl-a		  ʔumm
		  beautiful-s.f		  mother.s.f
	 TL:	 ʔumm		  ʤamīl-a
		  mother.s.f		  beautiful-s.f
		  “a beautiful mother”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 1)
(47)	 IL:	 *kabīr		  ʔusr-a
		  big.s.m	 	 family-s.f
	 TL:	 ʔusr-a		  kabīr-a
		  family-s.f		  big-s.f
		  “a big family”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 1)
(48)	 IL:	 *sʕaxīr-at-un		  γurf-a
		  small-s.f-Nom		  room-s.f
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	 TL:	 γurf-at-un		  sʕaγīr-at-un
		  room-s.f-Nom		  small-s.f-Nom
		  “a small room”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 1)
(49)	 IL:	 *saʢīd		  ʔusr-a
		  happy.s.m		  family-s.f
	 TL:	 ʔusr-a		  saʢīd-a
		  family-s.f		  happy-s.f
		  “a happy family”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2)
(50)	 IL:	 *ʔal-ʔuxr-ā		  γurf-at-un
		  the-other-s.f		  room-s.f-Nom
	 TL:	 ʔal-γurf-at-u		  ʔal-ʔuxr-ā 
		  the-room-s.f-Nom		  the-other-s.f
		  “the other room”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(51)	 IL:	 *sūriyy-un		  bādiy-a
		  Syrian.s.m-Nom		  desert-s.f
	 TL:	 ʔal-bādiy-at-u		  ʔas-sūriyy-at-u
		  the-Syrian-s.f-Nom		  the-desert-s.f-Nom
		  “the Syrian desert”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)

3.3.1.4 Input Frequency of Nominal Gender Agreement   
The above findings were obtained despite the presentation of nominal (noun–
adjective) gender agreement construction in the input, which the participants 
received. Tables 3.6–3.9 display how often and when noun–adjective agree-
ment patterns were presented in the textbooks of Group 1 of the Chinese L1-A,  
Chinese L1-B, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B participants. Although nomi-
nal (noun–adjective) gender agreement is a high-frequency structure, input 
information is provided only for Group 1 (corresponding to the first year of expo-
sure) due to the variation in the introduction and presentation of the structure in 
first year Arabic curricula and due to introduction of Arabic letters and sounds. 

Table 3.6 shows that noun–adjective agreement patterns (including those 
of singular masculine and singular feminine) were formally introduced in the 
instructional input of Chinese L1-A Group 1 in Lesson 6 (after Arabic sounds 
and letters were introduced in the preceding lessons). Input containing noun–
adjective agreement was maintained consistently throughout until Lesson 24, 
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which is the concluding lesson of the first volume of the textbook series as-
signed for first year instruction. 

Table 3.7 shows that noun–adjective agreement was present sporadically 
in the instructional input of the Chinese L1-B Group 1 for a rather extended 
period of time first in the two booklets teaching Arabic letters and sounds (left 
half of table 3.7), but it was later maintained consistently in the main textbook 
(right half of table 3.7) when it was formally introduced in Lesson 9 and main-
tained consistently thereafter throughout. Note here that the data from the 
Chinese L1-B participants were collected when the participants in Group 1 
were completing instruction of the Arabic letters and sounds and basic parts 

Table 3.6  Frequency of noun–adjective agreement occurrence in the 
textbook of the Chinese L1-A Group 1 
	 Noun–Adjective Agreement

Unita	 s.m	 s.f	 p.m.h	 p.f.h	 p.non-h

1					   
2					   
3					   
4					   
5	 (X)	 (X)			 
6	 X	 X			   X
7	 (X)	 (X)			 
8	 (/)				  
9		  (/)			   (X)
10	 (X)	 (X)			   (/)
11	 (X)	 (X)	 X	 X	
12	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)		
13	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)
14	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)
15	 (X)	 (X)			   (X)
16	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)		  (/)
17	 (X)	 (X)			   (/)
18	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)		  (X)
19	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)		  (X)
20	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X
21	 (X)	 (X)			   (X)
22	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)		  (X)
23	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)		  (X)
24	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)     

a The text used is al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, vol. 1 (Guo and Zhou 2002).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruc-
tion but occurs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of  
instruction and occurs less than four times.
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of speech (left half of table 3.7). This may have contributed to the low accuracy 
levels of feminine singular agreement in Chinese L1-B Group 1.  

Table 3.8 shows that noun–adjective agreement was present in the instruc-
tional input of the Russian L1-A Group 1 quite consistently throughout. It is 
not clear when it was formally introduced, but it is likely that it was introduced 
while teaching the Arabic letters and sounds informally (i.e., without use of 
specific texts for Arabic letters and sounds) or in the grammar reference book 
(Jushmanov 1999) in Lesson 4.   
	 Table 3.9 shows that noun–adjective agreement was maintained consistently 

Table 3.7  Frequency of noun–adjective agreement in the textbooks of the Chinese 
L1-B Group 1

Unit/
Lessona

Noun–Adjective Agreement Unit/
Lessonb

Noun–Adjective Agreement

s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h

1–40 1
1 2 (/)
2 (/) (/) 3 (X) (X)
3 4 (X) (X)
4 (/) 5 (/)
5 (/) (/) 6 (X) (/) (/)
6 7 (X) (X) (X)
7 (/) (/) (/) 8 (/) (X)
8 9 X X X
9 (/) (/) (/) 10 (/) (/)
10 (/) (/) 11 (X) (X)
11 (/) 12 X X (X)
12 13 (X) (X) X
13 (/) 14 (X) (X)
14 15 (X) (X)
15 (/) 16 (X) (X)
1
2 (/)
3
4
5 (X) (/)
6
7

a The textbook for the left half of the table: Kitāb al-Qirā’a & Mudhakkira ’Iḍāfiyya li-l-Mustawā  
al-’Awwal (Saudi Teaching Delegates, n.d.).
b The textbook for the right half of the table: al-‘Arbiyya bayna Yadayk, vol. 1 (Al-Fawzān Hussein, and 
Faḍl 2003).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but oc- 
curs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs  
less than 4 times; shaded area = skipped in Kitāb al-Qirā’a and Mudhakkira (below the shaded area) 
was covered instead. 
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once presented in the input of the Russian L1-B Group 1. It was informally 
introduced in Lesson 6 in the book, which focuses on Arabic phonology and 
orthography (left half of table 3.9), and consistently maintained. Later, it was 
introduced formally in Lesson 8 and was maintained consistently thereafter in 
the main textbook (see right half of table 3.9). Despite this constant presence 
of the form in the input, the Russian L1-B participants in Group 1 exhibited 
low levels of accuracy in their interlanguage production of feminine agreement 
(see tables 3.1 and 3.2 above).     

The foregoing description of the input frequency of N-A agreement pat-
terns in the Group 1 of all the participants reflect variations due to the need to 
introduce Arabic phonology and orthography. However, in subsequent input 
for subsequent years 2 and 3 (corresponding to Groups 2 and 3), the varia-
tion becomes minimal, as in table 3.6 and the left half of tables 3.7–3.9, due 
to the high frequency of the structure.13 However, two observations can be 
made here. First, although the input frequency of N-A agreement patterns is 

Table 3.8  Frequency of noun–adjective agreement in the textbooks of the Russian 
L1-A Group 1

Unit/
Lessona

Noun–Adjective Agreement Unit/
Lessonb

Noun–Adjective Agreement

s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h

1–10 (X) (X) (/) 1–2 (/) (X) (X)
11–20 (X) (X) (/) 3–4 (/) (X) (/)
21–30 (X) (X) (X) 5–6 (/) (X) (/)
31–40 (X) (X) (X) 7–8 (X) (X) (X)
41–50 (/) (/) (X) 9–10 (X) (/) (/)
51–60 (X) (X) (X) 11–12 (/) (/) (/) (X)
61–70 (X) (X) (X) 13–14 (X) (X) (/) (X)
71–80 (X) (X) (/) (X) 15–16 (/) (X) (/)
81–90 (X) (X) (X) 17–18 (X) (X) (X)
91–100 (X) (X) (X) 19–20 (X) (X) (X)
101–10 (X) (X) (X) 21–22 (/) (X) (/)
111–20 (X) (X) (X) 23–24 (X) (/) (X)
121–30 (X) (X) (/) 25–26 (X) (X) (/) (X)
131–40 (X) (X) (X) 27–28 (X) (X) (/) (X)
141–50 (X) (X) (X) 29–30 (X) (X) (X)

31–32 (X) (X) (X)
33–34 (X) (X) (/) (X)
35–36 (X) (X) (X) (X)

a The textbook for the left half of the table: Povsednevnyarabskijjazyk (Franka 2007).
b The textbook for the right half of the table: Literaturnyarabskyjazyk (Khanna 2006).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but oc- 
curs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs 
less than 4 times.
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a little more sporadic for the Chinese L1-B group than its Russian L1-B coun-
terpart, both groups exhibited low accuracy in feminine agreement (see tables 
3.1–3.3). Recall, both groups received instruction time about less than half 
compared to their Chinese L-A and Russian L1-A counterparts. Second, de-
spite the high frequency of N-A agreement in the input in Groups 2 and 3, not 
all participants showed improvement. In particular, the Chinese L1-A Groups 
2 and 3 exhibited slight steady decline despite the intensive amount of instruc-
tion time (see table 2.1, chapter 2).  

3.3.2 Results of Demonstrative Gender Agreement

As explained above, nominal gender agreement involving demonstrative 
agreement here focuses on agreement between the demonstrative pronoun 
and a predicate noun (within a nominal/verbless sentence) in gender (mascu-
line versus feminine) and number (singular). The majority of demonstrative 
agreement tokens that the participants produced consist of a demonstrative 
pronoun followed by a predicate noun within nominal/verbless constructions 
such as those in (5)–(8) above. In addition, the participants produced a small 
number of tokens where a demonstrative modifies a following head noun 
within a determiner phrase (DP) such as (51) and (52). 

Table 3.9  Frequency of noun–adjective agreement occurrence in the textbooks of 
the Russian L1-B Group 1

Unit/
Lessona

Noun-Adjective Agreement Unit/
Lessonb

Noun-Adjective Agreement

s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h

1 1 (X) (X) (X) (/) (X)
2 2 (X) (X) (/) (X)
3 3 (X) (X) (X)
4 4 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X)
5 5 (X) (x) (X) (X)
6 (X) (X) 6 (X) (X) (/) (X)
7 (X) (X) 7 (X) (X) (/) (X) (X)
8 X X 8 (X) (X) (/) (X)
9 (X) (X) 9 (X) (X) (/) (X)
10 (X) (X) 10 (X) (X) (/) (X)
11 (X) (X) 11 (X) (X) (/) (X)

12 (X) (X) (X)
a The textbook for the left half of the table is Vvodno Foneticheskii Koors Arabskovo Yezika (Semyonova 
and Lukyanova 2004).
b The textbook for the right half of the table is Oochebna-Metodicheskoye Possobiye Po Arabskomu 
Yaziku (Semyonova et al. 2005).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but oc- 
curs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs 
less than 4 times.
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(51)	 IL: 	 hāðihi	 l-marʔ-a		  miθl-ī
		  this.s.f	 the-person-s.f	 like-me  
	 TL: 	 hāðihi	 l-marʔ-a		  miθl-ī
		  this.s.f	 the-person-s.f	 like-me  
 		  “This woman is like me.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(52)	 IL: 	 *ʔammā	 hāðā		  ʔal-ʔimraʔ-at
		  as for		 this.s.m		  the-person-s.f  
	 TL: 	 ʔammā	 hāðihi		  ʔal-marʔ-a
		  as for		 this.s.f		  the-person-s.f  
		  “As for this woman . . . ”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)

These tokens have a similar gender agreement distribution and were collapsed 
with the rest of the demonstrative agreement tokens within nominal/verbless 
constructions to allow for better effects for sample size of the data for running 
statistical tests. 

The produced demonstrative gender agreement tokens with demonstrative 
pronouns occurring as a subject of the nominal/verbless sentence followed by 
a predicate noun include instances where the definite article is oversupplied on 
the predicate noun across groups as in examples (53) and (54).   

(53)	 IL: 	 *hāðihi		  l-marʔ-a
		  this.s.f		  the-person-s.f
	 TL: 	 hāðihi		  ʔimraʔ-a
		  this.s.f		  person-s.f  
 		  “This is a woman.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2; Russian L1-B: Group 3;  
		  Chinese L1-A: Group 2; Chinese L1-B: Group 3)
(54)	 IL: 	 *hāðā		  r-raʤul
		  this.s.m		  the-man.s.m
	 TL: 	 hāðā		  raʤul
		  this.s.m		  man.s.m
 		  “This is a man.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2; Russian L1-B: Group 3;  
		  Chinese L1-A: Group 2; Chinese L1-B: Group 3)

The oversuppliance of the definite article in this context indicates developmen-
tal issues in the acquisition of the definite article by the participants. However, 
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due to the focus of the present study, the definite article feature is not among 
the target forms here.   

Unlike their performance on nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement, 
the participants exhibited a different acquisition pattern in their performance 
on nominal gender agreement involving demonstratives. Although the data 
snapshot in table 3.10 shows that the Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-A groups 
seem to have improved their accuracy on demonstrative feminine agreement 
along proficiency, no statistical difference was found in the performance of 
the participants between and within groups. A full factorial two-way ANOVA 
test detected no effects. Performance of the participants exhibits a great deal of 
variation between and within groups as displayed in the boxplot of figure 3.3 
where the quartiles are quite spread out. 
	 A similar finding is yielded with respect to the participants’ performance on 
demonstrative masculine agreement (see table 3.10 and figure 3.4). A full fac-
torial two-way ANOVA revealed no main effects. The general observation here 
is that all groups (1–3) seem to have used the singular masculine demonstra-
tive pronoun hāðā as the default form except for the Russian L1-A Group 3.  
This is evident in the high accuracy levels in masculine agreement in compari-
son with those of feminine agreement listed in table 3.10.  

Table 3.10  Production of demonstrative gender agreement 
		  Feminine Dem.		  Masculine Dem.  
		  Agreement 		  Agreement 
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)	 78/104	 75	 75/90	   83
Group2 (n = 10)	 127/205	 62	 143/154	   92
Group3 (n = 10)	 116/221	 52	 171/178	   96

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 1/16	   6	 12/13	   92
Group2 (n = 10)	 10/35	 29	 17/19	   89
Group3 (n = 10)	 88/13	 68	 70/74	   95

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 52/102	 51	 98/111	   88
Group2 (n = 9)	 134/180	 74	 103/113	   91
Group3 (n = 9)	 95/114	 83	 43/57	   75

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 8/20	 40	 16/16	 100
Group2 (n = 6)	 58/101	 57	 44/55	   80
Group3 (n = 8)	 97/173	 56	 170/174	   98



 

Figure 3.3  Boxplot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance on De-
monstrative Feminine Agreement by Language Group and Proficiency Level 
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	 The main observation overall, with respect to gender agreement involving 
demonstratives, is that the Russian L1-A Groups 2–3 (the intermediate and 
advanced groups) seem to maintain a lead (though not statistically significant) 
over other counterpart groups (in particular, the Chinese L1-A Groups 2–3, 
the Chinese L1-B Groups 1–3, and Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 3) in feminine 
agreement alone. However, the Russian L1-B Groups 2 and 3 do not seem to 
maintain such an advantage over the Chinese L1-A or Chinese L1-B groups 
(see table 3.10).

3.3.2.1 Results of Natural versus Grammatical Demonstrative Gender Agreement
The data were further analyzed for the distinction between natural/biologi-
cal gender (masculine versus feminine) and grammatical gender (masculine 
versus feminine) where in the former the demonstrative pronoun is followed 
by a noun exhibiting natural gender as in sentences (5) and (6) above and in 
the latter the demonstrative pronoun is followed by a noun exhibiting gram-
matical gender as in sentences (7) and (8). With respect to natural feminine 
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and masculine agreement—other than use of the masculine as the default form 
by all except for the Russian L1-A Group 3—a full factorial two-way ANOVA 
revealed no effects (see table 3.11). The same finding was yielded from the de-
monstrative agreement data involving grammatical feminine agreement where 
a full factorial two-way ANOVA test revealed no main effects (see table 3.12). 
The findings of demonstrative agreement involving grammatical masculine 
agreement is similar to that of natural masculine agreement where the ten-
dency by all participants (except those in the Russian L1-A Group 3) to use 
the masculine as the default form is evident in the high accuracy percentages 
of masculine versus feminine agreement (table 3.12). The general observa-
tion is that the difference in performance displayed in table 3.12 can be due to 
the Chinese L1-A participants (in Group 3) continuing to use the masculine 
as the default form (with 97% accuracy rate of masculine versus only 50% of 
feminine agreement) and the Russian L1-A participants no longer using the 
masculine as the default form (with 71% accuracy rate of masculine versus 
82% of feminine agreement).

Figure 3.4  Boxplot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance on De-
monstrative Masculine Agreement by Language Group and Proficiency Level
 



Table 3.11  Production of natural demonstrative gender agreement
		  Natural		  Natural  
		  Feminine		  Masculine  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 8/13	 62	 27/33	   82
Group2 (n = 10)	 54/74	 73	 104/110	   95
Group3 (n = 10)	 42/73	 58	 98/103	   95

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 0/1	   0	 6/6	 100
Group2 (n = 10)	 3/7	 43	 7/8	   88
Group3 (n = 10)	 15/23	 65	 30/31	   97

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 16/43	 37	 40/46	   87
Group2 (n = 9)	 41/55	 75	 63/70	   90
Group3 (n = 9)	 24/27	 89	 28/36	   78

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 3/7	 43	 13/13	 100
Group2 (n = 6)	 30/54	 56	 40/45	   89
Group3 (n = 8)	 52/72	 72	 116/116	 100

Table 3.12  Production of grammatical demonstrative gender agreement
		  Grammatical		  Grammatical	  
		  Feminine 		  Masculine	  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	  Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 70/91	 77	 48/57	   84
Group2 (n = 10)	 73/131	 56	 39/44	   89
Group3 (n = 10)	 74/148	 50	 73/75	   97

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 1/15	      6.7	 6/7	   86
Group2 (n = 10)	 7/28	 25	 10/11	   91
Group3 (n = 10)	 73/107	 68	 40/43	   93

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 36/59	 61	 58/65	   89
Group2 (n = 9)	 93/125	 74	 40/43	   93
Group3 (n = 9)	 71/87	 82	 15/21	   71

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 5/13	 38	 3/3	 100
Group2 (n = 6)	 28/47	 60	 8/10	   80
Group3 (n = 8)	 45/101	 45	 54/58	   93
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	 Thus, the big picture that emerges here is that the participants overall seem 
to use the masculine demonstrative pronoun hāðā as the default form as they 
tend to use the masculine form for a following noun whether feminine or 
masculine, hence contributing to the high accuracy percentages of masculine 
agreement. The only minor exception is the Russian L1-A Group 3 where the 
participants in both natural and grammatical masculine agreement seem to 
stop using the masculine as the default form and instead they tend to oversup-
ply the feminine form with two consequences: (1) higher accuracy on feminine 
natural and grammatical agreement, and (2) comparatively lower accuracy 
on masculine natural and grammatical agreement. In addition, similar to the 
overall results of demonstrative gender agreement, the Russian L1-A Groups 2 
and 3 seem to maintain a lead (though not statistically significant) over other 
counterpart groups (in particular, the Chinese L1-A Groups 2 and 3, the Chi-
nese L1-B Groups 1–3, and the Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 3) in feminine 
grammatical agreement. The Russian L1-B Groups 2 and 3 do not seem to 
maintain such an advantage (in feminine grammatical gender) over the Chi-
nese L1-A or the Chinese L1-B groups (table 3.12).   

3.3.2.2 Rule Application of Demonstrative Gender Agreement in Noncontexts
A total of fifty-three IL instances of rule application of singular masculine and 
singular feminine demonstrative gender agreement in productive/noncontexts  
were found in all the data sets. The Russian L1-A Group 1 produced the ma-
jority of these instances (a total of thirty-nine tokens) followed by the Chinese 
L1-A Groups 1–3 who produced eleven tokens. Apart from two tokens, all 
were produced with a noun in the masculine form following the singular mas-
culine demonstrative hāðā (see table 3.13). Sentences (55)–(60) are examples 
of rule application by the participants where nouns are used in the masculine 
or feminine form (in noncontext) preceded by an agreeing (singular masculine 
or singular feminine) demonstrative pronoun.   

(55)	 IL:	 *hāzā		  sayyār-un
		  this.s.m		  car.s.m-Nom
	 TL:	 hāðihi		  sayyār-at-un
		  this.s.f		  car-s.f-Nom
 		  “This is a car.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(56)	 IL:	 *hāðā		  ʢāʔil
		  this.s.m		  family.s.m
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	 TL:	 hāðihi	 ʢāʔil-a
		  this.s.f	 family-s.f
 		  “This is a family.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(57)	 IL:	 *hāðā	 madīn-un 	 saγīr-un
		  this.s.m	 city.s.m-Nom	 small.s.m-Nom
	 TL:	 hāðihi	 madīn-at-un 	 sʕaγīr-at-un
		  this.s.f	 city-s.f-Nom	 small-s.f-Nom
 		  “This is a small city.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(58)	 IL:	 *hāðā	 sʕūr
		  this.s.m	 picture.s.m
	 TL:	 hāðihi	 sʕūr-a
		  this.s.f	 picture-s.f
 		  “This is a picture.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(59)	 IL:	 *hāðā	 sʕuwar
		  this.s.m	 picture.pl
	 TL:	 hāðihi	 sʕūr-a
		  this.s.f	 picture-s.f
 		  “This is a picture.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(60)	 IL:	 *hāðihi	 tʕabaq-a
		  this.s.f	 dish-s.f
	 TL:	 hāðā	 tʕabaq
		  this.s.m	 dish.s.m
 		  “This is a dish.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2 by two different participants)

	 Whereas the vast majority of tokens of demonstrative agreement in non-
context were produced by the Russian L1-A and Chinese L-A groups, the Rus-
sian L1-A (in particular Group 1) produced almost four times the number 
of tokens that the Chinese L1-A groups did. However, it turns out only three 
of the Russian L1-A participants in Group 1 were responsible for producing 
all thirty-nine tokens. Thus, the observation here is that of all groups, only 
the Russian L1-A and Chinese L1-A participants seem to show awareness of 
(and application of) demonstrative masculine agreement with the former do-
ing more so than the latter. The production of demonstrative agreement in 
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noncontext may also be due to individual variation where only a few individual 
participants at the beginning stage are encountering a difficulty with gender 
assignment on nouns and have not yet learned the gender assignment of such 
nouns and instead tend to use the masculine forms of both the demonstratives 
and predicate nouns as a default strategy to deal with gender assignment on 
nouns. Nevertheless, this indicates such learners (more so the Russian than the 
Chinese) seem to be more sensitive or attuned to the gender feature on nouns, 
which, in turn, seems to trigger agreement with a demonstrative.  

3.3.2.3 Input Frequency of Demonstrative Gender Agreement   
These findings were obtained in spite of the presentation of demonstrative 
gender agreement in the instructional input that the participants received. 
Tables 3.14–3.17 display how often and when demonstrative pronouns (both 
in predicative and attributive contexts) were presented in the textbooks of the 
Chinese L1-A, Chinese L1-B, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B participants. 
Instructional input information is provided for Group 1 (corresponding to the 
first year of exposure) due to the variation in the introduction and presentation 
of the structure in first year Arabic curricula and due to introduction of Arabic 
letters and sounds (for a detailed explanation of the instructional input that the 
other groups received, see chapter 2, section 2.4). 
	 Table 3.14 shows that the target structure was formally introduced in the 
input (textbook) of the Chinese L1-A participants (Group 1) toward the end 

Table 3.13  Total of demonstrative agreement tokens in noncontexts
		  Dem. 		  Dem.	  
		  Feminine		  Masculine	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
		  Productive		  Productive	  
L2 Arabic	 Tokens/Total 	 % Correct	 Tokens/Total	 % Correct	

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 0/104	 0.0	 3/90	 3.3
Group2 (n = 10)	 2/205	   0.98	 2/154	 1.3
Group3 (n = 10)	 0/221	 0.0	 4/178	 2.2

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 0/102	 0.0	 39/111	 35.0
Group2 (n = 10)	 0/180	 0.0	 1/113	      0.9
Group3 (n = 10)	 0/114	 0.0	 1/57	 1.8

Russian L1-B				  
Group3 (n = 9)	 0/173	 0.0	 1/174	 0.6
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of the lessons focusing on Arabic letters and sounds (i.e., Lessons 5 and 6) 
and was maintained and recycled somewhat consistently thereafter. Table 3.15 
shows that the target structure was introduced as soon as Arabic orthography 
and phonology was covered in the instructional input of the Chinese L1-B 
Group 1 (i.e., in the right half of table 3.15) and was maintained in the input 
consistently thereafter. Table 3.16 does not show when the target structure was 
formally introduced in the instructional input of the Russian L1-A Group 1, 
but it is somewhat densely present in the dialogue textbook (the left half of 
table 3.16) and sporadically so in the reading textbook (the right half of table 

Table 3.14  Frequency of demonstrative gender agreement occurrence in 
the textbook of the Chinese L1-A Group 1 
	 Demonstrative Agreement

Unita	 s.m	 s.f	 p.m.h	 p.f.h	 p.non-h

1					   
2					   
3					   
4					   
5	 X	 X	 XL	 XL	 XL
6	 X	 X			   X
7	 (X)	 (/)			 
8	 (X)	 (/)			 
9					   
10		  (/)			 
11		  (/)	 X	 X	
12		  (/)			 
13	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
14	 (/)	 (/)	 (X)	 (/)	
15	 (/)	 (X)			   (/)
16	 (X)	 (X)			 
17	 (X)	 (X)			   (/)
18	 (/)	 (/)			 
19	 (X)	 (/)			   (/)
20	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)		  (/)
21	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)		
22	 (X)	 (X)			   (/)
23	 (/)	 (X)			   (/)
24	 (X)	 (/)			   (/) 

a The text used is al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, vol. 1 (Guo and Zhou 2002).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; XL = focused attempt to teach the structure 
without examples; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but occurs in the lesson and 
drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs less than 4 
times.
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3.16). The adopted grammar reference book introduces demonstrative use in 
Lesson 3 (Jushmanov 1999). Finally, table 3.17 shows the target structure was 
introduced in the Russian L1-B participants’ instructional input from early on 
during the presentation of Arabic phonology and orthography as the textbook 
attempts to teach the letters and sounds in context at the sentence level (the left 
half of table 3.17) and was maintained somewhat densely throughout but less 
so in the reading texts and dialogues (the right half of table 3.17).  
	 Based on the analysis of the input that the participants received, the overall 

Table 3.15  Frequency of demonstrative gender agreement in the textbook of the 
Chinese L1-B Group 1a

Unit/
Lessona

Demonstrative Agreement Unit/
Lessonb

Demonstrative Agreement 

s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h

1–40 1 X X
1 2 X X
2 3 (/)
3 4
4 5 (X) (/)
5 6 (X) (X)
6 7 (/) (/)
7 8 (/)
8 (X) (X) 9 X X (/)
9 (X) (X) 10 (X) (/) (/)
10 X X X X 11 (/) (/)
11 12 (X) (X) (X)
12 13 (/) (X) X
13 (/) (/) (/) (/) 14 (/) (/)
14 15 (/)
15 (/) (/) (/) 16
1
2
3
4
5
6
7 XL XL XL XL

a The textbooks used for the left half of the table are Kitāb al-Qirā’a and Mudhakkira ’Iḍāfiyya li-l-
Mustawā al-’Awwal (Commissioned Saudi Teaching Delegates, n.d.).
b The textbook used for the right half of the table is al-‘Arbiyya bayna Yadayk, vol. 1 (Al-Fawzān, Hus-
sein, and Faḍl 2003).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; XL = focused attempt to teach the structure without 
examples; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but occurs in the lesson and drills 4 or more 
times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs less than 4 times; shaded area = skipped 
in Kitāb al-Qirā’a and Mudhakkira (below the shaded area) was covered instead.
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observation here is that participants across groups received a somewhat sus-
tained amount of exposure to agreement patterns involving demonstrative pro-
nouns. This is more evident in the target (i.e., singular masculine and singular 
feminine) than in other forms. In addition, recall that both the Chinese L1-A 
and Russian L1-A groups received double the time of input exposure than 
their Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B counterparts, respectively. Yet, despite 
the difference in time and intensity of exposure, the findings did not reveal any 
statistical significance between and within groups except where the Russian 
L1-A Group 3 tended to underperform compared to the other groups in their 
performance on singular masculine. This is likely due either to less reliance on 
the use of the masculine as the default form or oversuppliance of the feminine 
form. By the same token, the Russian L1-A Groups 2–3 seem to maintain a lead 
(though not statistically significant) over other counterpart groups (in par-
ticular, the Chinese L1-A Groups 2 and 3, the Chinese L1-B Groups 1–3, and 

Table 3.16  Frequency of demonstrative gender agreement in the textbook of the 
Russian L1-A Group 1 

Unit/
Lessona

Demonstrative Agreement Unit/
Lessonb

Demonstrative Agreement

s.m s.f  p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h

1–10 (X) (X) 1–2 (X)
11–20 (X) (X) 3–4
21–30 (X) (/) 5–6
31–40 (X) (/) 7–8
41–50 (X) (/)   9–10
51–60 (X) 11–12
61–70 (X) (/) (/) 13–14 (/) (/) (/)
71–80 (X) (/) (/) 15–16
81–90 (X) (/) (/) 17–18 (/)
91–100 (X) (X) 19–20
101–10 (X) (X) (/) 21–22 (/) (/) (/)
111–20 (X) (/) (/) 23–24
121–30 (/) (/) 25–26 (/)
131–40 (/) (/) (/) 27–28 (/) (/)
141–50 (/) (X) (/) 29–30 (/) (/)

31–32 (/)
33–34 (/)

 35–36 (X) (X)
a The text used for the left half of the table is Povsednevnyarabskijjazyk (Franka 2007).
b The text used for the right half of the table is Literaturnyarabskyjazyk (Khanna 2006). 
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but  
occurs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and  
occurs less than 4 times.
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the Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 3) in feminine grammatical agreement alone. 
However, the Russian L1-B Groups 2 and 3 do not seem to maintain such an 
advantage over the Chinese L1-A or the Chinese L1-B groups (table 3.12). 

3.4 Summary 

Based on the nominal gender agreement data from the participants (Chinese 
L1-A, Chinese, L1-B, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B), the main observa-
tion found is that all participants in their early stage of Arabic L2 acquisition 
corresponding to Group 1 (except for the Chinese L1-A Group 1) exhibit a 
tendency to use the masculine zero morpheme form as the default form for 
nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement, and all participants in Groups 
1–3 (except for the Russian L1-A Group 3) tend to use the masculine demon-
strative pronoun hāðā as the default form preceding a predicate noun whether 
feminine or masculine. In addition, four main findings are yielded.  
	 First, there was no statistical difference with respect to nominal (noun–ad-
jective) gender agreement between the performance of the participants in the 

Table 3.17  Frequency of demonstrative gender agreement occurrence in the text-
book of the Russian L1-B Group 1 

Unit/
Lessona

Demonstrative Agreement Unit/
Lessonb

Demonstrative Agreement

s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h s.m s.f p.m.h p.f.h p.non-h

1   1 (/)
2   2 (/) (/)
3   3 (/)
4 X X   4 (X) (X)
5 (X) (X)   5  (/) (/) 
6 (X) (X)   6 (/) (/)
7 (/) (X)   7 (X) (/)
8 X X   8 (/) (/)
9 (X) (/)   9 (/) (/) (/) (/)
10 (/) (/) 10 (/) (/)
11 (/) (/) 11 (/)

12 (/) (/)
a The text used for the left half of the table is Vvodno Foneticheskii Koors Arabskovo Yezika  
(Semyonova and Lukyanova 2004).
b The text used for the right half of the table is Oochebna-Metodicheskoye Possobiye Po Arabskomu 
Yaziku (Semyonova et al. 2005). 
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but  
occurs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; (/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and  
occurs less than 4 times.
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Chinese L1-A Group 1 and their Russian L1-A counterparts, but both groups 
outperformed their Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B counterparts. This find-
ing would be expected if the role of input is taken into account. Recall, both 
the Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A groups received double the exposure 
time than their Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B counterparts, and by far the 
Chinese L1-A groups received the most exposure time (see table 2.1, chapter 
2). However, when considering the performance of the participants over time 
along proficiency levels (i.e., Group 1 through Group 3), the data revealed the 
performance of all L1 groups improved significantly over time except for the 
Chinese L1-A groups. In fact, rather than exhibiting improvement over time, 
the performance of the participants in the Chinese L1-A Groups 1–3 plateaued 
and even showed a somewhat steady decline. In other words, although the 
Chinese L1-A participants (in Group 1) had an initial advantage over all other 
participants at the beginning stage of Arabic L2 development (with the high-
est degree of accuracy that they exhibited), due likely to the increase in input 
exposure, such an advantage was not maintained in subsequent groups/levels. 
By contrast, the Russian L1-A Groups 2 and 3 maintained an advantage over 
their Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B counterparts in both feminine and mas-
culine agreement (though not statistically significant in all cases); so did the 
Russian L1-B groups 1–3, with a slighter advantage, over their Chinese L1-B 
counterparts as well as the Chinese L1-A Group 3 in feminine agreement. This 
finding is congruent with that reported in Al-Hamad’s (2003) study, which 
showed the Russian L1 participants were more accurate in their suppliance 
of gender markings on nouns and adjectives than their Chinese L1 counter- 
parts. 
	 Second, due likely to the role of the amount of input exposure, of all the 
groups, only the beginner Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B Group 1 exhibited 
a high percentage of tokens with the wrong noun–adjective word order where 
the adjective is placed prenominally rather than postnominally (30% and 16%, 
respectively). Recall, the beginner Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B Group 1 
received half as much input exposure as their Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A 
counterparts.
	 Third, with respect to the demonstrative gender agreement data, the find-
ings reveal no statistically significant differences between and within groups. 
Here, too, participants seem to use the singular masculine demonstrative as 
the default form. Recall, the findings obtained despite the different intensity 
of input exposure of the different groups of the study. However, despite lack 
of (significant) group difference, the Russian L1-A Groups 2 and 3 seem to 
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maintain a lead (though not statistically significant) over other counterpart 
groups (in particular, the Chinese L1-A Groups 2 and 3, the Chinese L1-B 
Groups 1–3, and the Russian L1-B Groups 1 and 3) in feminine grammati-
cal agreement alone, though the Russian L1-B Groups 2 and 3 do not seem 
to maintain such an advantage over the Chinese L1-A or the Chinese L1-B 
groups. 
	 Fourth, apart from the small number of tokens with the wrong gender as-
signment on nouns as well as the (three) individual cases where participants 
tend to use singular masculine gender assignment with feminine nouns with 
an agreeing masculine demonstrative, almost all participants seem to have no 
difficulty with gender assignment on nouns. The main learning problem posed 
by nominal gender agreement is gender assignment on adjectives (uniformly 
more so by the Chinese than the Russian participants) as well as on demonstra-
tive pronouns. 
	 Evidently, there is a number of acquisition factors at play here, the most 
prominent of which is the role of input exposure and L1 transfer. The lat-
ter seems to relate in particular to presence or absence of a feature in L1. A 
detailed discussion of the acquisition factors involved as well as theoretical 
and applied implications of the observations and findings mentioned above is 
provided in chapters 7 and 8.

Notes
1. The adjective marker de is a formal marker and can be dropped in colloquial 

Chinese. 
2. In attributing parametric variation to strength of functional features, stan-

dard minimalist assumption is adopted here. On this account, due to rich nomi-
nal agreement features, both Arabic and Russian are analyzed with the functional 
feature strength set to [+strong] while functional feature strength in Chinese and 
English is set to [-strong]. 

3. The study elicited production data from forty Russian L1 and Chinese L1 
learners (assigned to two intermediate and two advanced groups with ten partici-
pants in each group) during “guided conversations”/interviews for an average of 
ten minutes each. The interviews were about general topics to do with the partici-
pant’s family, country, previous and current studies, plans for the future, and social 
life in their native country and in Saudi Arabia. The study investigated definite-
ness, gender, number, tense, and verbal agreement. It collapsed the singular and 
plural together (for both number and gender) and eliminated the dual feature from 
the investigation. Although the data of the study are useful and relevant, analyzing 
features separately rather than in clusters would have yielded more relevant find-
ings to the target structures here (Al-Hamad 2003, 74–75). 
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4. It is not clear how the data were analyzed in addition to the limitation in note 
3, above. For example, the total obligatory contexts (TOC) of suppliance of the 
feminine markings on adjectives in the Chinese intermediate group (which is 62) 
does not match the total of TOC of omission of feminine markings on adjectives in 
the same group (which is 90) unless (most likely) “addition of feminine marking to 
adjectives” and “omission of feminine marking from adjectives” refer to feminine 
and masculine adjectives, respectively. The same is true for the advanced Chinese 
group as well as the intermediate and advanced Russian groups, where the TOC 
for suppliance and omission in each group are not the same (Al-Hamad 2003, 89).     

5. The asterisk “*” indicates the utterance is ungrammatical. Hence, “IL” stands 
for “Interlanguage” utterance and “TL” stands for Target-like” utterance.  

6. This is expected and is in line with previous findings (e.g., Alhawary 2009a) 
since the masculine form is the derivational default form and the feminine form is 
derived by affixing the feminine suffix (for a similar finding of use of the mascu-
line as the default form in Spanish L2, see White et al. 2004). Hence, participants’ 
performance on gender agreement is likely to be more readily captured by their 
performance on feminine rather than masculine forms.  

7. As for the participants’ performance on masculine N-A agreement, a full 
factorial two-way ANOVA showed a marginal effect for L1 backgrounds (F(3, 93) 
= 2.410, p = 0.072, partial Ƞ2 = 0.072), a near effect for proficiency (F(2,93) = 2.885, 
p = 0.061, partial Ƞ2 = 0.058), and no interaction effect between language back-
grounds and proficiency.   

8. Since all participants can process natural gender intuitively, their performance 
on grammatical gender agreement is more likely to be reflective of L1 group differ-
ence, an observation in accordance with previous findings (see Alhawary 2009a, 
81). Accordingly, the findings on grammatical rather than natural gender is more 
identical in accordance with feminine gender agreement overall.      

9. As for the participants’ performance on natural masculine (noun–adjective) 
agreement, a full factorial two-way ANOVA showed a near effect for L1 back-
grounds only: F(3, 89) = 2.580, p = 0.059, partial Ƞ2 = 0.080.  

10. As for the participants’ performance on grammatical masculine (noun– 
adjective) agreement, a full factorial two-way ANOVA showed no effects.  

11. Of course, examining rule application of the target forms in noncontexts 
is equally significant in order to avoid the pitfalls of the comparative fallacy (see 
Bley-Vroman 1983). Although such use is not necessarily target-like, it sheds light 
on the underlying L2 representation of the IL systems of the participants, including 
hypotheses that the participants make about the target forms.

12. For a similar finding on L2 German by Turkish, Korean, and Romance 
speakers, see Parodi and colleagues (2004), where many of the Romance speakers 
(in whose L1s the adjective is placed prenominally, unlike in Turkish and Korean 
where it occurs postnominally, similar to German) produced a large number of 
tokens with the wrong order of the adjective occurring in postnominal position at 
the earliest stage of their German L2 acquisition. However, previous findings on 
Arabic L2 based on data from English L1, Japanese L1, and French L1 participants 
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(where the Arabic noun–adjective word order is only exhibited similarly in French 
participants’ L1) did not reveal the same observation. There, all groups, including 
the beginner groups, produced a small number of tokens with the adjective occur-
ring in prenominal position (Alhawary 2009a, 85).     

13. This is also verified by examining the instructional input of the participants 
as was done in tables 3.6–3.9. 



Chapter 4
The Acquisition of Verbal  
Gender Agreement

This chapter discusses the acquisition of verbal gender agreement based on 
the collected cross-sectional data from all of the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 
groups. As discussed in chapter 1, the focus of verbal gender agreement here 
is on third person singular masculine and third person singular feminine 
between the subject and the verb in the past and present tense regardless of 
whether the subject occurs preverbally or postverbally, as in (21)–(28) in chap-
ter 1, restated below as (1)–(8).

(1)	 ʔal-tʕālib-(u)			   ʔakala
	 the-student.s.m-(Nom)		  ate.3.s.m
	 “The male student ate.”
(2)	 ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)			   ʔakala-t
	 the-student-s.f-(Nom)		  ate-3.s.f
	 “The female student ate.”
(3)	 ʔal-tʕālib-(u)			   ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 the-student.s.m-(Nom)		  3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “The male student eats/is eating.”
(4)	 ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)			   ta-ʔkul-(u)
	 the-student-s.f-(Nom)		  3.s.f-eat-(Indic)
	 “The female student eats/is eating.”
(5)	 ʔakala 				    ʔal-tʕālib-(u)
	 ate.3.s.m 				    the-student.s.m-(Nom)
	 “The male student ate.”
(6)	 ʔakala-t 				    ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)
	 ate-3.s.f 				    the-student-s.f-(Nom)
	 “The female student ate.”
(7)	 ya-ʔkul-(u)				   ʔal-tʕālib-(u)
	 3.s.m-eat-(Indic)			   the-student.s.m-(Nom)
	 “The male student eats/is eating.”
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(8)	 ta-ʔkul-(u)				    ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)
	 3.s.f-eat-(Indic)			   the-student-s.f-(Nom)
	 “The female student eats/is eating.”

As explained in chapter 1, investigation of the above target forms has been 
carried out irrespective of the participants’ production of mood endings. In 
other words, gender agreement features are the focus alone and regardless as to 
whether or not the participants produced verbal mood endings appropriately, 
avoided producing them partially or wholly, or did not produce them at all. 

4.1 Typological Pairings

Focus on verbal gender agreement (third person singular masculine versus 
third person singular feminine) features results in two opposite typological 
pairings based on the participants’ L1s. On one hand, Russian, like Arabic, 
exhibits a distinction in gender (but not person) between singular masculine 
and singular feminine verbal agreement in the past tense (i.e., it exhibits gen-
der and number), as in (9) and (10), but it does not exhibit gender in nonpast/
present tense (i.e., it exhibits person and number), as in (11) and (12).       

(9) 	 studyent			   yel
	 student.s.m			  ate.s.m
	 “The (male) student ate.”
(10) 	 studyent-kә			  yel-a
	 student-s.f			   ate-s.f
	 “The (female) student ate.”
(11) 	 studyent			   yest
	 student.s.m			  eat.3.s
	 “The (male) student eats/is eating.”
(12) 	 studyent-kә			  yest
	 student-s.f 			   eats.3.s
	 “The (female) student eats/is eating.”

On the other hand, Chinese, unlike Arabic, does not exhibit verbal gender 
agreement, neither in the past tense nor in the present tense, as illustrated in 
(13)–(16).1  

(13)	 nan	 xue    sheng	 chi	 le
	 male   	 study apprentice	 eat	 past
	 “The male student ate.”
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(14)	 nu	 xue     sheng	 chi	 le
	 female	 study apprentice	 eat	 past
	 “The female student ate.”
(15)	 nan	 xue     sheng	 (zai)	 chi
	 male	 study apprentice	 (is)	 eat
	 “The male student eats (is eating).”
(16)	 nu	 xue     sheng	 (zai)	 chi
	 female	 study apprentice	 (is)	 eat
	 “The female student eats (is eating).”

Accordingly, the typological constellations (a) and (b) are yielded, in particular 
with respect to past tense verbal agreement features. 

(a)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [+gender] and [+strong] 
L1, learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+strong ], with previous 
knowledge of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]  

(b)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [-gender] and [-strong] 
L1, learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+ strong], with previous 
knowledge of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]2

	 However, with respect to present tense verbal agreement features, a different 
pairing (c) and (d) is yielded. 

(c)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [-gender] and [+strong] 
L1, learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+strong ], with previous 
knowledge of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]  

(d)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [-gender] and [-strong] 
L1, Learning L2 Arabic [+gender] and [+ strong], with previous 
knowledge of L2 English [-gender] and [-strong]  

Here the verb is not inflected for singular feminine versus singular masculine 
in both Russian and Chinese, although Russian overall exhibits a uniformly 
rich morphological paradigm and Chinese uniformly lacks one.3 

4.2 Previous Findings  

Data from previous studies that investigated acquisition of verbal gender 
agreement (third person singular masculine and third person singular femi-
nine) features by Arabic L2 learners who are speakers of English, French, and 
Japanese as L1s yielded the following findings:  
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•	 Arabic L2 learners of different L1 backgrounds and across all groups 
showed higher accuracy on masculine gender than feminine gender 
agreement, likely due to use of the masculine as the default form by 
participants across groups (Alhawary 2005, 299; 2009a, 77–78; 2009b, 
379–82).

•	 French L1 learners somewhat outperformed English L1 and Japanese 
L1 learners of Arabic in producing the appropriate verbal agreement 
features for third person singular masculine and third person singular 
feminine in all groups (except for first year French L1 participants, who 
slightly underperformed their English and Japanese L1 counterparts on 
singular feminine agreement) although such differences were not  
found to be statistically significant (Alhawary 2009a, 77–78).

•	 English L1 learners of Arabic slightly outperformed their Japanese L1 
counterparts on third person singular feminine (in particular those at 
the beginner and advanced level) and on third person singular mascu-
line (in particular, those at the advanced level). Conversely, Japanese L1 
learners slightly outperformed their English L1 counterparts on third 
person singular feminine (in particular, those at the intermediate level) 
and on third person singular masculine (in particular, those at the 
beginner and intermediate level). However, such differences were not 
found to be statistically significant (Alhawary 2009a, 77–78; see also 112).       

Since no statistically significant effect was found in the performance of all three 
participants of the three L1 backgrounds (French, English, and Japanese) and 
since none of the three L1s exhibits a distinction in verbal gender agreement 
between third person singular masculine and third person singular feminine, 
it has been suggested that the findings of verbal agreement do not necessarily 
provide evidence for L1 transfer (see Alhawary 2009a, 153–57). 
	 Nielsen (1997) reported mixed results based on production data from two 
Danish L1 learners of Arabic. Whereas verbal gender (third person singular  
masculine and third person singular feminine) agreement was found to emerge 
in one of the two participants (in recording 4), the other participant did not 
exhibit emergence of verbal gender agreement during the entire fifteen-month 
period of the longitudinal observation. This finding is relevant, since Danish 
(like English, French, and Japanese) does not display a gender distinction in 
third person singular verbal agreement paradigm.   
	 Al-Hamad’s (2003) reported findings on a cross-sectional study of interme-
diate and advanced groups of Chinese L1 and Russian L1 learners of Arabic 
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as an L2 are most relevant here. The study investigated the production of a 
set of morphosyntactic structures including verbal gender agreement.4 The 
findings reveal that the Russian intermediate group was more successful ac-
quiring verbal gender agreement than its Chinese counterpart and that both 
Russian and Chinese groups were generally less accurate on gender than other 
(number and tense) features (Al-Hamad 2003, 103–8).5 The production data of 
verbal gender agreement by the intermediate groups is potentially relevant to 
examining L1 transfer effects, but since the verbal agreement data of past and 
present tense are collapsed together in Al-Hamad’s (2003) study, this precludes 
drawing any clear conclusion or finding about L1 transfer. Recall, whereas Rus-
sian exhibits a gender feature in past tense and does not do so in the present 
tense, Chinese does not exhibit a gender feature in any tense.  
	 The typological pairings of the present study—with participants who are 
Russian L1 and Chinese L1 speakers—are significant to examining L1 transfer 
effects while taking into account the separation (in the analysis) between ver-
bal gender agreement data in the past tense and verbal gender agreement in 
the present tense. Furthermore, employment of the different groups and their 
exposure settings (i.e., with two sets of groups receiving double the amount of 
instruction than their two counterpart sets) is significant in order to examine 
the extent according to which L1 transfer plays a role in L2 acquisition and 
whether or not it can be overridden or minimized by input exposure. 

4.3 Results

The four narrative tasks (discussed in chapter 2) elicited descriptions of the 
activities of a female and a male character, containing mainly tokens of verbal 
gender agreement for third person singular masculine and third person sin-
gular feminine in the past and present tense. Examples of correct rule applica-
tion of third person singular masculine and third person singular feminine are 
illustrated in sentences (17)–(24), extracted from the respective participants’ 
data samples.

(17)	 IL:	 hāðihi     ʔal-marʔ-a        qad        ðahaba-t    ʔilā nafs     ʔal-makān
		  this.s.f     the-person-s.f   indeed  went-3.s.f   to    same   the-place
  	 TL:	 hāðihi     ʔal-marʔ-a        qad        ðahaba-t    ʔilā nafs     ʔal-ʔamākin
		  this.s.f     the-person-s.f   indeed  went-3.s.f   to   same    the-places
 		  “This woman had gone to the same places.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
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(18)	 IL:	 wa	 hiya	 ðahaba-t		 ʔilā            	 xāliʤ
		  and	 she	 went-3.s.f   	 to		  outside
  	 TL:	 wa	 hiya	 ðahaba-t		 ʔilā            	 ʔal-xāriʤ
		  and	 she	 went-3.s.f   	 to		  the-outside 
 		  “And she went abroad.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(19)	 IL:	 ðahaba-t	 hiya	 ʔilā 		  ʜadīq-i      	 ʔal-ʜayawān
		  went-3.s.f   	 she	 to    		  park-Gen   	 the-animal
  	 TL:	 ðahaba-t	 ʔilā 			   ʜadīq-at-i  	 ʔal-ʜayawān
		  went-3.s.f   	 to    		    	 park-s.f-Gen	 the-animal
 		  “She went to the zoo.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3)
(20)	 IL:	 wasʕala-t	 ʔilā	 ʔamrīka
		  arrived-3.s.f	 to	 America
		  “She arrived in America.”
 		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2) 
(21)	 IL:	 ya-lʢab-u		  ʔal-kur-a	 ʔal-qadam 
		  3.s.m-play-Indic   	 the-ball-s.f	 the-foot.s.f
  	 TL:	 ya-lʢab-u		  kur-at		  ʔal-qadam
		  3.s.m-play-Indic   	 ball-s.f		  the-foot.s.f
 		  “He plays football.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2) 
(22)	 IL:	 wa	 huwa	 ya-qraʔ-u	 l-qurʔān 
		  and	 he	 3.s.m-read-Indic	 the-Qur’ ān
 		  “And he reads the Qur’ān.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2) 
(23)	 IL:	 ya-stayqiðʕ-u		  hāðā		  r-raʤul
			  3.s.m-wakes-Indic	 this.s.m		  the-man
 			  “This man wakes up.”
			  (Russian L1-A: Group 3) 
(24)	 IL:	 ya-ktub-u		  shayʔan
			  3.s.m-writes-Indic	 thing.s.m
 			  “He writes something.”
			  (Russian L1-B: Group 3) 

As illustrated in examples (17)–(24), the produced tokens contain preverbal sub-
jects, as in (17), (18), and (22); postverbal subjects, as in (19) and (23); and null sub-
jects, where no explicit pronoun or subject NP is used, as in (20), (21), and (24).6 
Tokens of incorrect use of rule applications of third person singular masculine  
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and third person singular feminine occurred with similar subject types, as illus-
trated in examples (25)–(32) from the respective participants’ data samples.

(25)	 IL:	 *sʕadīq-at-i-hā		  qad 	 ʔanʤaba	 ʔal-mawlūd
		  friend-s.f-Gen-her		  indeed	 birthed.3.s.m	 the-baby
  	 TL:	 sʕadīq-at-u-hā		  qad 	 ʔanʤaba-t	 ʔal-mawlūd
		  friend-s.f-Nom-her		 indeed	 birthed-3.s.f	 the-baby 
		  “Her female friend had given birth to the baby.” 
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3) 
(26)	 IL:	 *ʔal-ʔimraʔ-a		  ðahab-tu	 ʔilay-hu
		  the-person-s.f 		  went-1.s	 to-him
  	 TL:	 ʔal-marʔ-a		  ðahaba-t	 ʔilay-hi
		  the-person-s.f 		  went-3.s.f	 to-him
 		  “The woman went to him.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(27)	 IL:	 *hiya		  ʤāʔa	 fi	 l-ʜadīq-a 
		  she		  came.3.s.m   	 in	 the-park 
  	 TL:	 hiya		  ʤāʔa-t	 ʔila	 l-ʜadīq-a 
		  she		  came-3.s.f   	 to	 the-park 
 		  “She came to the park.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2)
(28)	 IL:	 *wasʕala		  ʔal-fatā-t		  ʔal-bank
		  arrived.3.s.m		  the-young-s.f		  the-bank
  	 TL:	 wasʕala-t		  ʔal-fatā-t	 ʔilā	 ʔal-bank
		  arrived-3.s.f		  the-young-s.f	 to	 the-bank 
		  “The girl arrived at the bank.” 
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2) 
(29)	 IL:	 *ta-qūm-u		  bi-r-riyādʕ-at-i	 l-badaniyy-a 
		  3.s.f-perform-Indic		  with-the-sport-s.f-Gen	 the-physical-s.f
  	 TL:	 ya-qūm-u		  bi-r-riyādʕ-at-i	 l-badaniyy-a
		  3.s.m-perform-Indic 		  with-the-sport-s.f-Gen	 the-physical-s.f
 		  “He does physical exercise.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)  
(30)	 IL:	 *wa	 huwa	 ta-shrab-u	 qahw-a 
		  and	 he	 3.s.f-drink-Indic	 coffee-s.f
  	 TL:	 wa	 huwa	 ya-shrab-u	 qahw-a 
		  and	 he	 3.s.m-drink-Indic	 coffee-s.f
 		  “And he drinks coffee.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2) 	
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(31)	 IL:	 *wa	 ʔa-qraʔ	 kitāb-in 
		  and	 1.s-read	 book-Gen
  	 TL:	 wa	 ya-qraʔ	 kitāb-an 
		  and	 3.s.m-read	 book-Acc
 		  “And he reads a book.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1) 
(32)	 IL:	 *wa	 ta-dras-a 
		  and	 3.s.f-study-Subjunc
  	 TL:	 wa	 ya-drus-u
		  and	 3.s.m-study-Indic
 		  “And he studies.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 3)

Although some of the errors are due to use of different person and gender 
agreement features inflected on the verbs, such as first person singular or sec-
ond person singular masculine or feminine, as in (26) and (31), the majority 
of errors are due to use of third person singular masculine instead of third 
person singular feminine, as in (25), (27), and (28), or conversely due to use 
of third person singular feminine instead of third person singular masculine, 
as in (29), (30), and (32). Correct agreement was determined by considering 
the verbal form and whether it was inflected properly for the intended referent 
rather than identifying first the subject and then the verb it agreed with. This 
is significant since the verb may agree with a discourse referent subject and the 
participants may be mindlessly producing the wrong subject, especially when 
the subjects used are the pronouns hiya “she” and huwa “he,” which are close 
in their pronunciation (see also Poeppel and Wexler 1993; Prévost and White 
2000; cf. Meisel 1991).

4.3.1 Verbal Agreement in the Past Tense

A snapshot of the participants’ production data of verbal gender agreement for 
third person singular masculine and feminine in the past tense is provided in 
table 4.1 (see also figure 4.1, illustrating the production trends of all partici-
pants across all groups). At a glance, the aggregate data generally show that 
the participants of all L1 backgrounds seem to have used third person singular 
masculine as the default form as evident in their high 90%–100% accuracy on 
third person singular masculine agreement in comparison with their lower 
accuracy levels of third person singular feminine agreement. Third person sin-
gular masculine form of the verb is usually the same form provided when new 
vocabulary items/verbs are introduced in a given lesson. However, the Chinese 
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L1-A and Russian L1-A participants in Group 1 seem to be using third person 
singular masculine as a default to a much lesser extent, with their 78% and 
83% accuracy percentages, respectively. Group 1 of both the Chinese L1-A and 
Russian L1-A seem to be aware of the gender distinction noticeably more so 
than their other counterpart groups due likely to the intensity of their received 
instructional input at the outset of their Arabic L2 learning (see chapter 2, 
table 2.1).
	 Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests showed a main effect for L1 back-
grounds on third person singular feminine agreement in the past tense (F(3, 
76) = 4.041, p = 0.010, partial Ƞ2 = 0.138) and a main effect for proficiency on 
singular feminine agreement (F(2,76) = 22.843, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.375). 
No interaction effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency was found. Post 
hoc analyses using Bonferroni tests for between and within group effects re-
vealed that the Chinese L1-A groups differed significantly overall from their 
Russian L1-B counterparts (p = 0.011), and particularly between participants 
in Group 1 of the two language backgrounds (p = 0.039), the Russian L1-A 
groups differed marginally from their Russian L1-B counterparts (p = 0.096), 
but no other significant L1 background differences at this level were found.7 
With respect to proficiency within each individual L1 group, post hoc analyses 

Table 4.1  Production of verbal gender agreement in the past tense
		  Verbal F. 		  Verbal M.	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
		  (Past)		  (Past)	  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)	 36/69	 52	 58/74	   78
Group2 (n = 10)	 75/87	 86	 101/105	   96
Group3 (n = 10)	 98/114	 86	 140/141	   99

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 0/6	   0	 9/9	 100
Group2 (n = 10)	 33/40	 83	 37/41	   90
Group3 (n = 10)	 77/95	 81	 98/101	   97

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 30/81	 37	 64/77	   83
Group2 (n = 9)	 95/116	 82	 102/105	   97
Group3 (n = 9)	 84/97	 87	 106/106	 100

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 0/11	 0	 13/13	 100
Group2 (n = 6)	 32/53	 60	 52/56	   93
Group3 (n = 8)	 66/81	 81	 99/101	   98
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revealed that, within each of the four L1 background groups (Chinese L1-A, 
Chinese L1-B, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B), Group 1 differed from Group 
2 significantly (p = 0.007, p=0.022, p = 0.001, and p = 0.008, respectively) and 
so did Group 1 from Group 3 (p = 0.013, p = 0.015, p = 0.000, and p < 0.001, 
respectively). As for participants’ performance on third person singular mas-
culine agreement in the past tense, no main effects were found.

In other words, two main findings emerge here with respect to third person 
singular feminine (verbal) agreement (in the past tense). First, while the Rus-
sian L1-B participants, especially those in Group 1, seem to have underper-
formed their counterparts in other groups, no other significant differences were 
found between groups. Second, participants of all L1 backgrounds exhibited 
improvement over time between the beginner level (Group 1) and intermediate 
level (Group 2) as well as beginner (Group 1) and advanced (Group 3) levels.  

 

Figure 4.1  Boxplot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance on Ver-
bal Gender Agreement (3rd Person Singular Feminine in Past Tense) by Language 
Group and Proficiency Level
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4.3.2 Verbal Agreement in the Present Tense 

The aggregate data of verbal agreement in the present tense show a somewhat 
different pattern than verbal agreement in the past tense. Table 4.2 provides a 
snapshot of verbal agreement in the present tense (see also figure 4.2).8 Overall, 
on one hand, all except the beginner participants (i.e., Group 1) of all groups as 
well as the advanced participants (Group 3) of the Chinese L1-B participants 
exhibited high agreement accuracy, ranging from 90% to 100%, in their use of 
third person singular masculine. On the other hand, Group 1 of the Russian 
L1-A and Russian L1-B participants exhibited low accuracy, 17% and 57%, 
respectively. Similarly, participants in Groups 2 and 3 of all L1 backgrounds 
achieved a higher degree of accuracy on third person singular feminine agree-
ment than their counterparts in Group 1: the Chinese L1-A (76%), the Chinese 
L1-B (65%), the Russian L1-A (56%), and the Russian L1-B (40%) groups.      

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests showed only a main effect for profi-
ciency on third person singular feminine agreement in the present tense (F(2, 
72) = 13.881, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.278). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests 
of all possible pairwise comparisons revealed no particular group as a whole 
differed from other groups. In addition, tests showed the Chinese L1-B Group 
1 differed significantly from the Chinese L1-B Group 2 (p = 0.004) as well as 

Table 4.2  Production of verbal gender agreement in the present tense 
		  Verbal F. Agreement		  Verbal M. Agreement	  
		  (Present)		  (Present)	  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)	 19/25	   76	 15/18	   83
Group2 (n = 10)	 64/77 	   83	 77/79	   97
Group3 (n = 10)	 66/77	   86	 89/92	   97

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 11/17	   65	 20/23	   87
Group2 (n = 10)	 82/87	   94	 92/102	   90
Group3 (n = 10)	 66/68	  97	 48/61	   79

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 9/16	   56	 1/6	   17
Group2 (n = 9)	 68/75	   91	 67/69	   97
Group3 (n = 9)	 58/68	  85	 92/93	   99

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 2/5	   40	 4/7	   57
Group2 (n = 6)	 10/10	 100	 16/16	 100
Group3 (n = 8)	 24/27	   89	 26/27	   96
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the Chinese L1-B Group 3 (p = 0.002) with the latter two groups significantly 
outperforming the former group. As for third person singular masculine (in 
the present tense), full factorial two-way ANOVA tests showed a main effect 
for proficiency (F(2, 72) = 9.390, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.207) and a main in-
teraction effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency (F(6, 72) = 3.849, p 
= 0.002, partial Ƞ2 = 0.243). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests of all possible 
pairwise comparisons showed the Chinese L1-A Group 1 differed nearly sig-
nificantly from its Russian L1-A counterpart (p = 0.058), and the Chinese L1-B 
Group 1 differed significantly from its Russian L1-A counterpart (p = 0.001). 
However, the Russian L1-A Group 1 differed significantly from the Russian 
L1-A Group 2 (p < 0.001) as well as the Russian L1-A Group 3 (p < 0.001). In 
other words, although participants in the Russian L1-A Group 1 underper-
formed their Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B counterparts on third person 
singular masculine verbal agreement in the present tense, no other significant 

Figure 4.2  Boxplot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance on Ver-
bal Gender Agreement (3rd Person Singular Feminine in Present Tense) by Lan-
guage Group and Proficiency Level
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differences at this level between groups were found. Despite their underperfor-
mance, the Russian L1-A Group 1 showed significant improvement over time.  

To sum up the findings in the two preceding sections, while participants in 
the Russian L1-B beginner group underperformed their counterparts in the 
Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A beginner groups on singular feminine verbal 
agreement in the past tense, participants in the Russian L1-A beginner group 
underperformed their counterparts in the Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B 
beginner groups on singular masculine verbal agreement in the present tense. 
The main difference seems to be in the performance of beginner groups with 
the Chinese L1-A beginner group starting off with an advantage over the Rus-
sian L1-B beginner groups in verbal feminine agreement in past tense and over 
the Russian L1-A beginner group in verbal masculine agreement in present 
tense. In addition, while the Russian L1-B beginner group underperformed the 
Chinese L1-A (and Russian L1-A) beginner group in verbal feminine agree-
ment in past tense, the Chinse L1-B beginner group outperformed the Russian 
L1-A beginner group in verbal masculine agreement in present tense. 

4.3.3 Verbal Agreement in the Random Present Tense Task

In anticipation of an artifact to do with the nature of the narrative tasks where 
some participants may misunderstand the tasks and use the past tense in pres-
ent tense narratives or the present tense in past tense narratives, participants’ 
performance on a random present tense task was examined to provide ad-
ditional evidence (see chapter 3).9 Table 4.3 summarizes the performance of 
all participants of all L1 groups on the correct production of verbal gender 
(third person singular masculine versus third person singular feminine) agree-
ment (see also figures 4.3 and 4.4, illustrating the distribution and variation of 
the data by all groups). The data show that, overall, participants of all groups 
(except for Group 1 of the Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-A) achieved high 
agreement accuracy (ranging from 88% to 100%) in their use of third person 
singular masculine in comparison with third person singular feminine.10 In 
addition, only Group 1 of the Chinese L1-A participants seem to start off with 
a high 91% accuracy in their use of third person singular feminine, although 
later in the intermediate and advanced levels (i.e., Groups 2 and 3) they exhibit 
backsliding (with 78% and 77% accuracy, respectively). Similarly, the Chinese 
L1-B and Russian L1-B exhibit backsliding from Group 2 (87% and 93%, re-
spectively) to Group 3 (78% and 73%, respectively). Among all L1 groups, the 
Russian L1-A Groups 1–3 are the only ones that exhibit steady gains in their 
accuracy of rule application on third person singular feminine (46%, 77%, and 
89%) across all three levels. 
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	 Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests showed a main interaction effect 
between L1 background and proficiency on third person singular feminine 
agreement (in the random present tense task): F(6, 73) = 2.278, p = 0.045, 
partial Ƞ2 = 0.158. Post hoc analyses using Bonferroni tests for between and 
within group effects revealed a marginal difference between the Chinese L1-A 
beginner group and its counterpart Russian L1-A group (p = 0.084) and a near 
significant difference between Group 1 and Group 3 of the Russian L1-A par-
ticipants (p = 0.058).11 As for third person masculine agreement, a near main 
effect for proficiency (F(2, 80) = 2.860, p = 0.063, partial Ƞ2 = 0.067) was found, 
with the Chinese L1-B participants exhibiting the biggest gain from the begin-
ner to the intermediate group. 
	 In other words, one significant finding is the underperformance of the 
participants in the Russian L1-A beginner group (i.e., Group 1) from that of 
their Chinese L1-A beginner counterparts in third person singular feminine, 
but of the two groups, the Russian participants alone (i.e., Group 3) exhibit a 
steady gain (see figure 4.3). A second finding indicates improvement of the 
Chinese L1-B participants (in particular from Group 1 to Group 2) in third 
person singular masculine. A third finding is convergence in the participants’ 

Table 4.3  Production of verbal gender agreement in the present tense random 
task 
		  Verbal F.		  Verbal M.	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
		  (Random)		  (Random)	  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	  

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 20/22	 91	 35/40	   88
Group2 (n = 10)	 72/92	 78	 187/198	   94
Group3 (n = 10)	 143/186	 77	 208/218	   95

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 1/2	 50	 5/7	   71
Group2 (n = 10)	 59/68	 87	 105/117	   90
Group3 (n = 10)	 79/101	 78	 128/143	   90

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 6/13	 46	 11/14	   79
Group2 (n = 9)	 66/86	 77	 111/126	   88
Group3 (n = 9)	 58/65	 89	 113/118	   96

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 4/6	 67	 4/4	 100
Group2 (n = 6)	 13/14	 93	 16/18	   89
Group3 (n = 8)	 48/66	 73	 84/90	   93



 

Figure 4.3  Boxplot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance on Ver-
bal Gender Agreement (3rd Person Singular Feminine in Present Tense Random 
Task) by Language Group and Proficiency Level

 

Figure 4.4  Boxplot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance on Ver-
bal Gender Agreement (3rd Person Singular Masculine in Present Tense Random 
Task) by Language Group and Proficiency Level



84    Chapter 4

performance of third person singular feminine and masculine verbal agree-
ment at the advance level (i.e., Group 3)—an observation that is true of all ad-
vanced groups on all forms of verbal agreement reported on above. This means 
that the main significant difference between the groups is at the beginner level, 
with the Chinese L1-A beginner participants starting off with an advantage 
over the beginner Russian L1-A group. In addition, subsequent Chinese L1-A 
Groups 2 and 3 (and unlike their performance on past and present tense tasks) 
seem to backslide in third person singular feminine, unlike the Russian L1-A 
participants.

4.4 Input Frequency

The above findings were obtained with the presentation of verbal gender agree-
ment construction in the input of the participants as displayed in tables 1–4 in 
appendix B. In particular, the tables show how often and when verbal gender 
agreement patterns were presented in the textbooks of Group 1 of the Chinese 
L1-A, Chinese L1-B, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B participants. Although 
verbal gender agreement is a high-frequency structure, input information is 
provided only for Group 1 (corresponding to the first year of exposure) due 
to the variation in the introduction and presentation of the structure in Ara-
bic first year curricula and due to introduction of Arabic letters and sounds. 
Recall, the target forms of verbal gender agreement are those involving third 
person singular masculine and third person singular feminine. Other agree-
ment patterns are included in the tables to provide the bigger picture for the 
presentation of verbal gender agreement in the participants’ formal instruc-
tional input. 
	 With respect to the Chinese participants, tables 1a, 1b, 2a, and 2b (appendix 
B) display the distribution of their input of verbal gender agreement patterns 
in past and present tense. Tables 1a and 1b show that verbal gender agreement 
patterns in the instructional input of the Chinese L1-A participants were both 
informally present from early on since Lessons 3 and 4 (presented together 
with Arabic sounds and letters), were both formally introduced in Lesson 13, 
and were maintained thereafter consistently in the input throughout until Les-
son 24. There were both focused and indirect focused attempts on the target 
forms and by far the Chinese L1-A received the most methodic and sustained 
input exposure of the overall verbal agreement patterns. Tables 2a and 2b (ap-
pendix B) show verbal gender agreement patterns in past and present tense 
were present sporadically (more so in the past tense) in the instructional input 
of the Chinese L1-B Group 1 in the two booklets teaching Arabic letters and 
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sounds (left half of tables 2a and 2b, appendix B). The target forms (third per-
son singular masculine and third person singular feminine) were later more 
consistently maintained (more so in the present tense) in the main textbook 
(right half of tables 2a and 2b, appendix B). In the latter, third person singular 
masculine in past and present tense was formally introduced in Lessons 7 and 
5, respectively, and third person singular feminine was introduced later in Les-
son 11 (right half of tables 2a and 2b, appendix B). 
	 As for the Russian L1 participants, tables 3a and 3b (appendix B) show that 
verbal gender agreement patterns (including third person singular masculine 
and third person singular feminine) were present from early on in the instruc-
tional input of the Russian L1-A Group 1 somewhat consistently throughout, 
starting with Units 11–20/30 and Units 5 and 6 for past tense (left and right 
half of table 3a, respectively) and with Units 1–10 and Units 3–4 for present 
tense (left and right half of table 3b, respectively). It is not clear when the two 
forms were formally introduced, but it is likely that they had been introduced 
while teaching the Arabic letters and sounds informally (i.e., without use of 
specific texts for Arabic letters and sounds) or in the grammar reference book 
(Jushmanov 1999) in Lesson 3. Tables 4a and 4b show the distribution of third 
person singular masculine and third person singular feminine agreement in 
the instructional input of the Russian L1-B participants. Both forms (i.e., third 
person singular masculine and feminine) in the past tense were maintained 
somewhat consistently once formally introduced in Lesson 5 in the book, 
which focuses on Arabic phonology and orthography (left half of table 4a, ap-
pendix B). Later, in the main textbook, third person singular masculine (in the 
past tense) was present and maintained consistently from beginning to end, 
whereas third person singular feminine was present starting with Lessons 4 
and 5 and was maintained throughout thereafter (right half of table 4a, appen-
dix B). Table 4b shows that both forms (i.e., third person singular masculine 
and third person singular feminine) in the present tense were absent from the 
first book, which focuses on phonology and orthography (left half of table 4b, 
appendix B), but both forms were present in the subsequent/main textbook 
from early on and were maintained consistently, though more consistently so 
in the case of third person singular masculine (right half of table 4b, appendix 
B). In addition, unlike the instructional input of the Chinese participants, the 
instructional input of the Russian participants does not seem to contain direct 
and indirect focus on the two forms through, for example, conjugations charts 
and drills.  

The foregoing description of input frequency of verbal gender agreement 
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patterns in Group 1 of all the participants reflect some variations due to the 
need to introduce Arabic phonology and orthography. However, in subsequent 
input for subsequent years 2 and 3 (corresponding to Groups 2 and 3), the 
variation is likely minimized due to the high frequency of the structure itself. 
Three observations can be made here. First, the input frequency of the Chinese 
L1-A participants is a little less comparable to that of their Russian L1-A coun-
terparts. The former maintains a slightly more intensive exposure of the target 
verbal forms as well as more sustained exposure of the overall verbal patterns 
throughout. Second, the input frequency of the Chinese L1-B participants is 
somewhat comparable to that of their Russian L1-B counterparts and less con-
sistent than that of their Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A counterparts. Recall 
that the former also happen to receive double the amount of exposure time 
than the latter (see table 2.1, chapter 2). Third, the instructional input of the 
Russian L1-A, Russian L1-B, and Chinese L1-B participants does not contain 
indirect focus on the two forms through conjugation charts and drills.

4.5 Summary     

Based on the acquisition data for verbal gender agreement presented in this 
chapter, one general observation found is that all participants (across all L1 
backgrounds) exhibit a tendency to converge together in their use of third 
person singular masculine as the default form for verbal gender agreement, 
especially in the past tense and present tense random tasks (for a similar obser-
vation, see Al-Hamad 2003). Another general observation is the convergence 
by all participants in their performance of third person singular feminine and 
masculine verbal agreement at the advanced level (i.e., Group 3). A third find-
ing is that, in particular, the participants in the Chinese L1-A beginner group 
maintain a (statistically significant) advantage over their Russian L1-A coun-
terparts in verbal masculine agreement in present tense and in verbal feminine 
agreement in the random present task. However, whereas the Russian L1-A 
participants at subsequent levels (Groups 2 and 3) achieved steady gains in 
their accuracy of rule application in verbal feminine agreement in random 
present tense, the Chinese L1-A Groups 2 and 3 showed a backsliding pattern 
(figure 4.3).  
	 Notwithstanding the acquisition pattern of the verbal feminine agreement 
in the present tense random task by the Chinese L1-A versus Russian L1-A 
participants, no group difference was found between the groups in verbal gen-
der agreement in past tense. Acquisition factor effects attributed to L1 transfer 
would predict an advantage by the Russian participants over their Chinese 
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counterparts on their production of verbal agreement in the past tense. Recall, 
whereas Russian exhibits a gender feature in past tense (but does not in the 
present tense), Chinese does not exhibit a gender feature in any tense. How-
ever, the Russian L1 participants maintained no such advantage. The detected 
advantage found in the Chinese participants in the beginner group over their 
Russian counterparts (whether in verbal masculine agreement in the present 
tense or verbal feminine agreement in the random present tense) may likely be 
instead due to the nature or quality of the instructional input. However, more 
importantly, no significant difference in the performance of the Russian par-
ticipants themselves on verbal gender agreement in the past was detected over 
that in the present tense. In fact, the Russian participants overall had higher 
accuracy ratios of verbal agreement in the present than in the past tense (see 
tables 4.1 and 4.2). The theoretical and practical implications of these observa-
tions and findings are further discussed in chapters 7 and 8. 

Notes
1. However, Chinese does make a distinction between past versus present tense 

as examples (13)–(16) show.
2. In attributing parametric variation to strength of functional features, stan-

dard minimalist assumption is adopted here. On this account, due to rich verbal 
agreement features, both Arabic and Russian are analyzed with the functional fea-
ture strength set to [+strong] while functional feature strength in Chinese is set 
to [-strong]. 

3. Note, neither Chinese nor Russian allows postverbal subjects (i.e., VSO word 
order) unlike Arabic, as illustrated in (5)–(8) above.  

4. The study elicited production data from forty Russian L1 and Chinese L1 
learners (assigned to two intermediate and two advanced groups with ten par-
ticipants in each group) during “guided conversations”/interviews for an aver-
age of ten minutes each. The interviews were about general topics to do with the 
participant’s family, country, previous and current studies, plans for the future, 
and social life in their native country and in Saudi Arabia. The study investigated 
definiteness, gender, number, tense, and verbal agreement. However, the features 
(including verbal agreement) were analyzed as belonging to clusters rather than 
separately. Thus, verbal agreement was analyzed as either belonging to one of four 
categories (feminine verbs, masculine verbs, singular verbs, and plural verbs) or 
two categories (masculine and feminine verbs and singular and plural verbs) (Al-
Hamad 2003, 90–92, 103–8). The features for person and dual were dropped from 
the investigation (Al-Hamad 2003, 75). 

5. From the displayed data (Al-Hamad 2003, 91, table 4), it seems both the in-
termediate (32.16%) and advanced (56.64%) Chinese groups were slightly less suc-
cessful in feminine verbal agreement than their Russian counterpart groups who 
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scored 45.2% and 70.97%, respectively. With respect to masculine verbal agree-
ment, the Chinese intermediate (97.55%) and advanced (97.98%) groups seem 
to have performed similar to their Russian counterparts (97.27% and 98.62%, re-
spectively) with high accuracy rates (Al-Hamad 2003, 91, table 4), indicating that 
the participants seem to rely on the masculine form as a default form in line with 
previous findings (e.g., Alhawary 2009a).

6. For more on null-subject use, see chapter 6. 
7. Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests were not performed due to limited data, 

specifically in the Chinese L1-B Group 1 (see also table 4.1). However, it was pos-
sible to run Bonferroni post hoc analyses for fewer comparisons, mainly between 
and within groups rather than all possible comparisons. The following statement 
about the robustness of Bonferroni for fewer comparisons is noteworthy: “When 
testing a large number of pairs of means, Tukey’s honestly significant difference test 
is more powerful than the Bonferroni test. For a small number of pairs, Bonferroni 
is more powerful” (IBM Knowledge Center 2017).

8. The low number of tokens, in particular by participants at the beginner level 
(i.e., Group 1), is in part due to inaccuracies in their production of the correct 
tense. For more on the use of tense (past versus present) by the participants, see 
chapter 5.   

9. This had been anticipated in the pilot stage of the study as well as similar 
previous studies (e.g., Alhawary 2009a). Reverting to use of either of the nonin-
tended tenses may happen despite the fact that special care was taken in explaining 
to participants each of the past and present narrative tasks. Therefore, the present 
tense random task was provided to control for the potential artifact of the instru-
mentation at least for the present tense and to allow for more confidence with the 
data and results.   

10. This constant tendency to use the singular masculine as a default form in-
dicates that actual acquisition tendencies may best be captured by focusing on the 
participant’ rule application of singular feminine.   

11. Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests were not performed due to limited data, 
specifically in the Chinese L1-B Group 1 (see also table 4.3). See also note 7 above. 



Chapter 5
The Acquisition of Tense/Aspect 

This chapter discusses the acquisition of tense/aspect based on the collected 
cross-sectional data from all of the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 groups.1 As 
discussed in chapter 1, investigation of tense/aspect is focused on past/perfec-
tive and present/imperfective in the context of third person singular masculine 
and third person singular feminine use, as in (21)–(28) in chapter 1, restated 
below as (1)–(8).

(1)	 ʔakala 		  ʔal-tʕālib-(u)
	 ate.3.s.m 		  the-student.s.m-(Nom)
	 “The male student ate.”
(2)	 ʔakala-t 		  ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)
	 ate-3.s.f 		  the-student-s.f-(Nom)
	 “The female student ate.”
(3)	 ya-ʔkul-(u)		  ʔal-tʕālib-(u)
	 3.s.m-eat-(Indic)		  the-student.s.m-(Nom)
	 “The male student eats/is eating.”
(4)	 ta-ʔkul-(u)		  ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)
	 3.s.f-eat-(Indic)		  the-student-s.f-(Nom)
	 “The female student eats/is eating.”
(5)	 ʔal-tʕālib-(u)		  ʔakala
	 the-student.s.m-(Nom)		  ate.3.s.m
	 “The male student ate.”
(6)	 ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)		  ʔakala-t
	 the-student-s.f-(Nom)		  ate-3.s.f
	 “The female student ate.”
(7)	 ʔal-tʕālib-(u)		  ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 the-student.s.m-(Nom)		  3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “The male student eats/is eating.”
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(8)	 ʔal-tʕālib-a[t]-(u)		  ta-ʔkul-(u)
	 the-student-s.f-(Nom)		  3.s.f-eat-(Indic)
	 “The female student eats/is eating.”

As explained in chapter 1, investigation of the above target forms has been 
carried out irrespective of the participants’ production of mood endings (on 
present tense forms of verbs). In other words, tense features are the focus alone 
and regardless as to whether or not the participants produced verbal mood 
endings appropriately, avoided producing them partially or wholly, or did not 
produce them at all. Furthermore, focus of the investigation is on the contexts 
of third person singular masculine and third person singular feminine regard-
less of the position of the subject (i.e., whether postverbally or preverbally), as 
in (1)–(4) versus (5)–(8), or if the subject is realized as null (for more on null 
subjects, see chapter 6).

5.1 Typological Pairings

Based on the participants’ L1s, the investigation of Arabic tense features (past 
versus present tense) results in two similar typological pairings. In addition 
to exhibiting different verb forms for past versus present tense, Russian (like 
Arabic) exhibits a gender distinction between singular masculine and singular 
feminine verbal agreement in the past tense (but not person), as in (9) and 
(10), though it does not exhibit gender in non-past/present tense (but it exhib-
its person in addition to number), as in (11) and (12).

(9) 	 studyent				    yel
	 student.s.m				   ate.s.m
	 “The (male) student ate.”
(10) 	 studyent-kә				   yel-a
	 student-s.f				    ate-s.f
	 “The (female) student ate.”
(11) 	 studyent				    yest
	 student.s.m				   eat.3.s
	 “The (male) student eats/is eating.” 
(12) 	 studyent-kә				   yest
	 student-s.f 				    eat.3.s
	 “The (female) student eats/is eating.” 

As for Chinese, although it does not exhibit a gender distinction (or any agree-
ment features) between third person singular masculine and third person 
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singular feminine in any tense, it distinguishes between past versus present 
tense, as illustrated in (13)–(16). 

(13)	 nan		  xue    sheng		  chi	 le
	 male   		  study apprentice	 eat	 past
	 “The male student ate.”
(14)	 nu		  xue    sheng		  chi	 le
	 female		  study apprentice	 eat	 past
	 “The female student ate.”
(15)	 nan		  xue    sheng		  (zai)	 chi
	 male		  study apprentice	 (is)	 eat
	 “The male student eats (is eating).”
(16)	 nu		  xue    sheng		  (zai)	 chi
	 female		  study apprentice	 (is)	 eat
	 “The female student eats (is eating).”

Sentences (13) and (14) show that Chinese essentially marks the distinction 
between past and present by means of the past tense marker le “past” placed 
after the verb (for past tense use) and uses the form of the verb as the default 
present tense. As discussed above, the past and present tense forms of the verb 
in Russian are not identical, and the verb in the past is additionally inflected 
for verbal gender agreement.2 Accordingly, the yielded typological pairings are 
(a) and (b), exhibiting partial structural proximity due to lack of verbal agree-
ment in Chinese. 

(a)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [+tense] and [+strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+tense] and [+strong], with previous knowledge 
of L2 English [+tense] and [-strong] 

(b)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [+tense] and [-strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+tense] and [+ strong], with previous knowledge 
of L2 English [+tense] and [-strong]3

5.2 Previous Findings 

Data from previous studies that investigated the acquisition of tense by Arabic 
L2 learners who are speakers of English, Spanish, and Japanese as L1s resulted 
in the following findings:

•	 Arabic L2 learners across groups did not differ in their performance 
of past and present tense (on narrative tasks4), and they exhibited a 
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greater degree of variability in their present tense use than in past tense 
(Alhawary 2007b, 141; 2009a, 106).

•	 Arabic L2 learners exhibited much less variability in their performance 
on a present tense random task than in the past tense, the Japanese 
L1 participants outperformed their English L1 counterparts and 
slightly so their Spanish counterparts, and the English L1 participants’ 
performance improved significantly over time, but their Japanese 
and Spanish counterparts did not (Alhawary 2007b, 146–47; 2009a, 
110–12).

Since no statistically significant effect was found in the performance of par-
ticipants of all three L1 backgrounds (English, Spanish, and Japanese) on (past 
and present) narrative tasks and since the findings from the random present 
tense task revealed no particular trend, it has been suggested that such differ-
ences are “minimal” at best (Alhawary 2009a, 165).5 
	 In addition, Al-Hamad (2003) reported findings on a cross-sectional study 
of intermediate and advanced groups of Chinese L1 and Russian L1 learners 
of Arabic as an L2. The study investigated the production of a set of morpho-
syntactic structures including tense (past and present).6 The findings revealed 
that both the Russian and Chinese groups were “extremely successful” at ac-
quiring both tenses. On past tense, the Russian intermediate and advanced 
groups scored 100% and 98.02%, and their Chinese counterparts scored 100% 
and 91.10%, respectively, and on present tense the Russian intermediate and 
advanced groups both scored 100%, and their Chinese counterparts scored 
98.03% and 99.33%, respectively. According to predictions of L1 transfer ef-
fects, we would expect such a finding (i.e., the lack of any difference between 
the performance of the Russian L1 and Chinese participants) since both Rus-
sian and Chinese exhibit a feature that distinguishes between past and present 
tense.
	 The typological pairings of the present study—with participants who are 
Russian L1 and Chinese L1 speakers—are significant to further verify the con-
clusion reached above and whether such typological effects have a bearing (in 
this case, presence or absence of a feature in L1) on L2 grammatical develop-
ment. Furthermore, the different groups and their exposure settings (i.e., with 
two sets of groups receiving double the amount of instruction than their two 
counterpart sets) is significant to examine the extent of such typological effects 
when particularly combined with input frequency.
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5.3 Results

The four narrative tasks discussed in chapter 2 elicited descriptions of the ac-
tivities of a female and a male character. Two of the narratives focused on past 
tense: one about a male character (i.e., where past tense verbs are inflected for 
third person singular masculine) and another about a female character (i.e., 
where past tense verbs are inflected for third person singular feminine). The 
two other narratives focused on the present tense: one about a male character 
(i.e., where present tense verbs are inflected for third person singular mascu-
line) and another about a female character (i.e., where present tense verbs are 
inflected for third person singular feminine). Examples of correct past and 
present tense use (inflected for third person singular masculine and third per-
son singular feminine) are illustrated in sentences (17)–(28) extracted from 
the respective participants’ data samples.

(17)	 IL:	 wa 	 fi-s-sabt 		  ðahaba-t	 ʔilā 	    bayt-i-hā
		  and	 in-the-Saturday	 went-3.s.f   	 to    	    house-Gen-her
		  “And on Saturday, she went to her house.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(18)	 IL:	 wa	 hiya		  laʢiba-t	 fī	tenis
		  and	 she		  played-3.s.f   	 in tennis
  	 TL:	 wa	 (hiya)		  laʢiba-t	 ʔat-tenis
		  and	 (she)		  played-3.s.f   	 the-tennis
 		  “And she played tennis.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2)
(19)	 IL:	 wa	 qabila-t		  kaθīr	 min	        ʔal-nuqūd
		  and	 accepted-3.s.f   	 a lot	 of	        the-money
  	 TL:	 wa	 ʔaxaða-t		  kaθīran	 min	        ʔan-nuqūd  
		  and	 took-3.s.f   		 a lot	 of    	        the-money
 		  “And she took a lot of money.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3)
(20)	 IL:	 *wa	 ðahaba		  ʔilā	 dīsko
		  and	 went.3.s.m		  to		 disco 
	 TL:	 wa	 ðahaba-t		  ʔilā	 ʔad-dīsko
		  and	 went-3.s.f		  to		 the-disco 
		  “And she went to the disco.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1) 
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(21)	 IL:	 wa	 hiya	 raqasʕa-t	 maʢa	 ʔal-zuwwār
		  and	 she	 danced-3.s.f	 with	 the-visitors
	 TL:	 wa	 (hiya)	 raqasʕa-t	 maʢa	 ʔaz-zuwwār
		  and	 (she)	 danced-3.s.f	 with	 the-visitors
		  “And she danced with the visitors.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2) 
(22)	 IL:	 wa	 θumma	 ʢāda-t	 ʔilā	 manzil-i-hā
		  and	 then	 returned-3.s.f	 to   	 house-Gen-her
	 TL:	 wa/θumma	 ʢāda-t	      	 ʔilā 	 manzil-i-hā
		  and/then	 returned-3.s.f	      	 to     	 house-Gen-her
 		  “And/then, she returned to her house.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3) 
(23)	 IL:	 šābb-un			   ya-kraʔ-u
		  youth.s.m-Nom		  3.s.m-read-Indic
	 TL:	 ʔaš-šābb-u			   ya-qraʔ-u
		  the-youth.s.m		 3.s.m-read-Indic
 		  “The young man reads.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 1) 
(24)	 IL:	 ya-qūm-u			   min	 nawm
		  3.s.m-wake-Indic		  from	 sleep
	 TL:	 ya-qūm-u			   min	 ʔan-nawm
		  3.s.m-wake-Indic		  from	 the-sleep
 		  “He wakes up from sleep.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2) 
(25)	 IL:	 ya-tanāwal-u			   tʕ-tʕaʢām
		  3.s.m-take-Indic		  the-food
		  “He eats food.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 3) 
(26)	 IL:	 ya-qlaʔ-u			   kitāb
		  3.s.m-read-Indic		  a book
	 TL:	 ya-qraʔ-u			   kitāb-an
		  3.s.m-read-Indic		  a book-Acc
 		  “He reads a book.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 1) 
(27)	 IL:	 ya-nām-u			   fi-l-bayt-i
		  3.s.m-sleep-Indic		  in-the-house-Gen
		  “He sleeps in the house.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2) 
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(28)	 IL:	 *ta-ktub-u	           r-risāla 	 ʔilā	 ʔasʕdiqāʔ-i-hi
		  3.s.f-write-Indic     the-letter	 to	 friends-Gen-his
	 TL:	 ya-ktub-u	           risāla 	 ʔilā	 ʔasʕdiqāʔ-i-hi
		  3.s.m-write-Indic   a letter	 to 	 friends-Gen-his
 		  “He writes a letter to his friends.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 3) 

Examples (17)–(22) illustrate the correct use of past tense and examples (23)–
(28), the correct use of present tense. Examples (17)–(22) illustrate use of 
past tense (in the context of third person singular feminine), and examples 
(23)–(28) illustrate use of present tense (in the context of third person sin-
gular masculine). Some of the produced tokens may contain incorrect use of 
verbal agreement, as in examples (20) and (28), but these are considered cor-
rect instances of past and present tense use, respectively (for more on verbal 
agreement, see chapter 4).7 The produced tokens contain verbs with explicit 
(pronominal and NP) subjects, as in (18), (21), and (23), and null subjects, as 
in (17), (19), (20), (22), and (24)–(28).8

Tokens of incorrect use of rule application of past and present tense oc-
curred when the participants used the present tense form of the verb instead 
of the past tense form and vice versa, as illustrated in examples (29)–(39) ex-
tracted from the data samples.

(29)	 IL:	 *ya-shab-u [ya-ðhab-u]	 ʔila 	 l-bank
		  3.s.m-go-Inidc		 to	 the-bank 
	 TL:	 ðahaba-t		  ʔila 	 l-bank
		  went-3.s.f		  to	 the-bank 
		  “She went to the bank.” 
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 1) 
(30)	 IL:	 *hiya	 lā	 ta-ʢmal-u	 šayʔ-an 
		  she	 no 	 3.s.f-work-Indic	 a thing-Acc
	 TL:	 hiya	 lam	 ta-ʢmal/mā ʢamila-t 	 šayʔ-an 
		  she	 no	 3.s.f-work/not worked-3.s.f	 a thing-Acc
 		  “She did not do anything.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 3)
(31)	 IL:	 *hiya	 ta-zūr-u			   sʕadīq-a 
		  she	 3.s.f-visit-Indic   		 friend-s.f
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  	 TL:	 hiya	 zāra-t			   sʕadīq-a
		  she	 visited-3.s.f   		  friend-s.f
 		  “She visited a female friend.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 1) 
(32)	 IL:	 *wa	 tu-māris	 ʔar-riyādʕ-a	 ʔaydʕan
		  and	 3.s.f-practice	 the-sport-s.f	 also
  	 TL:	 wa	 mārasa-t	 ʔar-riyādʕ-a	 ʔaydʕan
		  and	 practiced-3.s.f	 the-sport-s.f	 also
 		  “She practiced sport also.”  
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2) 
(33)	 IL:	 *ya-ðhab-u		 ʔilā	 ʔal-ʜadīq-a
		  3.s.m-go-Indic 	 to	 the-park-s.f
  	 TL:	 ðahaba-t		  ʔilā	 ʔal-ʜadīq-a
		  went-3.s.f	    	 to	 the-park-s.f
 		  “She went to the park.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 3) 
(34)	 IL:	 *wa		  huwa	 nām
		  and		  he	 slept.3.s.m
  	 TL:	 wa		  (huwa)	 ya-nām
		  and		  (he)	 3.s.m-sleep
 		  “And he sleeps.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1) 
(35)	 IL:	 *katab-ti		  fī	 kitāb 
		  wrote-2.s.f		  in	 a book
  	 TL:	 ya-ktub		  fī	 kitāb
		  3.s.m-write		 in	 a book
 		  “He writes in a book.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2) 
(36)	 IL:	 *wa	 laʢaba [laʢiba]	 kura-t-a	 l-qadam
		  and	 played.3.s.m	 ball-s.f-Acc	 the-foot
  	 TL:	 wa	 ya-lʢab	 kura-t-a	 l-qadam
		  and	 3.s.m-play	 ball-s.f-Acc	 the-foot
 		  “And he plays soccer.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3) 
(37)	 IL:	 *dārasa-t [darasa-t]	 fī	 ʜuʤr-at-i	 dars
		  studied-3.s.f		  in	 room-s.f-Gen	 lesson
  	 IL:	 ya-drus		  fī	 ʜuʤr-at-i	 dars
		  3.s.m-study		  in	 room-s.f-Gen	 lesson
 		  “He studies in a classroom.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1) 
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(38)	 IL:	 *huw	 mārasa	 sʕarāt [sʕalāt]	 maʢa	 zumalāʔ-i-hi  
		  he	 practiced.3.s.m	 prayer	 with	 friends-Gen-his
  	 TL:	 huw	 yu-māris 	 ʔasʕ-sʕalāt/yu-sʕalli	maʢa	 zumalāʔ-i-hi  
		  he	 3.s.m-practice	 prayer/prays	 with	 friends-Gen-his
 		  “He prays with his colleagues.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2) 
(39)	 IL:	 *wa	 ðahaba	 ʔila 	 l-masʤid	 li-l-kiyām   bisʕalāt
		  and	 went.3.s.m	 to	 the-mosque	 for doing    prayer
  	 TL:	 wa	 ya-ðhab	 ʔila 	 l-masʤid	 li-sʕ-sʕalāt
		  and	 3.s.m-go	 to	 the-mosque	 for-the-prayer
 		  “And he goes to the mosque to pray.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3) 

Examples (29)–(33) illustrate incorrect use of past tense (in the context of third 
person singular feminine) where the participants instead used the present tense 
form of the verb. Examples (34)–(39) illustrate incorrect use of present tense 
(in the context of third person singular masculine) where the participants in-
stead used the past tense form of the verb. Some of the produced tokens also 
contained incorrect verbal agreement, as in (29), (33), (35), and (37). However, 
the two types of incorrect use of rule application (i.e., of tense and verbal agree-
ment) were coded separately (for more on verbal agreement, see chapter 4). 

5.3.1 The Past Tense

A snapshot of the participants’ production data of past tense inflected for third 
person singular feminine and third person singular masculine is provided in 
table 5.1 (see also figures 5.1 and 5.2 illustrating the production trends of all 
participants across all groups). Unlike verbal agreement, use of past tense does 
not indicate that the participants used third person masculine as the default 
form.

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of past tense—inflected for third per-
son singular feminine—showed a main effect for L1 backgrounds (F(3, 83) = 
7.864, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.221), a main effect for proficiency (F(2,83) = 
5.528, p = 0.006, partial Ƞ2 = 0.118), and a main interaction effect between L1 
backgrounds and proficiency (F(6,83) = 4.188, p = 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.232). 
Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests of all possible pairwise comparisons re-
vealed that overall the Chinese L1-A, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B groups 
all differed significantly from the Chinese L1-B groups: p = 0.015, p < 0.001, 
and p = 0.001, respectively. The differences are mostly due to the (significant) 
underperformance of the Chinese L1-B beginner and intermediate groups in 



Table 5.1  Production of past tense
		  Past Tense		  Past Tense	  
		  (Feminine)		  (Masculine)	  
L2 Arabic	  Correct/Total	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 69/75	   92	 74/93	   80
Group2 (n = 10)	 87/115	   76	 105/152	   69
Group3 (n = 10)	 114/136	   84	 141/185	   76

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 6/14	   43	 9/16	   56
Group2 (n = 10)	 40/100	   40	 41/96	   43
Group3 (n = 10)	 95/99	   96	 101/117	   86

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 81/82	   99	 77/79	   97
Group2 (n = 9)	 116/125	   93	 105/119	   88
Group3 (n = 9)	 97/98	   99	 106/114	   93

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 11/15	   73	 13/15	   87
Group2 (n = 6)	 53/53	 100	 56/56	 100
Group3 (n = 8)	 81/82	   99	 101/104	   97

 

Figure 5.1  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Past Tense (inflected for 3.S.F) by Language Group and Proficiency Level
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comparison with their other counterpart groups, with the advanced Chinese 
L1-B group catching up with their counterpart groups and differing signifi-
cantly in particular from the intermediate Chinese L1-B group: p < 0.001 (see 
also figure 5.1). 

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of past tense—inflected for third per-
son singular masculine—revealed somewhat similar results to those of past 
tense use inflected for third person singular feminine. A main effect for L1 lan-
guage backgrounds (F(3,85) = 5.196, p = 0.002, partial Ƞ2 = 0.155) and a near 
main interaction effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency (F(6,85) = 
2.093, p = 0.062, partial Ƞ2 = 0.129) were found. Post hoc analyses using Tukey 
tests revealed that overall the Russian L1-A groups differed significantly from 
the Chinese L1-B groups (p = 0.001) and nearly so from the Chinese L1-A 
groups (p = 0.066); so did the Russian L1-B groups from the Chinese L1-B 
groups (p = 0.002) and the Chinese L1-A groups (p = 0.68). The differences 
are mainly due to the (significant) underperformance of the Chinese L1-B in-
termediate group (i.e., Group 2) in comparison with their other counterpart 
groups, with the Chinese L1-B advanced group (i.e., Group 3) catching up with 

 

Figure 5.2  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Past Tense (inflected for 3.S.M) by Language Group and Proficiency Level
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their counterpart groups and differing significantly from the Chinese L1-B 
intermediate group: p = 0.014 (see also figure 5.2). 

In other words, the main (significant) findings that emerge about past tense 
is that the Chinese L1-B beginner and intermediate groups (i.e., Groups 1 
and 2) underperformed their counterpart groups on past tense use inflected 
for third person singular feminine. Similarly, the Chinese L1-B intermediate 
group (i.e., Group 1) underperformed the other groups on past tense use in-
flected for third person singular masculine. In both cases, the Chinese L1-B 
groups improved significantly at the advanced level and caught up with the rest 
of their counterpart groups. 

5.3.2 The Present Tense

Table 5.2 provides a snapshot of the participants’ production data of present 
tense inflected for third person singular feminine and third person singular 
masculine (see also figures 5.3 and 5.4, illustrating the production trends of 
all participants across all groups). Unlike verbal agreement and like past tense 
use, use of present tense does not indicate the participants used third person 
masculine as the default form.

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of present tense—inflected for third 
person singular feminine—showed a main effect for L1 backgrounds (F(3, 89) 
= 6.115, p = 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.171) and a main interaction effect between L1 
backgrounds and proficiency (F(6,89) = 3.891, p = 0.002, partial Ƞ2 = 0.208). 
Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests of all possible pairwise comparisons re-
vealed that overall the Chinese L1-A, Chinese L1-B, and Russian L1-A groups 
all differed significantly from the Russian L1-B groups: p = 0.022, p < 0.001, 
and p = 0.011, respectively. The differences are mainly due to the significant 
underperformance of the Russian L1-B intermediate and advanced groups 
as well as the near underperformance of the Russian L1-A beginner group 
(see also figure 5.3). In particular, and most importantly, the Chinese L1-B 
beginner group nearly differed from its Russian L1-A counterpart Group 1 (p 
= 0.057), the Chinese L1-B intermediate group significantly differed from its 
Russian L1-B counterpart Group 2 (p = 0.002), the Russian L1-A intermediate 
group significantly differed from its Russian L1-B counterpart Group 2 (p = 
0.032), and the Russian L1-A advanced group significantly differed from its 
Russian L1-B counterpart Group 3 (p = 0.016). 

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of present tense—inflected for third 
person singular masculine—revealed similar results to those of present tense 
use inflected for third person singular feminine. A main effect for L1 language 
backgrounds (F(3,91) = 4.538, p = 0.005, partial Ƞ2 = 0.130), a main interaction 



Table 5.2  Production of present tense 
		  Present Tense		  Present Tense	  
		  (Feminine)		  (Masculine)	  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total  	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct	

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 24/56	 43	 18/52	 35
Group2 (n = 10)	 77/108	 71	 79/115	 69
Group3 (n = 10)	 77/133	 58	 92/135	 68

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 17/21	 81	 23/35	 66
Group2 (n = 10)	 87/88	 99	 102/104	 98
Group3 (n = 10)	 68/99	 69	 61/101	 60

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 15/60	 25	 6/59	 10
Group2 (n = 9)	 75/88	 85	 69/87	 79
Group3 (n = 9)	 68/79	 86	 93/100	 93

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 5/13	 38	 7/16	 44
Group2 (n = 6)	 10/42	 24	 16/43	 37
Group3 (n = 8)	 27/79	 34	 27/82	 33

 

Figure 5.3  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Present Tense (inflected for 3.S.F) by Language Group and Proficiency Level
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effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency (F(6,91) = 4.540, p < 0.001, 
partial Ƞ2 = 0.230), and a marginal effect for proficiency (F(2,91) = 2.721, p 
= 0.071, partial Ƞ2 = 0.056) were found. Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests 
revealed that overall the Chinese L1-B groups as a whole differed significantly 
from the Russian L1-B groups (p = 0.001),  with the former outperforming the 
latter. In addition, the Chinese L1-B beginner group differed from its Russian 
L1-A counterpart, Group 1 (p = 0.009); the Chinese L1-B intermediate group 
differed from both the Russian L1-B intermediate (p = 0.016) and advanced 
(p = 0.005) groups; and the Russian L1-A advanced group differed from its 
Russian L1-B counterpart Group 3 (p=0.024). The differences are mainly due 
to the significant underperformance of the Russian L1-B intermediate and ad-
vanced groups as well as the significant underperformance of the Russian L1-A 
beginner group (see also figure 5.4).  

In other words, the main (significant) findings that emerge about present 
tense use (inflected for both third person singular masculine and feminine) is 
that the Russian L1-B intermediate and advanced groups (i.e., Groups 2 and 3) 

 

Figure 5.4  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Present Tense (inflected for 3.S.M) by Language Group and Proficiency Level
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underperformed (in particular the Chinese L1-B intermediate group) and so 
did the Russian L1-A beginner group (in particular the Chinese L1-B begin-
ner group). Although the performance of the Russian L1-B groups exhibited 
a decline beyond the beginner group, the Russian L1-A groups significantly 
improved in both present tense inflected for third person feminine (p = 0.005) 
and third person singular masculine (p = 0.014), starting from the intermedi-
ate level. 

5.3.3 The Present Tense (Random Task)

Due to the nature of the narrative tasks where some participants may mis-
understand the tasks and use the past tense in present tense narratives or the 
present tense in past tense narratives, participants’ performance on a random 
present tense task was examined to provide additional evidence (see chapter 
3).9 Table 5.3 summarizes the performance of all participants of all L1 groups 
on the production of present tense use in the random task, inflected for third 
person singular masculine and feminine (see also figures 5.5 and 5.6). Like past 
and present tense, production of present tense in the random task does not 
indicate that the participants used third person masculine as the default form.

Table 5.3  Production of present tense random task 
		  Present Random		  Present Random	  
		  (Feminine)		  (Masculine)	  
L2 Arabic	 Correct/Total 	 % Correct	 Correct/Total	 % Correct

Chinese L1-A	 			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 22/23	   96	 40/42	 95
Group2 (n = 10)	 93/100	   93	 197/215	 92
Group3 (n = 10)	 186/198	   94	 218/251	 87

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 2/2	 100	 7/8	 88
Group2 (n = 10)	 68/68	 100	 117/119	 98
Group3 (n = 10)	 101/117	   86	 143/172	 83

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 13/32	   41	 14/36	 39
Group2 (n = 9)	 86/93	   92	 126/135	 93
Group3 (n = 9)	 65/70	   93	 118/122	 97

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 6/7	   86	 4/5	 80
Group2 (n = 6)	 14/22	   64	 18/32	 56
Group3 (n = 8)	 66/79	   84	 90/129	 70
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Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of present tense in the random task—
inflected for third person singular feminine—revealed a main effect for L1 
language backgrounds (F(3,79) = 5.237, p = 0.002, partial Ƞ2 = 0.166), a main 
effect for proficiency (F(2,79) = 4.454, p = 0.015, partial Ƞ2 = 0.101), and a main 
interaction effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency (F(6,79) = 3.601, 
p = 0.003, partial Ƞ2 = 0.215). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests of all pos-
sible pairwise comparisons revealed that overall both the Chinese L1-A and 
Chinese L1-B groups as a whole differed significantly from the Russian L1-A 
groups (p = 0.038 and p = 0.028, respectively). The difference is mainly due 
to the underperformance of the Russian L1-A beginner group. The Chinese 
L1-A and Chinese L1-B beginner groups differed significantly from their Rus-
sian L1-A counterpart, Group 1: p = 0.002 and p = 0.022, respectively (see also 
figure 5.5). However, the Russian L1-A groups improve significantly over time, 
with the intermediate group differing significantly from the beginner group 
(p < 0.001), though the advanced group does not differ significantly from the 
intermediate one.

 

Figure 5.5  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Present Tense in Random Task (inflected for 3.S.F) by Language Group and 
Proficiency Level
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Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of present tense in the random task—
inflected for third person singular masculine—revealed somewhat similar re-
sults to present tense use inflected with third person singular feminine, although 
here the difference between groups is due to the underperformance of the Rus-
sian L1-B intermediate group in addition to that of the Russian L1-A beginner 
group. The tests revealed a main effect for L1 language backgrounds (F(3,84) 
= 7.778, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.217) and a main interaction effect between L1 
backgrounds and proficiency (F(6,84) = 6.849, p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.329). Post 
hoc analyses using Tukey tests revealed that overall the Chinese L1-A groups 
differed significantly from their Russian L1-A (p = 0.044) and Russian L1-B 
(p < 0.001) counterparts, and the Chinese L1-B groups differed significantly 
from their Russian L1-B counterparts (p < 0.001). In particular, the Chinese 
L1-A beginner group differed significantly from the Russian L1-A beginner (p 
< 0.001) and the Russian L1-B intermediate (p = 0.002) groups, the Chinese  
L1-A intermediate group differed significantly from its Russian L1-B counter-
part group (p = 0.014), the Chinese L1-B beginner group differed significantly 

 

Figure 5.6  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Present Tense in Random Task (inflected for 3.S.M) by Language Group and 
Proficiency Level
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from its Russian L1-A counterpart group (p = 0.042), the Chinese L1-B interme-
diate group differed significantly from its Russian L1-B counterpart group (p = 
0.002), and the Russian L1-A intermediate group differed significantly from its 
Russian L1-B counterpart group (p = 0.013). Although the Russian L1-B groups  
seem to have improved over time (i.e., from the intermediate to the advanced 
level), the difference is not statistically significant. However, the improvement 
of the Russian groups (and catching up with the Chinese groups) is statistically 
significant; specifically, the Russian L1-A intermediate group differed signifi-
cantly from the Russian L1-A beginner group: p < 0.001 (see figure 5.6).  

In other words, the main (significant) findings that emerge about present 
tense use in the random task is that the Russian L1-A beginner group (i.e., 
Group 1) underperformed their Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B counterparts 
(with present tense inflected for both third person singular feminine and mas-
culine). In addition, the Russian L1-B intermediate group (i.e., Group 2) un-
derperformed their Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B as well as their Russian 
L1-A counterpart groups (with the present tense inflected for third person 
singular masculine). Although overall both Russian groups exhibited improve-
ment along proficiency levels, only the Russian L1-A groups significantly im-
proved in both present tense (in the random task) inflected for third person 
feminine and third person singular masculine starting from the intermediate 
level. Thus, the findings of the present tense random task seem to replicate 
somewhat the findings of the present tense narrative tasks reported on above.

5.4 Input Frequency

The above findings were obtained at least in part due to the participants’ for-
mal instructional input as displayed in tables 1–4 in appendix B. In particular, 
the tables show how often and when past and present tense (each inflected 
for third person singular masculine and feminine) were presented in the text-
books of Group 1 of the Chinese L1-A, Chinese L1-B, Russian L1-A, and Rus-
sian L1-B participants. Although past and present tense are high-frequency 
forms, input information is provided only for Group 1 (corresponding to the 
first year of exposure) due to the variation in the introduction and presenta-
tion of the two forms in Arabic first year curricula and due to the introduc-
tion of Arabic letters and sounds. Although focus of past and present tense 
investigation is in the context of third person singular masculine and third 
person singular feminine, other agreement patterns are included in the tables 
to provide the bigger picture for the presentation of past and present tense in 
the participants’ formal instructional input. 



The Acquisition of Tense/Aspect     107

	 Tables 1a and 1b (appendix B) show the presentation schedule of past and 
present tense, respectively, in the instructional input of the Chinese L1-A 
Group 1, the early presence of both tenses since Lessons 3 and 4 (presented to-
gether with Arabic sounds and letters), the formal introduction of both tenses 
at the same time in Lesson 13, and their consistent maintenance thereafter 
until Lesson 24. Participants in the Chinese L1-A groups do not seem to en-
counter difficulty acquiring past and present tense nor do they exhibit any 
asymmetry in the acquisition of both tenses, probably due to the introduction 
of both tenses at the same time and due to the nature and quality of the appro-
priate instructional input (including the direct and indirect focus on the two 
forms), although their performance seem to oscillate overall. 
	 Tables 2a and 2b (appendix B) display past and present tense schedule in the 
instructional input of the Chinese L1-B Group 1 in the two booklets teaching 
Arabic letters and sounds (left half of tables 2a and 2b, appendix B) and the 
main textbook (right half of tables 2a and 2b, appendix B). Overall, past tense 
(table 2a, appendix B) is noticeably less consistently maintained than present 
tense (table 2b, appendix B), especially in the beginning six to seven lessons 
of the instructional materials. In addition, past tense inflected for third per-
son singular feminine is noticeably less maintained than third person singular 
masculine throughout. Furthermore, present tense was introduced before past 
tense: in Lessons 5 and 7, respectively. This asymmetry in the instructional 
input of the two tenses seems to reflect the underperformance of the Chinese 
L1-B intermediate group (on past tense inflected for third singular masculine) 
as well as the beginner and intermediate groups (on past tense inflected for 
third person singular feminine).
	 Tables 3a and 3b (appendix B) show the scheduled presentation of past and 
present tense in the formal instructional input of the Russian L1-A Group 1.  
Both forms seem to be present somewhat consistently and comparably through- 
out, starting with Units 11–20/30 and Units 5 and 6 for past tense (left and 
right half of table 3a, respectively) and with Units 1–10 and Units 3 and 4 for 
present tense (left and right half of table 3b, respectively). It is not clear when 
both tenses were formally introduced, but it is likely that they were introduced 
while teaching the Arabic letters and sounds informally (i.e., without use of a 
specific text for Arabic letters and sounds) or in the grammar reference book 
(Jushmanov 1999) in Lesson 3, although the grammatical explanation is mostly 
relevant to past tense. The asymmetry in the performance of the Russian L1-A 
Group 1 (i.e., with their underperformance on present tense versus past tense) 
is not exactly clear, although the initial heavy emphasis on past tense forms in 
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the grammatical explanation and the fact that past tense is slightly more con-
sistently maintained in the instructional input may likely explain this trend.
	 Table 4a and 4b (appendix B) display past and present tense schedule in the 
instructional input of the Russian L1-B Group 1. Table 4a shows past tense was 
formally introduced in Lesson 5 in the book that focuses on Arabic phonology 
and orthography and was thereafter somewhat consistently maintained (left 
half of table 4a, appendix B). Later, in the main textbook, past tense inflected 
for third person singular masculine was present and maintained consistently 
from beginning to end, whereas past tense inflected for third person singu-
lar feminine was present starting with Lessons 4 and 5 and was maintained 
throughout thereafter (see right half of table 4a, appendix B). However, present 
tense is completely absent from the first book, which focuses on phonology 
and orthography (left half of table 4b, appendix B). It was later introduced 
in the main textbook from early on and was maintained thereafter, although 
more consistently so when inflected for third person singular masculine (right 
half of table 4b, appendix B). The underperformance of participants in the 
Russian L1-B Groups 2 and 3 on present tense as opposed to past tense is likely 
due to the deficiency of present tense in the input in comparison with the input 
of the past tense.  

The foregoing description of input frequency of past and present tense in 
Group 1 of all the participants reflects some variations due in part to the need 
to introduce Arabic phonology and orthography. In subsequent input for sub-
sequent years 2 and 3 (corresponding to Groups 2 and 3), the variation is likely 
minimized due to the high-frequency nature of the target (past and present) 
tense forms. However, what is crucial here is that the variations in the instruc-
tional input of the four different groups seem to reflect closely the participants’ 
variable performance of past and present tense. Both past and present tense 
were introduced in the instructional input of the Chinese L1-A beginner par-
ticipants at the same time and maintained consistently throughout; accord-
ingly, the Chinese L1-A participants performed similarly in both. Past tense 
was introduced in the input of the Chinese L1-B beginner participants later 
than present tense (and the latter with slightly weaker frequency); accordingly, 
the Chinese L1-B participants performed better on present than past tense. 
Conversely, past tense was presented in the input of the Russian L1-B begin-
ner participants before present tense (and the latter was totally absent from 
the entire first book); accordingly, the Russian L1-B participants performed 
better on past than on present tense. Finally, although past and present tense 
seem to have both been presented at the same time (but it could not be exactly 
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determined when each was introduced), heavy emphasis on past tense forms 
in the grammatical explanation as well as more dense maintenance of past 
than present tense in the input may explain why the Russian L1-A participants 
performed better on past than present tense. A similar input exposure effect 
is found in Alhawary (2009a), where, for example, the English L1 beginner 
participants used past tense (91%) more accurately than present tense (67%) 
and present tense in the random task (57%), having been exposed to past tense 
much earlier than present tense based on Abboud and colleagues’ (1983) text-
book (Alhawary 2009a, 88, 107–11).

Thus, the preponderance of evidence here seems to indicate that the feature 
tense, given the present typological pairings, seems to be subject to input pre-
sentation bias depending on quality and timing of input presentation, where 
early exposure to a particular tense reflects accuracy in use of that tense. This 
explanation of input exposure effects is quite plausible, especially since the 
likelihood of (positive) L1 transfer effects is the same across all groups due to 
presence of the tense feature in both L1s: Chinese and Russian.  

5.5 Summary 

Based on the acquisition data for past and present tense presented in this chap-
ter, a main observation is that, unlike their tendency with respect to nominal 
and verbal agreement, the participants did not exhibit a tendency to use third 
person singular masculine as the default form for either the past or the present 
tense. In addition, the following findings are revealed: (1) the Chinese L1-B be-
ginner and intermediate groups underperformed their counterpart groups on 
past tense use (inflected for third person singular feminine), and the Chinese 
L1-B intermediate group underperformed their counterpart groups on past 
tense use (inflected for third person singular masculine), although Chinese 
L1-B participants improved significantly at the advanced level; (2) the Rus-
sian L1-B intermediate and advanced groups underperformed their Chinese 
L1-B intermediate counterparts on present tense, and the Russian L1-A begin-
ner group underperformed its Chinese L1-B counterpart on present tense al-
though the Russian L1-A groups significantly improved along proficiency; and 
(3) the Russian L1-B intermediate group underperformed its other counter-
parts, and the Russian L1-A beginner group underperformed its Chinese L1-A 
and Chinese L1-B counterparts on present tense use (in the random task), 
replicating somewhat the findings of the present tense narrative tasks. Thus, of 
all the groups, the Chinese L1-A groups seem to maintain their performance 
without showing any significant improvement or decline across groups. The 
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crucial finding here, based on analysis of the formal instructional input of 
the participants, is that the variable performance or asymmetry in the perfor-
mance of the participants is likely due to instructional input effects (i.e., qual-
ity and timing of the instructional input), since possible (positive) L1 transfer 
effects of tense are the same across all groups. Recall, both L1 Chinese and L1 
Russian exhibit a tense feature (like Arabic and English). The theoretical and 
practical implications of past and present tense findings are further discussed 
in chapters 7 and 8. 

Notes
1. As stated in chapter 1, the intention here is not to force a strict tense versus 

aspect analysis of the Arabic verb. Fassi Fehri argues that a proper characterization 
of Arabic is one that takes both into account with Arabic exhibiting “a dual tense-
aspect” verbal inflectional system (1993, 146). For the purpose of the current study, 
reference is primarily made to tense, but this should not necessarily preclude an 
aspectual component or analysis.  

2. Neither Chinese nor Russian allows postverbal subjects (i.e., SVO word or-
der), unlike Arabic, as illustrated in (1)–(4), above.  

3. In attributing parametric variation to strength of functional features, standard 
minimalist assumption is adopted here. On this account, due to rich verbal agreement 
features, both Arabic and Russian are analyzed with the functional feature strength 
set to [+strong] while functional feature strength in Chinese is set to [-strong]. 

4. These narrative tasks are similar to those discussed below in section 5.3 (see 
also section 2.5, chapter 2). 

5. It has been claimed as a consequence that such findings are not in support of 
the Split-INFL hypothesis (see Alhawary 2009a, 165).

6. Al-Hamad (2003) also investigated definiteness, gender, number, and verbal 
agreement, in addition to tense. The study elicited production data from forty Rus-
sian L1 and Chinese L1 learners (assigned to two intermediate and two advanced 
groups with ten participants in each group) during “guided conversations”/inter-
views for an average of ten minutes each. The interviews were about general topics 
to do with the participant’s family, country, previous and current studies, plans for 
the future, and social life in their native country and in Saudi Arabia (Al-Hamad 
2003, 80–81).   

7. Some of the produced tokens also contain phonological inaccuracies as indi-
cated in the TL renditions. 

8. For more on null-subject use, see chapter 6. 
9. This had been anticipated in the pilot stage of the study as well as similar pre-

vious studies (e.g., Alhawary 2009a). Reverting to use of either of the non-intended 
tenses may happen despite the fact that special care was taken in explaining to 
participants each of the past and present narrative tasks. Therefore, the present 
tense random task was provided to control for the potential artifact of the instru-
mentation at least for the present tense and to allow for more confidence with the 
data and results.   



Chapter 6
The Acquisition of Null Subjects

This chapter discusses the acquisition of null subjects based on cross-sectional 
data from all of the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 groups. The target structure of 
null subjects is of the main clause (i.e., non-embedded construction) type in 
both the past and present tense and inflected for third person singular mascu-
line and third person singular feminine, as illustrated in sentences (29)–(32), 
discussed in chapter 1 and restated below as (1)–(4), where use of an overt/
lexical pronominal or NP subject in matrix (or main) clause is optional. 

(1)	 ʔakala 
	 ate.3.s.m 
	 “He ate.”
(2)	 ʔakala-t 
	 ate-3.s.f 
	 “She ate.”
(3)	 ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “He eats/is eating.”
(4)	 ta-ʔkul-(u)
	 3.s.f-eat-(Indic)
	 “She eats/is eating.”

As described in chapter 1, Arabic does not allow null-subject use in con-
texts such as embedded clauses following the complementizers ʔinna “that” 
and ʔanna “that” or any of their sisters lākinna “but,” kaʔanna “it seems that/
as though,” layta “would that,” and laʢalla “hope that,” as in (5)–(7).  

(5)	 ʔa-ðʕunn-(u)	 ʔanna-hu	 ʔakala
	 1.s-think-(Indic)	 that-he		  ate.3.s.m
	 “I think that he ate.”
(6)	 ʔana		  ʤawʢān-(u)	 lākinna-hā	 ʔakala-t
	 I		  hungry-(Nom)	 but-she		  ate-3.s.f
	 “I am hungry, but she ate.”
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(7)	 ya-bdū		  kaʔanna-hu	 ya-ʔkul-(u)
	 3.s.m-seem		 as though-he	 3.s.m-eat-(Indic)
	 “It/he seems as though he is eating.”

	 Another context where use of pronominal subjects is obligatory includes 
constructions such as nominal sentences functioning as “adverbs of manner” 
or “circumstantial clauses” so long as the circumstantial clause is preceded 
by the conjunction particle wa “and” to trigger the requirement of a nominal 
rather than verbal circumstantial clause, as in (8).

(8)	 daxala 		  wa 	 huwa	 ya-ʜmil-(u)		  ʢulba
	 entered.3.s.m	 and	 he	 3.s.m-carry-(Indic)	 a can
	 “He entered carrying a can.”

	 A context that exhibits preference for use of pronominal subjects is when 
an NP subject is conjoined with a pronoun suffix of an immediately preceding 
verb, in which case a pronoun subject is preferably used to separate (or block 
the surface conjoining) between the verb and the lexical NP subject (if no other 
form is used to separate them), as in (9).1 

(9)	 ʔarāda	      ʔan     yu-sāfir-(a)	            huwa    wa        zawʤat-u-hu 
	 Wanted.3.s.m   to       3.s.m-travel-(Subjunc)    he         and       wife-Nom-his
	 “He and his wife wanted to travel.”

	 Additionally, pronominal subjects have a pragmatic function and are used 
when the subjects of two verbs are being contrasted or in focus whether they 
occur within SVO or VSO word order, as in (10) and (11), respectively. 

(10)	 huwa	 ya-drus-(u)		  ʔal-handasa
	 he	 3.s.m-study-(Indic)	 the-engineering 
	 wa     	 hiya	 ta-drus-u 	 ʔal-tʕibb
	 and	 she 	 3.s.f-study-(Indic) the-medicine
	 “He studies engineering and she studies medicine.”
(11)	 ʔin kun-ta         ʔan-ta        ʔal-qitʕtʕ-a    fa-ʔayna    ðahaba        ʔal-laʜm 
	 If    were-2.s.m   you-2.s.m  the-cat-Acc   so-where    went.3.s.m  the-meat
	 “If you yourself were the cat, where did the meat go?”

Although focus of the study does not include functional uses of pronomi-
nal subjects, the study nevertheless attempts to examine such uses in the 
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instructional input to which the participants were exposed as well as produc-
tion of prononminal subjects by the participants.  

6.1 Typological Pairings

Based on the participants’ L1s, the investigation of Arabic null subjects here 
results in two somewhat different typological pairings. On the one hand, there 
is a disagreement as to whether Russian is considered a null-subject language 
(e.g., Perlmutter and Moore 2002; Müller 2006, 2008) or that instances with 
contextually licensed subjectless positions in Russian are instead considered 
mere instances of ellipsis (e.g., Franks 1995; Avrutin and Rohrbacher 1997, 
as cited by Müller 2006). Based on the null-subject account, Perlmutter and 
Moore (2002) point out (following Franks 1995) that “pro-drop in Russian is 
subject to discourse conditions that make it much less common than pro-drop 
in Italian or Spanish” (Perlmutter and Moore 2002, 632). Müller adds that, 
in addition to null subjects use being “more restricted” than in other null-
subject languages, “there is an asymmetry between 1./2. person vs. 3. person 
contexts, with the former ones permitting subject omission somewhat easier 
than the latter ones” (Müller 2008, 6). The analysis adopted here is that, fol-
lowing Franks (1995), Russian is a “mixed” null-subject language. Optional 
subject pronouns are illustrated in sentences (12)–(15), where the pronoun 
subjects can be dropped, for example, in answers to questions as to whether 
“he/she ate” and “he/she eats/is eating.”2  

(12)	 (on)	 yel
	 (he)	 ate.s.m
	 “He ate.”
(13)	 (ona)	 yel-a
	 (she)	 ate-s.f
	 “She ate.”
(14)	 (on) 	 yest
	 (he)	 eat.3.s
	 “He eats/is eating.”
(15)	 (ona) 	 yest
	 (she)	 eat.3.s
	 “She eats/is eating.”

In addition, Russian, like Arabic, exhibits gender and number (but not person) 
verbal agreement in past tense, as in (12) and (13), and exhibits person and 
number (but not gender) agreement in present tense, as in (14) and (15). 
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	 On the other hand, Chinese is more freely analyzed as a null-subject lan-
guage, with the dropped subject in matrix clause being identified by a referent 
in the discourse. Thus, optional subject pronouns in sentences (17)–(20) can 
occur, for example, in answers to questions as to whether “he/she ate a meal” 
and “he/she eats or is eating a meal” (see also Huang 1989).

(17)	 (ta)	 chi	 le	 fan
	 (he)	 eat 	 past	 meal
	 “He ate a meal.”
(18)	 (ta)	 chi	 le	 fan
	 (she)	 eat	 past	 meal
	 “She ate a meal.”
(19)	 (ta)	 chi	 fan
	 (he)	 eat	 meal
	 “He eats a meal.”
(20)	 (ta)	 chi	 fan
	 (she)	 eat	 meal
	 “She eats a meal.”
(21)	 (ta)	 zai	 chi	 fan
	 (he)	 is	 eat	 meal
	 “He is eating a meal.”
(22)	 (ta)	 zai	 chi	 fan
	 (she)	 is	 eat	 meal
	 “She is eating a meal.”

Sentences (17) and (18) express the Chinese past tense structures equivalent 
to those of Arabic in (1) and (2), and sentences (19)–(22) express the Chinese 
simple present and present progressive structures equivalent to those of Arabic 
in (3) and (4), above. In addition, as sentences (17)–(22) illustrate, Chinese 
(unlike Arabic) does not exhibit verbal agreement neither in the past nor pres-
ent tense, though it exhibits a tense feature/distinction.  
	 Accordingly, pairings (a) and (b) are yielded, where both Arabic and Chi-
nese drop subject pronouns freely in matrix clauses whereas Russian exhibits 
mixed null-subject use.3

(a)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [±null] and [+strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+null] and [+strong] L2, with previous knowledge 
of L2 English [-null] and [-strong]
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(b)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [+null] and [-strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+null] and [+ strong], with previous knowledge of 
L2 English [-null] and [-strong]4 

6.2 Previous Findings 

L2 studies on null subjects revealed that adult speakers of null- (such as Span-
ish) or non-null-subject languages (such as English and German) learning a 
null- or non-null-subject language seem to adjust to the L2 system, and in 
all such language pairings L2 learners produce subjectless clauses from their 
early stages of L2 acquisition. Studies also showed that speakers of non-null-
subject languages learning a non-null-subject language reject more subjectless 
sentences than speakers of null-subject languages learning a non-null-subject 
language (see Alhawary 2007a for a detailed review). 

As for Arabic studies on null subjects, data from previous studies, which 
investigated the acquisition of null subjects use by Arabic L2 learners who 
are speakers of English [-null], Spanish [+null], and Japanese [+null] as L1s, 
yielded the following findings:

•	 Arabic L2 learners who are English L1, Japanese L1, and Spanish L1 
speakers seem to adjust to the Arabic L2 system and drop lexical subjects 
(in narrative tasks5) from early on (Alhawary 2007a; 2009a, 120–21).

•	 Arabic L2 learners who are Spanish L1 speakers (especially the 
beginner group) drop significantly fewer lexical subjects than their 
English L1 and Japanese L1 counterparts (Alhawary 2007a; 2009a, 
120–22).

•	 A contingent relationship was found between the production of 
subjectless sentences and verbal agreement, explaining the unexpected 
finding in the Spanish L1 participants. It was found that in addition to 
producing far fewer sentences with null subjects (than their English L1 
and Japanese L1 counterparts), the Spanish L1 (beginner) participants 
produced far lower ratios of verbal agreement but with more exposure 
to Arabic L2 input over time; the Spanish participants (the intermediate 
and advanced group) exhibited an increase in both null-subject 
production and correct verbal agreement accuracy (Alhawary 2007a; 
2009a, 112–24).6 

•	 The Arabic L1 control group dropped by far more lexical subjects 
than any of the three English L1, Japanese L1, and Spanish L1 groups 
(Alhawary 2007a; 2009a, 120–22).
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	 The novel typological pairings of the present study—with participants who 
are Russian L1 and Chinese L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2—are crucial 
to further verify the findings of previous studies as well as, in particular, null 
subjects use by L1 speakers of a mixed null-subject language (such as Russian) 
that exhibits null subjects partially or less freely in main clause than Chinese 
and Arabic. 

6.3 Results

6.3.1 Null-Subject Production

The focus of null-subject production is on third person singular masculine and 
feminine as null or lexical subjects. Analysis of the participants’ null-subject 
use is based on their spontaneous performance on four narrative tasks: two 
in the present tense and two in the past tense (for a detailed description, see 
chapter 2, section 2.5). Since each of the four narrative tasks is on a specific 
character (male or female), one would expect each of the six native (control) 
speakers to produce between 0–4 contexts with overt lexical subjects (NPs or 
pronouns), with one token for each task to introduce the first event. In Arabic, 
once the first event in each narrative is bound by an explicit pronominal or NP 
subject (or a known referent in the discourse), producing a lexical subject for 
each subsequent event of a narrative becomes redundant.7 The control partici-
pants produced tokens within the predicted range. All of the six native Arabic 
speakers produced eleven overt subjects (four pronouns and seven NPs), and 
all except one occurred as a description of the first event of a narrative. Apart 
from one token, all contexts occurred with the overt subjects in a preverbal 
position. Only one control participant produced 100% null-subject contexts. 

In addition, the control group occasionally produced (obligatory) overt 
pronominal subjects in embedded clauses with verbs such as yabdū “it seems,” 
kaʔanna “looks like,” and yumkin “it is possible” and following the comple-
mentizer ʔanna, as illustrated in (23) and (24). 

(23)	 ya-bdū		  ʔanna-hā	 ta-sʕʜū		  bākira
	 3.s.m-seem		 that-she 		 3.s.f-wake up	 early
	 “It seems that she wakes up early.”
(24)	 kaʔanna-hu	 kāna		  ya-ʔkul-u	 kaθīran
	 looks.like-he	 was.3.s.m 	 3.s.m-eat-Indic	 a lot
	 “It looks like he was eating a lot.”



The Acquisition of Null Subjects    117

The control participants produced a total of twenty-four such tokens in the 
narratives. As for the four groups of participants (Chinese L1-A, Chinese L1-
B, Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B), they produced a small number of such 
tokens: a total of forty-eight tokens of obligatory overt pronominal subjects 
mainly in embedded clauses as displayed in table 6.1. Sentences (25)–(35) are 
representative examples extracted from the data.

(25)	 IL:	 lākinna-hu	 ðahaba		  ʔilā	 ʔal-shopping
		  but-he	 went.3.s.m	 to	 the-shopping
		  “. . . but he went shopping.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1)
(26)	 IL:	 liʔanna-hu	 ya-ʜibb 	                 kura-t-a	                l-qadam
		  because-he	 3.s.m-like	 ball-s.f-Acc	 the-foot
		  “. . . because he likes soccer.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(27)	 IL:	 ʔa-ðʕunn	 ʔinna-hā	 tʕālib-a		  tʕayyib-a
		  1.s-think	 that-she		  student-s.f	 kindhearted-s.f
	 TL:	 ʔa-ðʕunn	 ʔanna-hā	 tʕālib-a		  tʕayyib-a 
		  1.s-think	 that-she		  student-s.f	 kindhearted-s.f 
		  “. . . and I think she is a kindhearted student.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(28)	 IL:	 ʔa-ðʕunn	 ʔinna-hā	 šābb-at-un	 ʔūrūppiyy-a
		  1.s.-think	 that-she		  young-s.f-Nom	 European-s.f
	 TL:	 ʔa-ðʕunn	 ʔanna-hā	 šābb-at-un	 ʔūrūppiyy-a
		  1.s.-think	 that-she		  young-s.f-Nom	 European-s.f
	 IL:	 liʔanna-hā	 ta-drus		  fi-l-ʤāmiʢa
		  because-she	 3.s.f-study	 in-the-university 
		  “I think she is a young European woman because she studies in college.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(29)	 IL:	 ya-bdū	 ʔanna-hā 	 ðahaba-t	      ʔilā	 mustašfā
		  3.s.m-seem	 that-she 		 went-3.s.f     to	 hospital 
		  “It seems that she went to hospital.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(30)	 IL:	 wa    baʢda	 ðālik	 fa-ya-ʢūd-u	             ʔilā  bayt-i-hi
		  and  after	 that	 so-3.s.m-return-Indic      to    house-Gen-his
		  wa   ʔinna-hu	            ya-šʢur-u 		  bi-l-ʤūʢ
		  and  indeed-he           3.s.m-feel-Indic	 with-the-hunger
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		  “And after that, he returns home and indeed he feels hungry.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(31)		  liʔanna-hu	 ʔarāda		  baʢdʕ-a                nuqūd [ʔan-nuqūd]
		  because-he	 wanted.3.s.m         some-Acc            money
		  “… because he wanted some money.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(32)	 IL:	 wa	 mumkin	 huwa	 muslim
		  and	 maybe	 he is	 Muslim
		  liʔanna-hu	 ya-ðhab	 l-l-māsʤid [ʔila-l-masʤid]
		  because	 3.s.m-go	 to-the-mosque
		  “And maybe he is Muslim because he goes to mosque.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3)
(33)	 IL:	 wa	 hiya	 saʢīd-at-un
		  and	 she	 happy-s.f-Nom
		  liʔanna-hā	 ta-fʢal-u 		  mā	 tu-rīd-u
		  because-she	3.s.f-do-Iindic	 what	 3.s.f-want-Indic
		  “And she is happy because she does what she wants.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 3)
(34)	 IL:	 *wa	 ya-bdū     	 ʔanna-hā	 nāma		 ʤayyid-an
		  and	 3.s.m-seem	 that-she     	 slept.3.s.m	  well-Acc	  
	 TL:	 wa	 ya-bdū         	 ʔanna-hā	 nāma-t		 ʤayyid-an
	       	 and	 3.s.m-seem  	 that-she     	 slept-3.s.f	  well-Acc
		  “And it seems that she slept well.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(35)	 IL:	 *liʔanna	 ʢarafa-t	 ʔanna hunāka	 ʜayāt	 saʢīda
		  because	 knew-3.s.f	 that     there	 life	 happy
	 TL:	 liʔanna-hā	 ʢarafa-t	 ʔanna hunāka	 ʜayāt	 saʢīda
		  because-she	knew-3.s.f	 that     there	 life	 happy
		  “. . . because she knew there was a happy life.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2)

In all of the obligatory overt pronoun contexts in clauses (listed in table 
6.1), the participants produced the required overt pronouns as illustrated in 
(25)–(35), except for three tokens (two by a Russian L1-A Group 2 participant 
and one by a Chinese L1-A Group 3 participant), as in (35). Of all the con-
texts (i.e., out of the total forty-eight tokens), only two contexts were produced 
with incorrect verbal agreement—by the Chinese L1-A Group 3, as in (34). A 
few tokens were produced with the wrong complementizer, as in (27)–(28). 
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The quantity of obligatory overt subject contexts reflects the amount of input 
exposure to the target language that each of the four groups of participants 
received, with the Chinese L1-A participants having produced the highest 
number (a total of twenty-eight tokens), followed by the Russian L1-A groups 
who produced a total of fourteen tokens, who in turn are followed by the Chi-
nese L1-B groups who produced a total of five tokens, then the Russian L1-B 
groups who produced one token. Obligatory overt subject contexts (mainly in 
embedded clauses8) were coded differently from the null-subject contexts dis-
cussed below. In addition, to avoid skewing the null-subject data, contexts with 
newly introduced referents are excluded from null-subject contexts since they 
constitute obligatory overt subject contexts. Such contexts were occasionally 
produced when some participants introduced events/verbs related to a refer-
ent other than the two characters in the narratives such as zārahu ʔabūhu “His 
father visited him” or sʕadīqatuhā kānat marīdʕa “Her friend was sick.”  

The four groups mainly produced main clauses with overt (lexical NPs and 
pronouns) and null subjects. Sentences (36)–(47) are representative examples 
of overt subject use of third person singular masculine and third person sin-
gular feminine in both past and present tense.

(36)	 IL:	 raʤul	 ðahaba	 fī	 ʔalāskā	  
	   	 man		  went.3.s.m	 in	 Alaska

Table 6.1  Production of non-null-subject contexts  
Participants	 Total Correct Overt Subjects	 Total Incorrect Overt Subjects

Arabic L1	 	
Controls (n = 6)	 24	 0

Chinese L1-A		
Group1 (n = 10)  	   1	 0
Group2 (n = 10)	   4	 0
Group3 (n = 10)	 20	 3

Chinese L1-B		
Group2 (n = 10)	   1	 0
Group3 (n = 10)	   4	 0

Russian L1-A		
Group2 (n = 9)	   7	 2
Group3 (n = 9)	   5	 0

Russian L1-B		
Group3 (n = 8)	   1	 0
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	 TL:	 ʔar-raʤul	 ðahaba	 ʔilā	 ʔalāskā
		  the-man	 went.3.s.m	 to	 Alaska
		  “the man went to Alaska.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(37)	 IL:	 šābb-u-n	 kitba		  fī	 daftar	  
	   	 young man-Nom-Indef	 wrote.3.s.m	 in	 note-book
	 TL:	 ʔaš-šābb-u	 kataba	 fī	 daftar
		  the-young man-Nom	 wrote.3.s.m	 in	 note-book
		  “The young man wrote on a notebook.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 1)
(38)	 IL:	 ʔal-walad-u	 ya-stayqiðʕ-u	 fi	 sʕ-sʕabāʜ
		  the-boy-Nom	 3.s.m-wake-Indic	 in	 the-morning
		  “The boy wakes up in the morning.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(39)	 IL:	 marʔ-a	 ta-ðhab	 ʔilā	 ʔal-mirʔān	  
	   	 person-s.f	 3.s.f-go	 to	 the-mirʔān
	 TL:	 ʔal-marʔ-a	 ta-ðhab	 ʔilā	 ʔal-matʕʢam
		  the-person-s.f	 3.s.f-go	 to	 the-restaurant
		  “The woman goes to the restaurant.” 
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(40)	 IL:	 hāzihi       l-marʔ-at-u		  zahaba-t	 ʔilā	 ʔal-zū
		  this.s.f      the-person-s.f-Nom	 went-3.s.f	 to	 the-zoo
	 TL:	 hāðihi       l-marʔ-at-u		  ðahaba-t	 ʔilā
		  this.s.f       the-person-s.f-Nom	 went-3.s.f	 to
		      ʜadīqat-i 	 l-ʜayawān
		      park-Gen 	 the-animal
		  “This woman went to the zoo.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 3)
(41)	 IL:	 zāra-t	               hāðihi	 ʔal-ʔimraʔ-a	 marīdʕ-a-n
		  visited-3.s.f     this.s.f	 the-person-s.f	 sick person-Acc-Indef
		      fī	 l-mustašfā
		      in	 the-hospital
	 TL:	 zāra-t		 hāðihi	 ʔal-marʔ-a…
		  visited-3.s.f	 this.s.f	 the-person-s.f
		  “This woman visited a sick person in the hospital.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(42)	 IL:	 hiya	 ta-ʔkul-u	 ʔal-qahw-at-a
		  she	 3.s.f-eat-Indic	 the-coffee-s.f-Acc
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	 TL:	 hiya	 ta-šrab-u	 ʔal-qahw-at-a
		  she	 3.s.f-drink-Indic	 the-coffee-s.f-Acc
		  “She drinks coffee.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1)
(43)	 IL:	 wa	 huwa	 nām
		  and	 he	 slept.3.s.m
	 TL:	 wa	 huwa	 ya-nām
		  and	 he	 3.s.m-sleep
		  “And he sleeps.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(44)	 IL:	 wa	 hiya	 ðahaba-t	 ʔilā	 xāliʤ [ʔal-xāriʤ]
		  and	 she	 went-3.s.f	 to 	 outside
		  “And she went abroad.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(45)	 IL:	 wa	 hiya	 raqasʕa-t	 maʢa	  z-zuwwār
		  and	 she	 danced-3.s.f	 with	 the-visitors 
		  “And she danced with the visitors.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(46) 	 IL:	 wa	 huwa	 ya-drus-u	 fī	 l-madrasa
		  and	 he	 3.s.m-study-Indic	 in	 the-school
		  “And he studies at school.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3)
(47)	 IL:	 hiya	 tu-māris-u	 riyādʕa-t	ʔal-tennis
		  she	 3.s.f-pratices	 sport-s.f	the-tennis
		  “She plays tennis.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 3)

Overt subjects occurred in both preverbal, as in (36)–(40) and (42)–(47), and 
postverbal positions, as in (41), although they occurred much more in the for-
mer than the latter. Overall, the participants produced more overt pronominal 
subjects than NP subjects (see table 6.2).9 

As for null-subject contexts, sentences (48)–(53) are representative exam-
ples of null subject use of third person singular masculine and third person 
singular feminine and in both past and present tense. 

(48)	 IL:   wa	 fī	 l-sabt		  ðahaba-t        ʔilā      bayt-i-hā
	         and	 in	 the-Saturday	 went-3.s.f       to         house-Gen-her
	         “And on Saturday, she went to her house.”
	         (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
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(49)	 IL:	 kataba	 wāʤib-i-hi	 fī	 masāʔ
		  wrote.3.s.m	 homework-Gen-his	 in	 evening
	 TL:	 kataba	 wāʤib-a-hu	 fī	 ʔal-masāʔ
		  wrote.3.s.m	 homework-Acc-his	 in	 the-evening
		  “He wrote his homework in the evening.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1)
(50)	 IL:	 ya-nām-u		  fi	 l-bayti
		  3.s.m-sleep-Indic	 in	 the-house
		  “He sleeps at home.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(51)	 IL:	 ya-ðhab-u		  ʔila	 l-madrasa
		  3.s.m-go-Indic	 to	 the-school
		  “He goes to school.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2)
(52)	 IL:	 laʢiba-t		  kur-at-a	 t-tennis
		  played-3.s.f		  ball-s.f-Acc	 the-tennis
		  “She played tennis.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 3)
(53)	 IL:	 fī	 yawm	 ʔas-sabt	 ʢāda	 ʔila 	 bayt-i-hi
		  in	 day	 the-Saturday	 returned.3.s.m	 to	 house-Gen-his
		  “On Saturday, he returned to his house.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 3)

Table 6.2 displays the distribution of the production data (of all participants) 
in null and overt contexts, including those of the control group (see also fig-
ure 6.1). The data show that the Chinese L1 participants combined produced 
far more subjectless clauses than their Russian L1 counterparts. The Chinese 
L1-A groups produced almost twice the number of subjectless clauses than 
their Russian L1-A groups (1,027 versus 691, respectively); so did the Chinese 
L1-B than their Russian L1-B counterparts (549 versus 380, respectively). Al-
though the Chinese L1-B participants were noticeably conservative in drop-
ping subjects at the intermediate level (i.e., Group 2), they almost caught up 
with their Chinese L1-A counterpart at the advanced stage (i.e., Group 3) with 
both dropping subjects at high rates (93% and 84%, respectively). The Russian 
L1 participants exhibited a different trend. At the beginner level (i.e., Group 
1), they emerged dropping subjects at relatively high rates (79% and 75%), but 
they ended (at the advanced level in Group 3) being more conservative and 
converged on dropping subjects at 53%.  
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Table 6.2 also lists the number of contexts where overt subjects are used. 
The data reveal that contexts with pronominal subjects represented the larg-
est number of contexts with overt subjects; contexts with NP subjects were far 
fewer. The data also show that the control group by far outperformed all three 
L1 groups, dropping subjects in 264 out of 275 contexts (i.e., producing overt 
NP or pronominal subjects in 11 contexts only). 

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests revealed a near effect for L1 back-
grounds (F(4, 96) = 2.328, p = 0.062, partial Ƞ2 = 0.088) and a main interaction 
effect between L1 backgrounds and proficiency (F(6, 96) = 4.830, p < 0.001, 
partial Ƞ2 = 0.232). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests of all possible pairwise 
comparisons revealed that, overall, the control group differed marginally from 
the Russian L1-A groups (p = 0.099) and nearly from the Chinese L1-B groups 
(p = 0.057). The Chinese L1-A Group 3 differed nearly significantly from the 
Russian L1-A Group 3 (p = 0.069) and marginally so from the Russian L1-B 
Group 3 (p = 0.095). In addition, the Chinese L1-B Group 3 differed signifi-
cantly from its Group 2 counterpart (p = 0.010), and while the Chinese L1-A 
Group 3 differed significantly from the Chinese L1-B Group 2 (p = 0.001), it 
did not differ from the Chinese L1-B Group 3. 

Table 6.2  Distribution of null-subject contexts in the participants’ IL systems

				    Overt NP/ 
Participants	 Null/Total Subjects	 %	 Pronominal Subjects

Arabic L1	 		   
Controls (n = 6)	 264/275	 96	 7/4

Chinese L1-A			 
Group1 (n = 10)  	 178/262	 68	 1/83
Group2 (n = 10)	 356/468	 76	 28/84
Group3 (n = 10)	 493/529	 93	 19/17

Chinese L1-B			 
Group1 (n = 9)	 56/86	 65	 1/29
Group2 (n = 10)	 150/381	 39	 30/201
Group3 (n = 10)	 343/408	 84	 24/41

Russian L1-A			 
Group1 (n = 9)	 217/275	 79	 3/55
Group2 (n = 9)	 271/389	 70	 5/113
Group3 (n = 9)	 203/381	 53	 2/176

Russian L1-B			 
Group1 (n = 5)	 44/59	 75	 5/10
Group2 (n = 6)	 156/191	 82	 8/27
Group3 (n = 8)	 180/337	 53	 72/85
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In other words, the Chinese L1 participants (in particular the Chinese L1-A 
groups) dropped noticeably more than their Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B 
counterparts, and although the performance of the Chinese L1-A participants 
(in particular Group 3) differed from that of the Russian L1-A and Russian 
L1-B Group 3 participants, their performance did not differ significantly from 
that of their Chinese L1-B Group 3 counterparts. Additionally, as can be seen 
from figure 6.1, whereas the advanced (Group 3) participants in the Chinese 
L1 groups seem to converge in dropping more subjects, the advanced partici-
pants (Group 3) in the Russian L1 groups seem to converge in the opposite 
direction of dropping far fewer subjects.

6.3.2 Null Subjects and Verbal Agreement Production

To explore use of null subjects by the four groups of participants further, the 
data were analyzed for verbal agreement. Sentences (54)–(63), which are ex-
tracted from the data, illustrate inaccurate rule applications of verbal agree-
ment in null and overt subjects contexts. 

 

Figure 6.1  Interaction Plot of Mean % for the Participants’ Performance on Null-
Subject Use by Language Group and Proficiency Level
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(54)	 IL:	 *ʔal-bint	 ðahaba	 fī	 Las Vegas
		  the-girl	 went.3.s.m	 in	 Las Vegas
	 TL:	 ʔal-bint	 ðahaba-t	 ʔilā	 Las Vegas
		  the-girl	 went-3.s.f	 to	 Las Vegas
		  “The girl went to Las Vegas.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 1)
(55)	 IL:	 *ʔaš-šābb	 ta-stayqið-u
		  the-young man	 3.s.f-wake-Indic
	 TL:	 ʔaš-šābb	 ya-stayqiðʕ-u
		  the-young man	 3.s.m-wake-Indic
		  “The young man wakes up.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 2)
(56)	 IL:	 *hāzihi	 l-fatā-t	 ʔakala
		  this.s.f	 the-young-s.f	 ate.3.s.m
	 TL:	 hāðihi	 l-fatā-t	 ʔakala-t
		  this.s.f	 the-young-s.f	 ate-3.s.f
		  “This girl ate.”
		  (Russian L1-B: Group 2)
(57)	 IL:	 *ya-ʢūd-u	 hāðihi	 l-marʔ-a
		  3.s.m-return-Indic	 this.s.f	 the-person-s.f
	 TL:	 ta-ʢūd-u	 hāðihi	 l-marʔ-a
		  3.s.f-return-Indic	 this.s.f	 the-person-s.f
		  “This woman returns.” 
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(58)	 IL:	 *wa	 huwa	 ʤāʔa-t
		  and	 he	 came-3.s.f
	 TL:	 wa	 huwa	 ʤāʔa
		  and	 he	 came.3.s.m
		  “And he came.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 1)
(59)	 IL:	 *wa	 hiya	 yu-ʜibb	 ʔusrat-i-hā
		  and	 she	 3.s.m-like	 family-Gen-her
	 TL:	 wa	 hiya	 tu-ʜibb	 ʔusrat-a-hā
		  and	 she	 3.s.f-like	 family-Acc-her
		  “And she likes her family.”
		  (Chinese L1-A: Group 2)
(60)	 IL:	 *ðahaba	 hiya	 ʔilā	 Las Vegas
		  went.3.s.m	 she	 to	 Las Vegas
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	 TL:	 ðahaba-t	 (hiya)	 ʔilā	 Las Vegas
		  went-3.s.f	 (she)	 to	 Las Vegas
		  “She went to Las Vegas.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 3)
(61)	 IL:	 *ta-šrab-u	 huwa	 ʔaš-šāy
		  3.s.f-drink-Indic	 he	 the-tea
	 TL:	 ya-šrab-u	 (huwa)	 ʔaš-šāy
		  3.s.m-drink-Indic	 (he)	 the-tea
		  “He drinks tea.”
		  (Russian L1-A: Group 2)
(62)	 IL:	 *wa	 ʢāda	 ʔilā	 bayt-i-hā
		  and	 returned.3.s.m	 to	 house-Gen-her
	 TL:	 wa	 ʢāda-t	 ʔilā	 bayt-i-hā
		  and	 returned-3.s.f	 to	 house-Gen-her
		  “And she returned to her house.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 3)
(63)	 IL:	 *ta-ktub	 waʤabāt-u-hu
		  3.s.f-write	 assignments-Nom-his
	 TL:	 ya-ktub	 wāʤibāt-i-hi
		  3.s.m-write	 assignments-Acc-his
		  “He writes his homework assignments.”
		  (Chinese L1-B: Group 3) 

Sentences (54)–(57) exhibit incorrect verbal agreement with overt NP sub-
jects, sentences (58)–(61) display incorrect verbal agreement with overt pro-
noun subjects, and sentences (62) and (63) show incorrect verbal agreement 
with null subjects. The extracted sentences (in past and present tense) also 
illustrate use of preverbal subjects, as in (54)–(56), (58), and (59), as well as 
postverbal subjects, as in (57), (60) and (61).

Table 6.3 displays the distribution of correct rule application of verbal 
agreement in null and overt subject contexts (see also figure 6.2). The snap-
shot of the data (in table 6.3) shows the beginner Russian L1-A and Russian 
L1-B groups emerging with the lowest accuracy rates in their performance 
of rule application of verbal agreement in null-subject contexts (at 58% and 
45%, respectively) and the beginner Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B groups 
exhibiting relatively higher rates (at 68% and 82%, respectively). However, the 
accuracy rates of verbal agreement in null (and overt) subject contexts show 
improvement along proficiency by all groups, especially by the Russian L1-A 
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(at 58%, 90%, and 97%) and Russian L1-B (at 45%, 79%, and 89%) groups, who 
showed steady improvement across all three levels. 

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of verbal agreement in null-subject 
contexts revealed a main effect for L1 backgrounds (F(4, 94) = 3.930, p = 0.005, 
partial Ƞ2 = 0.143), a main effect for proficiency (F(2, 94) = 28.397, p < 0.001, 
partial Ƞ2 = 0.377), and a main interaction effect between L1 backgrounds and 
proficiency (F(6, 94) = 2.294, p = 0.041, partial Ƞ2 = 0.128). Post hoc analyses 
using Tukey tests revealed that Group 1 of both of the Chinese L1-A and Chi-
nese L1-B participants differed significantly from the Russian L1-B Group 1 
(p = 0.019 and p = 0.008, respectively), and the control group differed signifi-
cantly from the Russian L1-A (p = 0.001) and Russian L1-B (p < 0.001) Group 
1 and marginally so from the Chinese L1-A Group 1 (p = 0.082).10 

In other words, and in light of the null-subject data (see table 6.2 and figure 
6.1), the higher verbal agreement accuracy rates along proficiency develop-
ment did not translate into higher rates of subject dropping in the case of the 
Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B participants (particularly Group 3). However, 

Table 6.3  Distribution of verbal agreement in the participants’ IL systems
		  Correct		  Correct	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
		  Null Subjects:		  Overt Subjects:	  
Participants	  Correct/Total	  %	  Correct/Total 	  %

(Arabic L1)	
Controls (n = 6)	 264/264	 100	 11/11	 100

Chinese L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 10)	 121/178	   68	 61/84	   73
Group2 (n = 10)	 323/356	   91	 98/112	   88
Group3 (n = 10)	 447/493	   91	 33/36	   92

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 46/56	   82	 19/30	   63
Group2 (n = 10)	 133/150	   89	 217/231	   94
Group3 (n = 10)	 303/343	   88	 57/65	   88

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 10)	 125/217	   58	 46/58	   79
Group2 (n = 10)	 244/271	   90	 98/118	   83
Group3 (n = 9)	 197/203	   97	 159/178	   89

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 20/44	   45	 11/15	   73
Group2 (n = 6)	 123/156	   79	 30/35	   86
Group3 (n = 8)	 160/180	   89	 140/157	   89
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higher accuracy rates along proficiency development did result in higher rates 
of subjectless sentences in the case of the Chinese L1 groups. 

Finally, null-subject data were analyzed for verbal agreement in the past 
tense versus verbal agreement in the present tense (see table 6.4). The analysis 
revealed similar findings to those of verbal agreement in null-subject contexts 
in general; i.e., with the beginner Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B participants 
(Group 1) exhibiting lower accuracy rates than their Chinese L1-A and Chi-
nese L1-B counterparts in past tense at 58% and 48% versus 64% and 92%, 
respectively (see also figure 6.3). The beginner (i.e., Group 1) Russian L1-A 
and Russian L1-B participants also exhibited lower accuracy rates than their 
Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-B counterpart groups in present tense at 55% 
and 41% versus 82% and 79%, respectively. 

Full factorial two-way ANOVA tests of past tense verbal agreement in null-
subject contexts revealed a main effect for L1 backgrounds (F(4, 84) = 3.658, 
p = 0.009, partial Ƞ2 = 0.148), a main effect for proficiency (F(2, 84) = 17.828, 

 

Figure 6.2  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Null-Subject Verbal Agreement by Language Group and Proficiency Level 
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p < 0.001, partial Ƞ2 = 0.298), and a main interaction effect between L1 back-
grounds and proficiency (F(6, 84) = 2.389, p = 0.035, partial Ƞ2 = 0.146). Post 
hoc analyses using Tukey tests revealed the control group differed significantly 
from Group 1 of both the Russian L1-A (p = 0.005) and the Russian L1-B (p < 
0.001) as well as the Chinese L1-A Group 1 (p = 0.037) participants. Full facto-
rial two-way ANOVA tests of present tense verbal agreement in null-subject 
contexts revealed a main effect for proficiency (F(2, 82) = 11.621, p < 0.001, 
partial Ƞ2 = 0.221). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests showed the control 
group differed nearly significantly from the Russian L1-A Group 1 (p = 0.055) 
and significantly from the Russian L1-B Group 1 (p = 0.011). 

Thus, as in the general verbal agreement data, null subjects in past and 
present tense data reveal the opposite trends for the Chinese L1 and Russian 
L1 groups. Although the beginner Russian L1 participants emerged with no-
ticeably lower accuracy agreement rates than their Chinese L1 counterparts 
(tables 6.3 and 6.4), both dropped subjects at relatively high rates with no 

Table 6.4  Distribution of past and present verbal agreement in the participants’ 
IL systems
		  Correct		  Correct	  
		  Agreement		  Agreement	  
		  Null Subjects:		  Null Subjects:	  
Participants	  Past/Total	 %	  Present/Total 	 %

(Arabic L1)				  
Controls (n = 6)	 137/137	 100	 127/127	 100

Chinese L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 10)	 89/139	   64	 32/39	   82
Group2 (n = 10)	 166/185	   90	 157/171	   92
Group3 (n = 10)	 263/291	   90	 184/202	   91

Chinese L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 9)	 12/13	   92	 34/43	   79
Group2 (n = 10)	 43/51	   84	 90/99	   91
Group3 (n = 10)	 187/211	   89	 116/132	   88

Russian L1-A				  
Group1 (n = 10)	 113/195	   58	 12/22	   55
Group2 (n = 10)	 145/162	   90	 99/109	   91
Group3 (n = 9)	 110/113	   97	 87/90	   97

Russian L1-B				  
Group1 (n = 5)	 13/27	   48	 7/17	   41
Group2 (n = 6)	 106/139	   76	 17/17	 100
Group3 (n = 8)	 141/159	   89	 19/21	   90
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significant difference (table 6.2). However, as past and present verbal accuracy 
rates improved significantly at later stages (especially at the advanced level cor-
responding to Group 3), such accuracy rates resulted, for the advanced Russian 
L1 participants, in dropping significantly fewer subjects, whereas higher accu-
racy rates in past and present verbal agreement, for the Chinese L1 advanced 
groups (Group 1), resulted in significantly more dropped subjects.

6.4 Input Frequency

The above null-subject findings were yielded despite the participants’ expo-
sure to the formal instructional input shown in tables 6.5–6.8. The tables dis-
play how often and when explicit pronoun subjects were used: (1) in optional 
contexts, where a pronoun is not required, and (2) in contrastive contexts, 
where use of an explicit pronoun serves a functional use indicating that the 
particular subject (pronoun) is in focus versus another. The latter is exempli-
fied in sentences (10) and (11) above. Although focus is on pronoun subjects 

 

Figure 6.3  Interaction Plot of Mean % Correct for the Participants’ Performance 
on Null-Subject Verbal Agreement in Past Tense by Language Group and Profi-
ciency Level



Table 6.5  Frequency of pronominal subjects use in the textbook of the  
Chinese L1-A Group 1 
        Unita	 Optional		  Contrastive

13	  3.s.m (1)b	 		
16	 3.s.m (2)	 3.s.f (1)	 3.s.m (1)	
22				    3.s.f (1)
23	 3.s.m (1)	  	 	

a The textbook used is al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, vol. 1 (Guo and Zhou 2002).
b Number in parentheses ( ) = total contexts.  

Table 6.6  Frequency of pronominal subjects use in the textbook of the Chinese 
L1-B Group 1

Unita Optional Contrastive Unit b Optional Contrastive

1–40 1.s (1)c   1
1   2
2 1.s (3) 1.p (3)   3
3   4 3.s.m 

(1)
4   5
5   6
6   7 3.s.m 

(1)
3.s.f (1)

7   8 3.s.m 
(1)

3.s.f (1) 2.s.m (2)

1.s (4)
8   9 3.s.f (1)
9 10 3.s.m 

(1)
10 11
11 12 3.s.m 

(2)
3.s.f (2)

2.s.m (1)
12 13 3.s.m 

(1)
3.s.f (1)

13 14 3.s.m 
(4)

3.s.f (1)

a The textbook used for the left half of the table is Kitāb al-Qirā’a & Mudhakkira ’Iḍāfiyya li-l-Mustawā 
al-’Awwal (Saudi Teaching Delegates, n.d.). 
b The textbook used for the right half of the table is al-‘Arbiyya bayna Yadayk, vol. 1 (Al-Fawzān et al. 
2003).
c Number in parentheses ( ) = total contexts.  
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of third person singular masculine and third person singular feminine, other 
pronouns (such as second person singular masculine and feminine, first per-
son singular and plural, and third person masculine dual and plural) occurred 
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Table 6.7  Frequency of pronominal subjects use in the textbook of the Russian 
L1-A Group 1 

Unit/
Lessona Optional   Contrastive

Unit/
Lessonb   Optional Contrastive

1–10 1.s (2)c 1.p (3) 1.p (1) 1–2
11–20 1.s (4) 3.p.m (1) 2.s.m (1) 1.s (1) 3–4
21–30 1.s (2) 3.s.f (1) 2.s.f (1) 3.s.f (1) 5–6

2.s.m (2) 1.s (3)
31–40 1.s (2) 1.s (3) 7–8 1.p (1)
41–50 1.s (4) 3.s.f (1) 9–10
51–60 1.s (1) 2.s.m (2) 11–12
61–70 1.s (2)  13–14
71–80 1.s (2) 2.s.m (1) 15–16
81–90 1.s (1) 17–18 1.p (1)
91–110 1.s (5) 2.s.m (1) 1.s (1) 19–20

 3.s.m (1)
101–10 1.s (2) 3.s.m (1) 2.s.m (1) 1.s (1) 21–22

3.s.f (1) 3.p.m (1)
111–20 1.s (2) 2.s.f (1) 1.s (1) 23–24 2.s.m (1)

3.s.m (1)
121–30 1.s (2) 1.p (4) 25–26 3.s.m 

(1)
3.s.f 
(1)

3.s.f (2) 3.s.m (1)  
131–40 1.s (3) 3.s.f (2) 27–28

1.p (1)
141–50 2.s.m (1) 1.s (2) 29–30 3.s.m 

(1) 1.p (1)
a The textbook used for the left half of the table is Povsednevnyarabskijjazyk (Franka 2007).
b The textbook used for the right half of the table is Literaturnyarabskyjazyk (Khanna 2006).
c Number in parentheses ( ) = total contexts.    

in the textbooks of Group 1 of the Chinese L1-A, Chinese L1-B, Russian L1-A, 
and Russian L1-B participants. The rest of the instructional input contains 
explicit NP subjects and null subjects, with null subjects being the prevalent 
feature (see also appendix B for all verb contexts).11 Presence of such pronouns 
is significant to indicate the extent to which the participants were encouraged 
to drop or not drop subjects. 
	 Accordingly, tables 6.5 and 6.8 show that the Chinese L1-A and Russian 
L1-B Group 1 had the fewest instances of explicit pronoun use in their instruc-
tional input, a total of seven tokens in each. If pronouns other than those for 
third person singular masculine and feminine are excluded, the Russian L1-B 
participants would end up with even fewer tokens (a total of three). Table 6.6 
shows that the participants in the Chinese L1-B Group 1 had more exposure 
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to explicit pronoun use: a total of thirty-two tokens of all types of pronouns 
and eighteen tokens of third person singular feminine and third person sin-
gular masculine pronouns. By far, the participants in the Russian L1-A Group 
1 (table 6.7) seem to have exposure to the largest number of tokens of explicit 
pronoun use: a total of eighty-seven tokens of all types of pronouns and fifteen 
tokens of third person singular feminine and third person singular masculine 
pronouns. 
	 Given the small number of tokens of explicit pronouns, it would not be 
unexpected to find the Chinese L1-A and, to a lesser extent, the Chinese L1-B 
participants (in Group 1) encouraged to drop subjects from early on at higher 
rates than random hits (68% and 65%, respectively) and end up dropping sub-
jects at even higher rates later at the advanced stage (93% and 84%, respectively), 
although the intermediate Chinese L1-B participants were, for some reason, no-
ticeably conservative in dropping subjects (at 39%). However, input alone cannot 
explain the data of the Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B participants. Although 
the Russian L1-A participants had a significant number of redundant explicit 
pronouns (in comparison with their Chinese L1 counterparts) in their instruc-
tional input, they started dropping subjects at an even higher rate (79%) at the 
beginner stage than their Chinese L1 counterparts and continued the trend 
in the intermediate stage (70%), but they ended up dropping far fewer sub-
jects, at 53%. Similarly, although the input of the Russian L1-B participants 
may explain the high rates at which they dropped subjects at the beginner and 
intermediate stages (75% and 82%, respectively), it is unclear, based on input 
exposure alone, how their null-subject use declined noticeably at the advanced 
stage, dropping subjects at 53% much like their Russian L1-A counterparts.  

Table 6.8  Frequency of pronominal subjects use in in the textbook of the Russian 
L1-B Group 1

Unit/ 
Lessona Optional Contrastive 

Unit/  
Lessonb Optional Contrastive

1   1 3.s.m (1)c 3.s.f (1)
2   2    2.s.m (1)
3   3 3.d (1) 1.p (1)
4   4 3.s.f (1)

12 1.s (1)
a The textbook for the left half of table is Vvodno Foneticheskii Koors Arabskovo Yezika (Semyonova and 
Lukyanova 2004). 
b The textbook for the right half of table is Oochebna-Metodicheskoye Possobiye Po Arabskomu Yaziku 
(Semyonova and Lukyanova 2005).
c Number in parentheses ( ) = total contexts.  
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The foregoing description of input frequency of explicit pronominal sub-
jects use in optional and contrastive contexts does not account alone for the 
patterns of null-subject use exhibited by the four groups of participants. Al-
though input may explain null-subject use by the Chinese L1 participants, 
input alone cannot explain the patterns of null-subject use by the Russian L1 
participants. It is likely that the resulting null-subject use patterns by the par-
ticipants are due to L1 transfer effects. As discussed above (section 6.1), unlike 
Arabic and Chinese, Russian drops subjects less freely due to noted restrictions 
in null-subject use (hence, it was analyzed as a mixed null-subject language). 

6.5 Summary 

The data revealed that the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 participants dropped 
subjects at somewhat high rates (i.e., higher than mere random hits) at the 
beginner and intermediate stages of their Arabic L2 acquisition (except for the 
participants in the Chinese L1-B Group 2). However, although the Chinese 
L1-A and Chinese L1-B in Group 3 ended up dropping more subjects at the 
advanced level (in comparison with those in Group 1), their Russian L1-A 
and Russian L1-B counterparts showed the opposite trend. Instead of approxi-
mating more toward the performance of the control group by dropping more 
subjects, the performance of the Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B participants 
backslid at the advanced level, and both ended up converging at 53% of drop-
ping subjects from their initial rates of 79% and 75%, respectively. 

Similarly, when the null-subject patterns exhibited by the participants were 
analyzed with respect to verbal agreement production (including the distinc-
tion between past and present verbal agreement), two different patterns of 
findings emerged. Higher verbal accuracy rates along proficiency development 
yielded higher rates of null-subject production for the Chinese L1 participants. 
However, this was not the case with the Russian L1 participants. Higher verbal 
accuracy rates along proficiency development did not result in higher rates 
of null-subject production by the Russian L1 participants. The former find-
ing is congruent with previous findings based on English L1, Spanish L1, and 
Japanese L1 learners of Arabic, where a close correlation was found between 
the production of null subjects and verbal agreement development (Alhawary 
2007a, 2009a). The latter finding, where there is no correlation between pro-
duction of null subjects and verbal agreement, seems to indicate this is due to 
the role of L1 transfer (due to typological or structural dissimilarities), espe-
cially given the nature of input exposure and frequency of null subjects therein, 
which cannot explain the detected null-subject use patterns. Recall, whereas in 
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general Arabic and Chinese drop null subjects freely as null-subject languages, 
Russian drops subjects more conservatively, since it is a mixed null-subject 
language. The theoretical implications of such typological and L1 transfer ef-
fects are addressed in chapter 7. 

Notes
1. However, it is to be noted here that such a preference rule is usually not taught 

in Arabic as a foreign/second language. Instead, either such a rule is not observed 
altogether (i.e., treating the construction as a purely null-subject construction) or 
the construction is reintroduced with a preposition, circumventing the need for 
invoking a pronoun preference use, as in (i).

(i)	 ʔarāda	            ʔan     yu-sāfir-(a)	                    maʢa	     zawʤat-i-hi 
	 wanted.3.s.m    to	       3.s.m-travel-(Subjunc)    with	     wife-Gen-his
           “He wanted to travel with his wife.”

2. A specific example with a full context where the referent/subject can be iden-
tified in the discourse and the pronoun subject can consequently be dropped is 
illustrated in (ii) (cited from Tsedryk 2013, 2).

(ii) Q:  Gde      Lenai? 
             where  Lena.Nom 
	   “Where is Lena?” 
      A:   ______i u     sebya      v     komnate. ______i delaet    uroki.
	   (she)       at    herself    in   room       (she)       do.3.s    home-work.Acc 
	   “(She is) in her room. (She) is doing her homework.”

3. However, unlike Arabic, both Chinese and Russian allow null subjects in 
embedded clauses, particularly when the embedded null subject is bounded by the 
subject in the matrix clause as in (iii) (cited from Huang 1989, 193) and (iv) (cited 
from Tsedryk 2013, 2).   

(iii)	 Zhangsani	 shuo	 [ __i	 hen	 xihuan	 Lisi].   
	 Zhangsan	 said		  very	 like	 Lisi
	 “Zhangsan said that he liked Lisi.”
(iv)	 Lenai		  skazal-a	       čto ______i 	 delaet        uroki. 
      	 Lena.Nom	 said-s.f.        that            	 do.3.s        homework.Acc 
     	 “Lena said that she is doing her homework.” 

Sentences (iii) and (iv) contrast with sentences (5)–(7) in Arabic, above, where 
a lexical subject/pronoun is obligatorily used in the embedded clause following 
complementizers such as ʔinna “that” and its sisters. However, as noted above, the 
focus here is mainly on null-subject use in matrix clause.   

4. In attributing parametric variation to strength of functional features, stan-
dard minimalist assumption is adopted here. On this account, due to rich ver-
bal agreement features, both Arabic and Russian are analyzed with the functional 
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feature strength set to [+strong], while functional feature strength in Chinese is set 
to [-strong]. More recent reformulations of null subjects such as radical pro-drop 
(à la Neeleman and Szendrői 2005) are not adopted here since such a proposal 
would lump together languages such as Arabic [+null], Spanish [+null], and En- 
glish [-null] as nonradical pro-drop languages as opposed to Chinese [+null] and 
Japanese [+null] as radical pro-drop languages (for a similar criticism, see Lardiere 
2009a; cf. Liceras 2009).     

5. These narrative tasks are similar to those discussed below in section 6.3 (see 
also section 2.5, chapter 2). 

6. The qualitative difference in the formal input of all three groups of partici-
pants (English L1, Japanese L1, and Spanish L1) was suggested as a possible ex-
planation for the low accuracy rates of verbal agreement in the production of the 
Spanish L1 participants. Although the instructional materials of all three groups 
of participants focus on form from early on, only those belonging to the English 
L1 and Japanese L1 participants recycle verbal agreement rigorously throughout, 
whereas those used by the Spanish L1 participants hardly do so (Alhawary 2009a, 
166).     

7. Due to shared knowledge between the interviewee and interviewer as the 
instruction about performing the task is introduced, even producing an overt sub-
ject (a pronoun or NP) with the first event may not be necessary. Hence, not all 
the control participants produced an overt subject at the beginning of each of the 
four tasks.

8. Of the forty-eight tokens of obligatory overt pronominal contexts, all but 
two occurred in embedded clauses. The two remaining tokens occurred in main 
clauses following the complementizer ʔinna “that,” which can precede a main 
clause to mean “verily” or “indeed,” as in (30). 

9. The participants produced a small number of contexts with overt (NP and 
pronominal) subjects where they contrasted between the male and female char-
acter at the end of a narrative. These contexts, where a pronoun is expected to be 
used, were not coded in order to avoid skewing the data of null subjects. Recall, 
in order to help elicit spontaneous production data, the participants were asked to 
describe the vacations of the two characters and to decide whether they make a 
compatible couple based on what they did during their vacations (chapter 2, sec-
tion 2.5).      

10. As for verbal agreement in overt subject contexts, full factorial two-way 
ANOVA tests revealed only a main effect for proficiency (F(2, 86) = 3.519, p = 
0.034, partial Ƞ2 = 0.076). Post hoc analyses using Tukey tests revealed that the 
control group differed significantly from the Chinese L1-A Group 1 (p = 0.029).  

11. In addition, a few tokens of adverbial of manner clauses of the nominal 
sentence type, where an explicit pronoun subject is obligatory, as in sentence (8) 
above, were found in the textbooks of the Chinese L1-A and Russian L1-A Group 
1 participants.    



Chapter 7
Theoretical Implications

This chapter discusses the acquisition findings of the morphosyntactic target 
structures reported in the foregoing chapters (3–6) in view of ongoing debates, 
models, and hypotheses posited in the second language acquisition literature 
as they relate to language transfer and other contributing factors, such as in-
put frequency, proficiency, typological and structural proximity, and universal 
grammar access/transfer effects. The chapter discusses specific ways that the 
findings contribute to our understanding of these aspects and the resulting 
crosslinguistic evidence of these and other related issues, such as usage-based 
learning and speech processing prerequisites.

7.1 Preliminaries

The central focus of this chapter is language transfer. However, in addition to 
the role of language transfer, a number of factors are generally agreed to play a 
role in second language acquisition (SLA). One such factor is input frequency. 
The frequency of occurrence of forms in L2 input is generally found to be a sig-
nificant acquisition factor in that the more frequent the form, the more likely 
for it to be transferred and acquired in L2 (e.g., Hatch 1974; Larsen-Freeman 
1976; Lightbown 1980; and other studies cited by Larsen-Freeman and Long 
1991, 132–34).1 Recent frequency research has also shown that high-frequency 
structures and high token/type frequency (such as certain verbs and their sub-
categorization frames) can facilitate the acquisition of L2 structures (e.g., Mel-
low 2006; Schwartz and Causarano 2007; Rhode 2009; Thomas 2010; Valian 
and Coulson 1988; Ellis 2002; Goldberg, Casenhiser, and Sethuraman 2004; 
Ellis and Ferreira Junior 2009; McDonough and Kim 2009; Agren and Van de 
Weijer 2013). Similarly, research on input frequency and morphological and 
lexical processing has shown that frequent morphological and lexical patterns 
can be acquired and predicted to be acquired sooner than others (e.g., Bybee 
and Newman 2006; Portin, Lehtonen, and Laine 2007; Carlson 2009).2 Recall, 
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the target morphosyntactic structures here—which include nominal and ver-
bal gender agreement, past and present tense, and null subjects—are among 
the most high-frequency structures in Arabic. Sentences in Arabic are either 
nominal or verbal, and each necessarily involves gender agreement. Both sen-
tence types may also contain demonstrative pronouns and noun phrases (NP) 
of the type consisting of a head noun followed by an attributive adjective. In 
addition, all verbal sentences (i.e., all sentences that start with a verb where 
the referent subject is already known from the discourse) involve null-subject 
use. Accordingly, in attempting to account for the present acquisition findings, 
frequency effects are taken into account here, at least as far as the target forms 
are high-frequency forms in Arabic. Furthermore, to ascertain that the target 
forms are high-frequency structures and, indeed, available in the formal input 
to which the participants were exposed, the learning schedules of the target 
forms are examined and analyzed in the participants’ first-year instructional 
materials. First year instructional input, in particular,  exhibits variation, since 
each language curriculum may approach the teaching and introduction of 
Arabic phonology and orthography differently. 
	 A second factor that has a role in L2 acquisition in relation to L1 transfer 
is the L2 learner’s proficiency level.3 It is generally observed that L1 transfer 
(particularly negative transfer of morphosyntactic features) is noticeably ex-
hibited in lower proficiency levels (e.g., Odlin 1989; Poulisse and Bongaerts 
1994; Fuller 1999). It has also been observed that more exposure to L2 and 
higher proficiency in L2 can result in more L2 transfer in L3 acquisition (e.g., 
Stedje 1977; Williams and Hammarberg 1998; Hammarberg 2001; Ringbom 
2001). However, whether or not increased proficiency leads to a decrease in 
L1 transfer, studies produced mixed evidence (see studies cited in Jarvis 2000, 
247). Recently, a few studies seem to indicate that increased proficiency in 
the L2 can override L1 transfer effects (e.g., Hopp 2010; Ionin and Montrul 
2010). Recall, the present data was collected from twelve groups of participants 
at three proficiency levels, half of whom received twice the amount of input 
exposure than the other half. Thus, the data examined here allows for both 
factors to be taken into account: proficiency as well as input exposure effects. 
Accordingly, the present study attempts to account for L1 transfer at various 
levels of L2 development (first year through third year) and the extent to which 
(negative) transfer effects can or cannot be overridden by extra exposure to L2 
input at the three different proficiency levels. 

A third factor that has a bearing on L2 acquisition, especially in connec-
tion with L1 and L2 transfer, is related to typological and structural proximity. 
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Typologically similar or dissimilar languages are found to exhibit crosslinguis-
tic effects (positive/facilitative and negative/non-facilitative) in L2 (e.g., Wein-
reich 1953; Anderson 1983; Gass 1983; Odlin 1989; Jarvis and Odlin 2000; 
Selinker and Lakshmanan 1993; Kellerman 1995; Cadierno 2008; Römer, Ellis, 
and O’Donnell 2014) and L3 acquisition (e.g., Flynn, Foley, and Vinnitskaya 
2004; Berkes and Flynn 2012; Bardel and Falk 2007, 2012; Falk and Bardel 
2011; Rothman 2010, 2011, 2013, 2015; Rothman and Cabrelli Amaro 2010; 
Rothman, Bañón, and Alonso 2015). Recall, the L1s of the participants of the 
present study belong to geographically and culturally distant languages (Chi-
nese and Russian) from Arabic and are either additionally similar or dissimilar 
to Arabic with respect to the target structures, resulting in five typological 
language pairings in 1(a)–(d), and accordingly the data of the present study 
allows for accounting for such understudied language pairings. 

1(a)	 Nominal gender agreement:
	 L1 Chinese as a language distant (from Arabic) geographically, 

culturally, and linguistically versus L1 Russian as a language close 
structurally but distant geographically and culturally 

1(b) 	 Verbal gender agreement: 
	 L1 Chinese as a language distant (from Arabic) geographically, 

culturally, and structurally versus L1 Russian as a language close 
structurally (especially in past tense) but distant geographically and 
culturally

1(c)	 Tense/aspect:
	 L1 Chinese as a language close (to Arabic) structurally but distant 

geographically and culturally similar to L1 Russian as a language 
that is close (to Arabic) structurally but distant geographically and 
culturally (since both exhibit a distinction between past and present 
tense) 

1(d)	 Null subjects:
	 L1 Chinese as a language close (to Arabic) structurally but distant 

geographically and culturally versus Russian as a language that is 
not quite similar structurally (i.e., as a mixed null-subject language, 
dropping subjects less freely) and distant geographically and culturally

The Arabic L2 language pairings displayed in 1(a)–(d), together with the input 
exposure and proficiency factors taken into account, are significant for exam-
ining most recent accounts related to L1 and L2 transfer, usage-based learning, 
and speech processing prerequisite constraints. 
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7.2 L1 Transfer and Usage-Based Learning and Typological Effects

While no direct claims are made here about L1 speaker knowledge and acqui-
sition of the target forms from usage-based perspectives (in absence of relevant 
research on Arabic L1 acquisition), the data of the present study have implica-
tions for usage-based accounts with respect to the yielded L1 transfer find-
ings. Usage-based accounts, among others, are based on the assumptions that 
language processing is sensitive to input frequency in that language users reg-
ister occurrence of forms in processing, that users have devoted considerable 
resources to the computation and expectation of their L1 features resulting in 
language-specific tuned expectations and selective attention, and that learned 
attentional biases from L1 accordingly influence ultimate attainment of L2 
(Römer, Ellis, and O’Donnell 2014, 953).4 Since the equivalent target structures 
in the participants’ L1s (i.e., nominal and verbal constructions with or without 
the gender feature, tense, and null or non-null subjects) are high-frequency 
structures, they are likely well entrenched in the minds of Chinese and Russian 
speakers according to what is exhibited and processed in their L1s. Hence, we 
would expect asymmetrical acquisition patterns in their Arabic L2 IL systems 
reflecting the typological differences (and how entrenched processing routines 
in conceptual systems) exhibited between their L1s and Arabic as their L2. The 
data of the present study seems to provide strong evidence for usage-based 
typological effects underlying attentional or processing bias from L1, although 
falling a little short from accounting for the full range of the data.
	 With respect to nominal gender agreement, the findings seem to provide 
evidence that the processing of nominal constructions in absence of the gen-
der agreement feature is expectedly, according to usage-based accounts, more 
entrenched in the Chinese participants than the Russian counterparts, where 
only the L1 of the former does not exhibit the gender feature (see section 
3.3.1). The findings show that the performance of the beginner Russian L1-A 
and Chinese L1-A participants (Group 1) differed significantly from that of 
their Russian L1-B and Chinese L1-B counterparts (the former received dou-
ble the amount of input than the latter) but that, more importantly, the inter-
mediate and advanced Russian L1-A participants (Groups 2–3) maintained an 
advantage (though not statistically significant) over their Chinese L1-A coun-
terparts in both feminine and masculine agreement; so did the Russian L1-B 
participants in Groups 1–3 over their Chinese L1-B counterparts in Groups 
1–3 as well as the Chinese L1-A counterparts in Group 3 in feminine agree-
ment (tables 3.1–3.3, section 3.3.1: chapter 3; for a similar finding, based on a 
study on L1 Russian and L1 Chinese learners of Arabic, see Al-Hamad 2003). 
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Moreover, where both Russian and Chinese do not exhibit demonstrative gen-
der agreement (unlike Arabic), there was no statistical differences between and 
within groups in the performance of all groups. Previous studies on English 
L1, French L1, and Japanese L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2 produced 
the same findings where both English L1 and Japanese L1 underperformed 
their French counterparts on nominal gender agreement constructions (both 
noun–adjective and demonstrative agreement) since the latter exhibits gender 
agreement in both types of nominal constructions and the former do not (see 
Alhawary 2009a, 2009b).5

Similarly, assuming that Russian and Chinese are typologically different, 
where Russian is a mixed null-subject language and drops subjects less freely 
than Chinese (as a null-subject language), the participants’ developmental data 
of null subjects over time does seem to overall reflect an attentional or process-
ing bias from their L1s. Whereas the advanced participants in the Chinese L1 
groups seem to converge in dropping more subjects, the advanced participants 
in the Russian L1 groups seem to converge in the opposite direction of drop-
ping far fewer subjects.

As for the tense data, these too seem to predictively offer evidence in sup-
port of usage-based/typological effects and attentional bias from L1. Recall 
that both Russian and Chinese exhibit a tense distinction, like Arabic. The 
data mainly showed that whereas the Chinese L1-B (Groups 1 and 2) under-
performed their counterparts groups on past tense, the Russian L1-A (Group 
1) and Russian L1-B (Groups 2 and 3) underperformed their counterpart 
groups on present tense.6 Previous Arabic L2 studies, with English, Spanish, 
and Japanese as L1s, produced a similar finding. The participants of these stud-
ies similarly, expectedly, did not differ in their performance of past and present 
tense since all three L1s exhibit a distinction between past and present tense 
(Alhawary 2009a). 

However, counter evidence for usage-based/typological effects and atten-
tional bias from L1 seems to be yielded from the verbal gender agreement data. 
The data revealed a (statistically significant) advantage in particular of the Chi-
nese L1-A beginner group over its Russian L1-A counterpart in verbal mas-
culine agreement in the present tense and verbal feminine agreement in the 
present random tense task. L1 transfer effects in this case would instead predict 
an advantage by the Russian participants over their Chinese counterparts on 
their production of verbal agreement in the past tense. Recall that only Russian 
exhibits verbal gender agreement in the past tense, yet no evidence suggests 
learned attentional or processing bias from their L1 in their L2 acquisition 
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of Arabic, so—at least according to usage-based accounts—they should have 
maintained an advantage in the processing of verbal gender agreement in the 
past tense over their Chinese counterparts. At the very least, we would ex-
pect the performance of the Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B groups on verbal 
gender agreement in the past to be significantly different (i.e., better) than 
that in the present tense (due to structural proximity between Russian verbal 
agreement in the past tense and Arabic verbal agreement). In fact, contrary to 
this prediction, the Russian participants overall had higher accuracy ratios of 
verbal agreement in the present than in the past tense (see tables 4.1 and 4.2). 
Previous L2 Arabic studies on verbal gender agreement, with English, French, 
and Japanese as L1s, showed that all groups achieved high levels of accuracy 
on verbal gender agreement, that the French maintained an advantage (though 
not statistically significant) over their English and Japanese counterparts, and 
that the Japanese participants maintained an advantage (though not statisti-
cally significant) over their English counterparts. Since none of the three L1s 
exhibits a distinction in verbal gender agreement between third person singu-
lar masculine and third person singular feminine, the findings were claimed 
not to necessarily provide evidence for or against L1 transfer (see Alhawary 
2009a, 2009b; cf. Al-Hamad 2003, who reports Russian L1 intermediate learn-
ers being more successful in acquiring Arabic verbal gender agreement than 
their Chinese L1 counterparts, but verbal agreement data in the past and pres-
ent tense were not reported separately).

The above explanation, relevant to usage-based accounts, can also be traced 
to a similar trend of explaining crosslinguistic effects based on Selinker’s notion 
of “latent psychological structures” (cited in Odlin 2014, 35) and the assump-
tion that the “psycholinguistic foundations of IL are embedded in cognitive 
systems.” Accordingly, examining candidate domains that motivate L2 learners 
to look for similarities and to cope with dissimilarities between the forms in 
their L1 system and those in the L2 become crucial to understanding L1 trans-
fer and other phenomena. Among such likely candidates are meaning-based 
or conceptual domains such as those related to “the communicative value 
of semantics and pragmatics of the structures” (Odlin 2014, 35).7 From this 
perspective, following Odlin (and Ferguson and Barlow 1988; Corbett 1999), 
since gender agreement can be considered to serve “important communicative 
goals” of establishing discourse coherence (i.e., by allowing the speaker and 
listener to keep track of referents in a discourse), the typological traits of the 
use of gender agreement categories allow for drawing generalizations about L2 
“learner motivations to use their native language when they seek to construct 
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coherent discourse representations” (Odlin 2014, 36–37). Accordingly, the 
data of the current study indicates that the production of Arabic nominal con-
structions exhibiting gender agreement resulted in positive transfer for the 
Russian L1 participants but negative transfer for Chinese L1 participants. 

The same generalization can be drawn from the null-subject data. Since 
pronoun use, like gender agreement use, serves to establish discourse coher-
ence, the typological traits of the use of null- or non-null-subject patterns al-
low us to detect learners’ motivations to use null- or non-null-subject patterns 
in their L1s when they seek to construct coherent discourse representations 
involving the constructions. Accordingly, the data of null subjects indicates 
that the production of Arabic null subjects resulted in positive transfer for the 
Chinese L1 participants (whose L1 exhibits null-subject use) but somewhat 
negative or conservative transfer for Russian L1 participants. 

Similarly, by implication, the above generalizations can be extended to pres-
ent and past tense use. Since both Russian and Chinese exhibit a tense distinc-
tion like Arabic, expectedly, no distinction in the performance between the 
two sets of participants was yielded and instead positive transfer resulted for 
several groups across and between the Russian and Chinese groups likely sub-
ject to input presentation timing. 

However, contrary to the expected generalization of the typological traits of 
the use of verbal gender agreement, and on a par with nominal gender agree-
ment, one would expect the production data of the Russian verbal gender 
agreement in the past tense to result in positive transfer for the Russian L1 
speakers. Recall, among the L1s of the participants, only Russian exhibits a 
gender distinction in the past tense. The lack of any typological effects with 
respect to verbal agreement remains unclear under crosslinguistic typological 
effects and usage-based accounts—unless, as suggested by Odlin (2014), the 
lack of positive transfer here is due to presence of language-specific constraints 
and variations in processing routines: “the psycholinguistic literature on na-
tive speaker performance also gives reasons to believe that processing routines 
are to some extent language-specific, and the routines may vary even between 
highly similar languages” (Odlin 2014, 37).

Kellerman’s (1977, 1978, 1979, 1983) notion of psychotypology may be rel-
evant to why speakers of a language—such as Russian, which exhibits verbal 
gender agreement in the past tense but which is geographically and culturally 
far removed from Arabic—could not capitalize on the structural similarity 
with their L1. The notion hypothesizes that learners’ perception of language 
distance plays a role in L1 transfer in triggering or constraining language 
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transfer without necessarily corresponding to the actual distance between lan-
guages (see also Ringbom 2001). Although no data has been collected about 
the participants’ perception of the typological distance between their L1s and 
Arabic, it is likely that they did not perceive a structural closeness, due perhaps 
to the geographic distance. However, this would not explain the advantage 
maintained by the Russian participants over their Chinese counterparts with 
respect to nominal gender agreement or the advantage maintained by the Chi-
nese participants in dropping far more subjects than their Russian counter-
parts. Therefore, a less ad hoc explanation is needed to explain the full range of 
the findings from a usage-based and crosslinguistic (psycho)typological effect 
accounts. 

7.3 L1 Transfer and Universal Grammar Access Accounts

In terms of parametric and feature L2 acquisition accounts within principles 
and parameters (of the generative framework), a number of hypotheses have 
been proposed in the literature that are relevant to the present data. Such hy-
potheses are claimed to account for ultimate attainment in L2 acquisition as 
well as variability in the use of inflections either due to L1 transfer effects (i.e., 
whether or not feature values associated with functional categories are trans-
ferable from L1) or being superficially missing in L2 surface forms but entail a 
learning task of disentangling the form–function relationship in L2 depending 
on the extent that such a relationship is configured similarly or differently from 
that in L1.8 At least four proposals representing the main current approaches 
on universal grammar (UG) access and L1 transfer have been advanced: the 
representational deficit / interpretability hypothesis, the organic grammar hy-
pothesis, the full transfer / full access model, and the feature reassembly hy-
pothesis. In this section a brief description of each of the four hypotheses is 
offered, followed by a discussion of the specific predictions that each makes 
and whether such predictions are borne out by the present data.

The representational deficit / interpretability hypothesis (e.g., Hawkins 2005, 
2009; Hawkins and Hattori 2006; Hawkins et al. 2008; Tsimpli 2003; Tsimpli 
and Dimitrakopoulou 2007; Tsimpli and Mastropavlou 2008; Franceschina 
2005), which is a reformulation of the failed functional features hypothesis 
(Hawkins and Chan 1997; Hawkins 1998, 2001), posits that uninterpretable 
f-features (such as agreement features of person, number, and gender) are 
subject to maturational constraints (i.e., critical period effects) and, therefore, 
if such features are not instantiated (in L1) prior to the critical period, they 
become no longer accessible later (i.e., they become unavailable in the UG 
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inventory for L2 acquisition). Such features are part of the feature-checking 
mechanism and structural derivation in the minimalist framework and are de-
leted when checked against relevant features (e.g., Chomsky 1995, 1998, 1999, 
2001a; see also Carstens 2000; White et al. 2004). In other words, L2 morpho-
logical development related to uninterpretable features is constrained by what 
is available in L1 and, therefore, may be permanently impaired depending on 
the nature of the L1 system. By contrast, interpretable f-features required for 
semantic interpretation (i.e., those encoding specific lexical items such as gen-
der feature/assignment on nouns) are acquirable in L2 even if such features are 
not available in L1 (cf. Carroll 1989).9 In other words, the hypothesis claims 
that the presence or absence of (uninterpretable) features in L1 makes a differ-
ence in L2 acquisition and accounts for the variability or optionality in the use 
of inflectional features throughout the stages of L2 development due to partial 
unavailability of UG.10 Accordingly, the hypothesis makes three predictions: 
(1) an asymmetry would result in the acquisition of nominal gender agree-
ment by L1 speakers of languages (such as Russian) that exhibit the nominal 
gender agreement feature versus those whose L1s (such as Chinese) that do 
not; (2) uninterpretable features (i.e., agreement features such as uGender), if 
not instantiated in L1, are not acquirable whereas interpretable features (such 
as gender assignment on nouns) are acquirable regardless of whether such fea-
tures are available in L1; and (3) the learning mechanism of agreement features 
by L2 learners whose L1 does not exhibit nominal gender agreement (such as 
the uninterpretable gender f-features) is permanently impaired in L2.

The organic grammar hypothesis (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 2006, 
2007, 2009), formerly known as “minimal trees” (proposed by the same au-
thors: Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994, 1996, 1998), makes three related 
claims: (1) initial variability in the use of inflection is due to lack of transfer 
of functional categories in L1, (2) only lexical categories are transferred from 
L1 to L2 initial state, and (3) L2 minimal trees become target-like based on 
evidence from L2 input. In the event uninterpretable features become inac-
cessible in L2 (à la the representational deficit hypothesis), the full house prin-
ciple (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994) will help fill an empty functional 
category in L2 (Vainikka and Young-Scholten 2009).11 

The full transfer / full access model, which has not undergone any recent 
reformulations, adopts a strong L1 transfer and UG access approach (Schwartz 
and Sprouse 1994, 1996; Schwartz 1998; see also Epstein, Flynn, and Marto-
hardjono 1996).12 It posits that the entirety of L1 grammar, including lexical 
categories, functional categories, and feature values associated with functional 
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categories (excluding the phonetic matrices of lexical/morphological items), is 
available to L2 learners from the early stages of L2 acquisition; restructuring 
(or approximation of the L2 system) takes place upon exposure to input of the 
target language, and that obscurity in input leads to fossilization. 

The feature reassembly hypothesis is a reformulation of an earlier hypoth-
esis known as the missing surface inflection hypothesis.13 It attempts at refin-
ing the full transfer / full access model (Schwartz and Sprouse 1994, 1996; 
Schwartz 1998). Departing from a parametric feature-setting approach, feature 
reassembly hypothesis “adopts a comparative linguistic feature-based approach 
in which ultimate attainment of nativelike L2 morphosyntactic knowledge de-
pends on the extent to which learners are able to reconfigure the feature val-
ues in functional categories and lexical items, and the conditions under which 
these are realized, from those of the [L1] to the L2 in cases where these differ” 
(Hwang and Lardiere 2013, 58; see also Lardiere 2008, 2009b). The main as-
sumption of the hypothesis is based on the notion of L2 learners’ task being 
involved in “reassembling” or “reconfiguring” the features in conformity with 
those of L2 since L2 learners are assumed to initially transfer from their L1 (à 
la the full transfer / full access model) knowledge of functional categories and 
how morpholexical items are assembled.14 In addition, “eventual native-like 
attainment is at least possible for some learners” regardless of the presence or 
absence of features in L1 (Hwang and Lardiere 2013, 75).

The data reported on here suggest that none of the current L2 propos-
als discussed above can fully account for the data, although the full transfer 
/ full access model may provide the closest explanation. Thus, according to 
one prediction of the representational deficit / interpretability hypothesis, we 
would expect an asymmetry in the acquisition of nominal (noun–adjective) 
gender agreement by the Russian L1 speakers versus the Chinese L1 speakers. 
The former have instantiated the (uninterpretable) feature gender agreement 
in their L1 (and therefore the feature remains accessible for L2 acquisition) 
whereas the latter do not (due to the feature’s disappearance from the UG in-
ventory). This seems to be borne out by the data since the Chinese L1 speakers 
seem to encounter more difficulty learning nominal gender agreement than 
their Russian counterparts (see chapter 3). This finding is particularly strong 
since the Chinese L1-A groups received about double the amount of input as 
that of the Chinese L1-B groups (so did the Russian L1-A than the Russian 
L1-B groups); yet both Chinese groups seem to find nominal gender agree-
ment more difficult than their Russian counterparts. Recall, both the Russian 
L1-A and Russian L1-B groups maintained an advantage over their Chinese 
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L1 participants.15 This finding is consistent with that reported in Al-Hamad’s 
(2003) study, which revealed the Russian L1 participants were more accurate 
in their suppliance of gender markings on nouns and adjectives than their 
Chinese L1 counterparts. This finding is further corroborated by previous 
findings from Arabic L2 studies where French L2 learners (whose L1 exhibits 
the nominal gender agreement feature) outperformed their English L1 and 
Japanese L1 counterparts (whose L1s do not exhibit the nominal gender agree-
ment feature) in almost all groups (Alhawary 2009a, 2009b).  

According to a second prediction of the representational deficit / interpret-
ability hypothesis, uninterpretable features (i.e., agreement features), if not 
instantiated in L1, are not acquirable whereas interpretable features (such as 
gender assignment on nouns) are acquirable regardless of whether or not such 
features are available in L1. We find some evidence for this prediction through 
participants’ limited novel use of gender assignment (i.e., their use of inter-
pretable f-features), where they produced only a small number of tokens with 
feminine nouns as masculine nouns and masculine nouns as feminine nouns 
(see chapter 3, section 3.3.1.2; see also section 3.3.2.2, where three Russian 
L1-A beginner participants produced a good number of feminine nouns as 
masculine nouns with a masculine demonstrative). This finding suggests that, 
apart from a few individual cases, all participants (the Russian L1 as well as the 
Chinese L1 participants) seem to have acquired the proper gender assignment 
on nouns from early on and regardless of L1 (see also Sabourin, Stowe, and de 
Haan 2006; cf. White et al. 2004). This is also in line with previous data from 
Arabic L2 learners with other L1s, including English, French, and Japanese 
(Alhawary 2009a, 2009b). By the same token, the finding that the Russian par-
ticipants, in particular the Russian L1-A groups, had far more such tokens than 
their Chinese L1-A counterparts may also indicate that the Russian partici-
pants’ learning of nominal gender agreement (i.e., their use of uninterpretable 
f-features) is more robust than their Chinese counterparts, and they seem to 
be more aware of the gender agreement feature due to the feature being present 
and instantiated in their L1 (see chapter 3, sections 3.3.1.2 and 3.3.2.2). 

Finally, as far as the representational deficit / interpretability hypothesis 
is concerned, according to a third prediction of the hypothesis, the learning 
mechanism of agreement features by L2 learners whose L1 does not exhibit 
nominal gender agreement (i.e., in this case use of uninterpretable gender  
f-features) is predicted to be permanently impaired or unacquirable in L2.  
In order for this prediction to be confirmed, the performance of the partic-
ipants would have to exhibit variability or optionality in gender agreement 
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across all Chinese participants and none would achieve a performance level 
similar to that of native speakers. Upon looking at the performance of indi-
vidual participants, the findings reveal that there is nothing to suggest that im-
pairment is permanent in this case since some Chinese L1 participants within 
all groups (except for the Chinese L1-B Group 1) exhibited high accuracy per-
formance on nominal gender agreement, especially singular feminine, with 
four scoring within 80% range and one in the 90% range in the Chinese L1-A 
Group 1, five within 80% range and one in the 90% range in the Chinese L-A 
Group 2, four within 80% range and one in the 90% range in the Chinese L1-A 
Group 3, two within 80% range and one in the 90% range in the Chinese L1-B 
Group 2, and one within 80% range and three in the 90% range in the Chinese 
L1-B Group 3. More importantly, two participants in the Chinese L1-A Group 
1 even performed at ceiling level (100% correct rule application) in both sin-
gular feminine and singular masculine (versus one participant in the Russian 
L1-A Group 2), as shown in figure 7.1. This is in line with previous findings 
where at least one English L1 participant performed at ceiling level (100% cor-
rect) in singular feminine (noun–adjective) agreement and verbal agreement 
contexts (Alhawary 2009a, 159–60). This finding suggests acquirability and 
even full attainment of uninterpretable features in L2, in particular the [uGen-
der] feature, may be possible regardless of the status of L1 and impairment may 
not be permanent (see also Gess and Herschensohn 2001; Bruhn de Garavito 
and White 2002; White et al. 2004), contrary to the representational deficit / 
interpretability hypothesis (e.g., Hawkins 2005, 2009; Hawkins and Hattori 
2006; Hawkins et al. 2008; Tsimpli 2003; Tsimpli and Dimitrakopoulou 2007; 
Tsimpli and Mastropavlou 2008; Franceschina 2005; for claims related to non-
attainability of L2 nativelike proficiency due to critical period effects, see, for 
example, Hyltenstam and Abrahamsson 2003 and Abrahamsson and Hylten-
stam 2008).16 

According to a main prediction of the organic grammar hypothesis, we 
would expect low performance and variability in the use of, for example, ver-
bal gender agreement and tense at early stages of development (due to lack of 
transfer of functional categories in L1). The strongest evidence against the pre-
diction of the organic grammar hypothesis comes from the high performance 
of the beginner groups on past tense (especially by the Chinese L1-A Group 1, 
the Russian L1-A Group 1, and the Russian L1-B Group 1) as well as present 
tense random task (especially by the Chinese L1-A Group 1, the Chinese L1-B 
Group 1, and the Russian L1-B Group 1) (see tables 5.1 and 5.3, chapter 5). 
This is also supported by previous data (both longitudinal and cross-sectional) 
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where English L1, Spanish L1, and Japanese L1 participants achieved high ac-
curacy rates in their use of verbal agreement (Alhawary 2009a, 2009b) and 
tense (Alhawary 2009a). In addition, the organic grammar hypothesis does not 
predict the asymmetry in the acquisition of nominal (noun–adjective) gender 
agreement by the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 participants, as mentioned above.

As for the feature reassembly hypothesis, it predicts that acquiring unin-
terpretable features not present in L1 is possible (Hwang and Lardiere 2013). 
However, in the event that morphosyntactic features (such as those of verbal 
and nominal gender agreement in Arabic) involve a challenging learning task 
of reassembling such features in L2, then we would expect low performance 
on such forms at early stages of L2 development (see Hwang and Lardiere 
2013, 58). In other words, the degree of complexity that such reassembling or 
reconfiguring process entails would necessarily reflect the amount of learning 
difficulty encountered by the L2 learners. With respect to the acquisition of 

Figure 7.1  Bar Chart of % Correct Performance on Nominal Gender Agreement 
(Feminine and Masculine) by individual participants of the Chinese L1-A Group 
1 and Russian L1-A Group 2
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Arabic nominal gender agreement in feature reassembly hypothesis’s terms, 
the L2 learner will have to learn to associate gender marking with the appro-
priate morpholexical items, which means the initial establishment of a fea-
ture-checking relation between the interpretable feature of gender (on nouns) 
and the assignment of an uninterpretable [uGender] feature of the feminine 
-a marker (on adjectives). The data of the present study partly confirms the 
prediction of the feature reassembly hypothesis in that eventual native-like at-
tainment is possible, at least for some learners regardless of the presence or 
absence of the feature in L1. Since at least two of the Chinese L1 participants 
were able to perform at ceiling (100% correctly) on both singular masculine 
and feminine agreement, as illustrated in figure 7.1, there is nothing to sug-
gest that there is a permanent impairment in UG access (to the feature gen-
der agreement from the UG inventory) or that acquiring new uninterpretable 
features is not possible in adult SLA, as discussed above. However, the feature 
reassembly hypothesis fails to predict the acquisition asymmetry of nominal 
gender agreement by the Chinese L1 versus the Russian L1 participants (for a 
similar finding, see also Al-Hamad 2003). The learning task (of reassembling) 
the feature gender in Arabic seems to be more challenging for the former than 
the latter, although it is hardly complex, neither in and of itself nor in relation 
to Chinese L1 or Russian L1. 

The second part of the (nonconfirmed) prediction of the feature reassembly 
hypothesis does not mean that Arabic does not exhibit features that entail a 
complex feature reassembly task, as indeed there are some such features.17 The 
findings presented in support of the hypothesis are arguably convincing, where 
the learning of the Korean plural feature (by English L1 speakers) does seem to 
exhibit a complex feature reassembly task as reflected by the conditions gov-
erning its use as illustrated in (2) (cited from Hwang and Lardiere 2013, 64).

(2) 	 [n] = noun (feature associated with nP) 
	 [group] = plural 
	 [individuation] = classifier (two relevant subtypes:) 
	       [+human] 
	       [–human] 
	 [q] = quantity (two subtypes:) 
	       [q-rel] = “relative” = nonnumerical quantifier (e.g., many, some) 
	       [q-abs] = “absolute” = numerical quantifier (e.g., three) 
	 [specific] = “i.know”
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However, unlike the plural feature in Korean, the learning (of reassembly) 
task is hardly complex when it comes to Arabic nominal gender agreement 
(between the head noun and an attributive adjective within Arabic NPs) and 
instead nominal gender agreement is to a large extent regular and exhibits pho-
nological regularity (with the exception of a small subset of crypto-feminine 
nouns not included in the target forms). As explained in chapter 3, in the vast 
majority of cases, nominal agreement for singular feminine is achieved by at-
taching the suffix {-a} in word final (salient) position on both nouns and adjec-
tives, resulting in a rhyming effect that can serve as a phonological clue to the 
Arabic L2 learner. For singular masculine, gender agreement is realized as zero 
{-0}, the stem being the default masculine form (see also section 1.1, chapter 
1). Accordingly, gender (singular feminine and singular masculine) agreement 
in Arabic is transparent and quite unlike that in Spanish, for example, which 
has been cited as potentially problematic for adult L2 learners (e.g., Bruhn 
de Garavito and White 2002; White et al. 2004; Franceschina 2005).18 Yet the 
present data reveal an asymmetry in the acquisition of Arabic nominal gender 
agreement by Chinese L1 and Russian L1 speakers, with the former finding 
the form more challenging than the latter and the latter showing an advantage 
over the former with their higher accuracy rates, especially in the intermediate 
and advanced groups (for a similar finding based on Russian L1 and Chinese 
L1 learners of Arabic, see also Al-Hamad 2003). The only distinction between 
the two is that whereas the nominal gender agreement feature is present in the 
L1 of the Russian participants, it is absent in the L1 of the Chinese participants 
(for similar findings based on data from English L1, Japanese L1, and French 
L1 learners of Arabic, see Alhawary 2009a; see also Sabourin et al. 2006, for 
compatible findings on Dutch L2 grammatical gender). 

Thus, whereas the findings are partially in support of the feature reassembly 
hypothesis for revealing that even native-like performance is possible at least 
for some learners, the hypothesis fails to account for the asymmetry in the 
acquisition patterns of nominal gender agreement. By focusing on the com-
plexity of features and the conditions for their realization, the feature reassem-
bly hypothesis attempted to advance a comparative feature-based approach 
to “further refine the construct of L1 influence” and explain a possible source 
that may account for obscurity in the input à la full transfer / full access model, 
which may result in possible fossilization or learning problems (Hwang and 
Lardiere 2013, 81). However, in the case of the transparent input related to Ar-
abic nominal gender agreement (singular feminine and singular masculine), 
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it would be unwarranted to assume complexity of feature realization (which 
does not exist in this case) to result in added learning burden or difficulty. It 
seems rather that absence of a feature in L1 in and of itself plays a role in adult 
L2 acquisition. As mentioned above, certain other features do entail a complex 
learning task, but relying on the notion of task complexity involved in figuring 
out the (re)configuration of features in L2 as a factor alone does not provide 
a satisfactory explanation of the data of nominal gender agreement reported 
on here. 

Of all four proposals, the full transfer / full access model seems to pro-
vide the closest adequate explanation, especially if an additional refinement is 
added: that the presence or absence of a feature in L1 plays a role in L2 acqui-
sition. Accordingly, the main prediction of the hypothesis that full UG access 
is possible through L1 seems to be confirmed by the data. If lexical categories, 
functional categories, and possibly abstract features associated with functional 
categories (not the surface, phonetic matrices of lexical/morphological items) 
are available for transfer from the early stages of L2 acquisition in the sense that 
the L2 learner knows to check for certain features if present in their L1, then 
we would predict an asymmetry in the performance of L2 learners whose L1 
exhibits such features versus those whose L1 does not (see also Lardiere 1998, 
2000; Alhawary 2009a, 154). Accordingly, whereas the Russian L1 speakers 
are more likely to check (for feature checking) for the nominal gender feature 
present in their L1 when they produce Arabic NPs, the Chinese L1 speakers 
are less likely to do so and would find such a feature more problematic to 
acquire since the gender feature is absent in their L1. This is borne out by the 
data. Recall, the performance of the beginner Russian L1-A and Chinese L1-A 
participants (Group 1) differed significantly from that of their Russian L1-B 
and Chinese L1-B counterparts (the former received double the amount of 
input than the latter), but, more importantly, the intermediate and advanced 
Russian L1-A participants (Groups 2 and 3) maintained an advantage (though 
not statistically significant) over their Chinese L1-A counterparts in both 
feminine and masculine agreement; so did the Russian L1-B participants in  
Groups 1–3 over their Chinese L1-B counterparts in Groups 1–3 as well as  
the Chinese L1-A counterparts in Group 3 in feminine agreement (see tables 
3.1–3.3, section 3.3.1, chapter 3; see also Al-Hamad 2003; for similar findings 
based on data from English L1, Japanese L1, and French L1 learners of Ara-
bic, see Alhawary 2009a). Thus, the nominal gender (noun–adjective) findings 
here point to two conclusions. First, the maintained advantage exhibited by the 
Russian participants over their Chinese counterparts point to the robust role 



Theoretical Implications    153

of L1 transfer, which seems to extend to even the advanced/third-year level of 
Arabic (intensive and nonintensive) instruction. Second, the role of L1 transfer 
can be overridden or minimized by increased input exposure or proficiency, 
where due to the (double) extra input exposure, the beginner Chinese L1-A 
participants (Group 1) were able to minimize the impact resulting from ab-
sence of the nominal (noun–adjective) gender feature versus the Chinese L1-B 
participants who could not (for a similar conclusion about the extent of the 
role of L1 transfer, see Hopp 2010; Ionin and Montrul 2010).19

Similarly, on the above L1 transfer account, since gender is absent in nomi-
nal demonstrative agreement in both Russian and Chinese, we would expect 
no significant difference between the performance of the Russian L1 and Chi-
nese L1 participants. This prediction, too, is borne out by the data. There were 
no between and within group differences in the performance of participants 
on demonstrative gender agreement (see chapter 3, section 3.3.2 and tables 
3.10 and 3.12, in particular).20 This finding is corroborated by previous studies 
based on data from English L1, Japanese L1, and French L1 learners of Arabic, 
where French L1 participants, whose L1 alone exhibits gender demonstrative 
agreement, outperformed their English L1 and Japanese L1 counterparts on 
demonstrative singular feminine agreement (Alhawary 2009a, 2009b). Ac-
cordingly, it is reasonable to assume that presence or absence of a feature in 
L1 plays a role in L2 acquisition even when no obvious complexity of feature 
realization (entailing a challenging learning task to figure out the (re)assembly 
or (re)configuration of features in L2) is observed. 

However, with respect to verbal gender agreement, the prediction of the full 
transfer / full access model falls short of accounting for the full range of the 
data. Recall only Russian has verbal gender agreement albeit in the past tense. 
Accordingly, if the newly introduced prediction of the full transfer / full access 
model were to be maintained here too (i.e., presence or absence of a feature 
in L1 makes a difference), we would expect an asymmetry in the performance 
of Russian L1 and Chinese L1 participants, with the former performing bet-
ter than the latter, at least with respect to verbal gender agreement in the past 
tense. However, this prediction is not supported by the data. The findings re-
vealed no group difference in the performance of the Russian L1 and Chinese 
L1 participants on past tense verbal gender agreement (see chapter 4, section 
4.3.1 and table 4.1). Previous studies that included L1 English, L1 French, and 
L1 Japanese learners of Arabic did not reveal significant L1 group differences 
with respect to verbal agreement, understandably since none of the L1s of the 
participants exhibits singular masculine and feminine agreement (Alhawary 
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2009a, 157; 2009b; cf. Al-Hamad 2003, who reported Russian L1 intermediate 
learners being more successful in acquiring Arabic verbal gender agreement 
than their Chinese L1 counterparts though verbal agreement data in the past 
and present tense were not reported separately). However, a slight advantage 
(though not statistically significant) was reported for the performance of the 
French L1 participants over their English and Japanese counterparts and an-
other for the performance of the English L1 participants over their Japanese 
counterparts. Although the three L1s do not exhibit verbal gender agreement, 
the three differ in that only Japanese exhibits zero verbal agreement morphol-
ogy, both English and French do have verbal agreement features, with English 
having a more impoverished paradigm than French (Alhawary 2009a, 157). 
Hence, this may explain, from the perspective of the full transfer / full access 
model, the slight advantage of the French L1 participants (over the English 
and Japanese counterparts) and that of the English L1 participants (over their 
Japanese counterparts) due perhaps to the contributing (positive transfer) ef-
fect of the presence of the verbal agreement feature paradigm in the partici- 
pants’ L1. 

With respect to the present data and the qualitative difference in the ver-
bal agreement paradigms of Russian (exhibiting a rich verbal agreement para-
digm, including a singular gender agreement feature in the past tense) and 
Chinese (exhibiting zero verbal agreement morphology), the full transfer / full 
access model does not seem to account for the lack of asymmetry in the per-
formance of the participants on verbal gender agreement on par with that of 
nominal gender agreement within a purely feature-based approach. However, 
if we consider the nature of the target verbal agreement form as a contribut-
ing factor to the finding, a likely explanation may be advanced. Since tense is 
conflated with verbal morphological agreement features (where, for example, 
the prefix for agreement is also traditionally analyzed as a present tense marker 
and its absence corresponds to the past tense), Arabic L2 learners (of L1s that 
do not exhibit verbal gender agreement including Chinese) are somehow able 
to learn verbal gender agreement while being aided by positive L1 transfer of 
tense, since both L1s of the participants exhibit the feature tense.21 

Thus, of all current formal/generative UG and L1 transfer models, the full 
transfer / full access model seems to provide the closest adequate explanation 
with the additional stipulation that presence or absence of a feature in L1 plays 
a role in further predicting L1 transfer effects. However, the nature of the target 
form as an additional contributing acquisition factor, must also be taken into 
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account. Otherwise, the process of L1 transfer may appear to be randomly 
selective.   

7.4 Null Subjects: More on L1 Transfer

Investigating the acquisition of null subjects has occupied center stage in SLA 
for over three decades although interest in pursuing further research seems 
to have somewhat waned in recent years. At least, four main questions have 
preoccupied second language researchers: setting the null-subject parameter, 
the association between the development of verbal inflection and null subjects, 
access to UG, and L1 transfer. Study results are summarized as follows (for a 
detailed review, see Carroll 2001; Sauter 2002; Alhawary 2007a, 2009a):

•	 There is no agreement whether the L2 learner can reset the parameter 
in L2; studies produced mixed evidence on resetting the null-subject 
parameter, especially with respect to the clustering effect, where the 
setting of the value of one parameter should trigger the resetting of 
other parameters belonging to the same cluster. 

•	 Studies generally reveal that adult speakers of null-subject and non-
null-subject languages learning a null-subject language produce 
subjectless clauses from early on. Conversely, speakers of null-subject 
and non-null-subject languages learning a non-null-subject language 
do supply overt subjects from early on.

•	 Studies provide mixed evidence for the association between 
development of verbal inflection and null subjects.

•	 Evidence in support of L1 transfer comprise three strands of findings: 
(1) speakers of null-subject languages learning null-subject languages 
produce null-subject clauses and seem to adjust to the L2 system from 
early on; (2) speakers of null-subject languages learning non-null-
subject languages (for example, English and German) seem to adjust 
to the system of L2 from early on although they still produce some 
subjectless clauses; and (3) speakers of non-null-subject languages 
learning non-null-subject languages noticeably reject more subjectless 
clauses than speakers of null-subject languages learning non-null-
subject languages. 

It is worth mentioning here that the vast majority of such studies have been 
conducted on three languages as L2s: English [-null], German [-null], and 
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Spanish [+ null], many of which relied on grammaticality judgment tasks in 
assessing participants’ use of null subjects.22 

With respect to Arabic SLA studies, findings from previous studies on adult 
speakers of English [-null], Japanese [+null], and Spanish [+null] provide evi-
dence for UG access, L1 transfer, and the association between the development 
of verbal inflection and null subjects (see Alhawary 2007a, 2009a).23 The pro-
duction data reported on in chapter 6 (similar to those employed in previous 
Arabic L2 studies) contribute further to general SLA as well as Arabic L2 find-
ings, especially with respect to both the association between verbal agreement 
and null-subject use and L1 transfer. Moreover, the data here are collected 
from two novel typological constellations: L1 Chinese and L1 Russian speakers 
learning Arabic as an L2, resulting in the pairings (3) and (4).

(3)	 Russian participants who are speakers of a [±null] and [+strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+ null] and [+ strong], with previous knowledge 
of L2 English [-null] and [-strong]

(4)	 Chinese participants who are speakers of a [+null] and [-strong] L1, 
learning L2 Arabic [+null] and [+ strong], with previous knowledge of 
L2 English [-null] and [-strong]24 

Although Chinese is a [+null] language, as discussed in chapter 6, Russian is a 
mixed null-subject language [±-null], suggesting that null subject in Russian 
is not as freely used as in Chinese and Arabic.  

Accordingly, if L1 transfer effects were to be detected in the present data, we 
would expect: (1) above chance performance levels on dropping null subjects 
by the Chinese and Russian participants (especially by the former) in their 
early and/or subsequent stages of Arabic L2 acquisition and (2) an asymmetry 
in the use of null subjects by both groups, where we would expect the Russian 
L1 participants to exhibit a conservative use in null subjects and the Chinese 
L1 participants to use null subjects more freely. In fact, the two predictions are 
borne out by the data. That the participants of both L1 language backgrounds 
dropped a significant number of subjects is evident in all groups of beginners 
at the rate of 68% by the Chinese L1-A Group 1, 65% by the Chinese L1-B 
Group 1, 79% by the Russian L1-A Group 1, and 75% by the Russian L1-B 
Group 1 (see table 6.2, chapter 6). 

With respect to the second prediction of an asymmetrical pattern in null-
subject use by both groups of participants, this is manifested by means of two 
observations. First, despite performance above chance by all participants in 
the beginner groups (see table 6.2, chapter 6) and despite improvement in 
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performance on verbal agreement in subsequent stages (Groups 2 and 3) by 
all participants (see table 6.3, chapter 6), the Chinese L1 participants even-
tually converged on progressively dropping more subjects (in particular, the 
advanced Chinese L1-A and Chinese L1-B Group 3 dropped subjects 93% and 
84% of the time, respectively), and the Russian L1 participants converged pro-
gressively on dropping fewer subjects to a low random chance level, with both 
the advanced Russian L1-A and Russian L1-B Group 3 dropping subjects only 
53% of the time (see table 6.2, chapter 6; see also figure 6.1, chapter 6). Second, 
consider the number of individual cases of participants who dropped subjects 
in comparison with those of the native controls. Based on the range where the 
native controls dropped subjects 92–100% of the time, we find far more indi-
vidual participants in the Chinese groups along the three proficiency levels to 
have performed within the native speakers’ range than in the Russian groups—
as many as fourteen in the Chinese L1-A groups and ten in the Chinese L1-B 
groups versus four in the Russian L1-A groups and five in the Russian L1-B 
groups (see figure 7.2). 

Thus, as the case with acquisition of nominal gender agreement, the data of 
the null subjects provide strong evidence for the role of L1 transfer—a positive/

Figure 7.2  Bar Chart of Individual Participants Who Dropped Subjects within 
Range of the Native Controls  
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facilitative role for Chinese and a negative/non-facilitative role for Russian. 
The findings are particularly strong since this finding was obtained irrespec-
tive of the amount of input exposure, where the Russian L1-A groups received 
about double the amount of input as that of the Russian L1-B groups (so did 
the Chinese L1-A than the Chinese L1-B groups); yet both groups converged 
on dropping conservatively far fewer subjects (than the Chinese L1-A and 
Chinese L1-B groups) toward the advanced proficiency level, reflecting the 
degree of freedom with which subjects are dropped in Chinese versus Russian. 
Future research should include participants at higher advanced or near-native 
levels in order to examine the near-native status of the null-subject parameter 
in Arabic L2 participants in similar language pairings (e.g., à la Sorace 2003). 
Null-subject use is especially intriguing to examine since it involves optional 
use of the target form itself. 

7.5 L2 or L1 Transfer? 

In the event the L2 learner had exposure to more than one L2 linguistic sys-
tem, it may be proposed that the L1 may not be the only source of transfer and 
that other L2 systems may also transfer. This is a relatively new area in SLA, 
which is also referred to as “L3 transfer.” At least three main morphosyntactic 
L3 transfer proposals with specific claims have so far been advanced and have 
received significant attention in the past decade: the cumulative enhancement 
model (e.g., Flynn et al. 2004; Berkes and Flynn 2012), the L2 status factor 
(e.g., Williams and Hammarberg 1998; Bardel and Falk 2007, 2012; Falk and 
Bardel 2011), and the typological primacy model (e.g., Rothman 2010, 2011, 
2013, 2015; Rothman and Cabrelli Amaro 2010; Rothman et al. 2015). Accord-
ing to the cumulative enhancement model (CEM), the learner’s L1 does not 
play a privileged role in L3 acquisition, learning is a cumulative process and 
consequently both L1 and any previously learned L2s (regardless of order of 
acquisition of the L2s) can be possible sources for transfer, and such a process 
is selective whereby it may either play an exclusively facilitative role or remain 
neutral (i.e., allowing only positive transfer to the exclusion of negative trans-
fer). The L2 status factor model (L2SFM) similarly posits that the L1 does not 
play a privileged role in L3 acquisition, but it is further claimed that the L2 
supersedes the L1 as the source of transfer (both negative/non-facilitative and 
positive/facilitative), irrespective of whether or not transfer from L1 would 
lead to target-like L3 production. This strong role for L2 transfer is claimed 
to be due to a higher degree of sociolinguistic and neurocognitive similari-
ties between L2 and L3 (being distinct from L1), such as learning setting, age 
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of onset, learning outcome, awareness of language learning, use of learning 
strategies, and the nature of L2 (metalinguistic) knowledge being declarative 
rather than procedural and memory storage of such knowledge system. As for 
the typological primacy model (TPM), it adopts similar claims to those of the 
CEM (i.e., in allowing both L1 and L2 transfer to occur) but diverges from it in

1.	 Allowing negative/non-facilitative transfer to take place (in addition to 
positive/facilitative transfer);

2.	 Stipulating transfer (positive or negative) as being conditioned by 
typological/structural similarity between the languages at play, based on 
linguistic cues in the input and assessed from early on by the internal 
linguistic parser (a.k.a., the Language Acquisition Device/LAD);

3.	 Making no predictions where “the structurally similar language is not 
predicted to be assessed by the internal parser as the typologically 
similar language at a holistic level” despite presence of structural 
similarity; in this case, transfer is claimed to “not obtain” (Rothman 
2015, 186); 

4. Assuming that the internal parser is guided by a set of implicationally 
hierarchical linguistic cues (Lexical > Phonological > Morphological > 
Syntactic) to determine the previous L1 or L2 system which is closest 
holistically (or most typologically/structurally similar) to that of the  
L3; and

5.	 Claiming that transfer (from L1 or L2) is full rather than partial and 
occurs at the initial stage, similarly to the full transfer / full access 
model (e.g., Schwartz and Sprouse 1996; see section 7.3, above). 

Such stipulations are claimed based on “general cognitive economy and cogni-
tive processing factors” attributed to the bilingual mind (Rothman 2015, 184).

As mentioned in chapter 2 (section 2.3), to control for L1 and L2 transfer 
effects, language background data were collected from participants through a 
short survey and a follow-up interview (see also appendix A). According to 
the language backgrounds of the study participants, and in addition to self-
reported knowledge of English as an L2 ranging from “fair” to “good” in all 
but one participants (who reported “weak” knowledge in the Russian L1-A 
Group 1), a number of participants reported knowledge of other L2s (see table 
2.3, chapter 2). With respect to the Chinese L1 participants, one Chinese L1-A 
participant (Group 2) reported L2 knowledge of Japanese; and three Chinese 
L1-B (Groups 2 and 3) participants reported knowledge of one additional L2 
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(German, Spanish, or Polish), three reported knowledge of Japanese L2, and 
one reported knowledge of Korean. As for the Russian L1 participants, twelve 
Russian L1-A participants reported L2 knowledge of additional languages: 
three in Group 1 (one reported knowledge of French, one of Hindi, and one of 
both French and Spanish), five in Group 2 (one of French, one of Spanish, two 
of German, and one of both French and German), and four in Group 3 (one of 
French, one of Spanish, one of German, and one of both French and German). 
Five of the Russian L1-B participants reported L2 knowledge of French L2: two 
in Group 1 and three in Group 3. 

As discussed in chapter 2 (section 2.3), the English L2 knowledge of the 
Chinese and Russian participants was an L2, and other languages were L3s 
similar to Arabic since they ranked their knowledge of L2 English consistently 
higher than other L2s (except for three participants who ranked their knowl-
edge of English as an L2 similar to other L2s: one in the Russian L1-A Group 
3 with L2 Spanish and L2 English being at the same level and one in each of 
the Russian L1-B Group 1 and Group 3 with L2 French and L2 English being 
at the same level) and Arabic.

To test whether there was any L2 transfer effects and whether the data can 
be accounted for by any of the L2 transfer models, performance of individual 
participants was examined, including performance of those who had other 
previous L2 knowledge besides English in comparison with those who had 
not. The results, together with implications for L2 transfer models in L3 ac-
quisition, are provided in the four subsections immediately below. In general, 
with respect to L2 transfer from English, the findings seem to rather point to a 
strong L1 transfer role (whether positive/facilitative or negative/non-facilita-
tive). For example, contrary to the CEM and the L2SFM, whereas Chinese L1 
seems to play a negative role in nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement, 
Russian L1 seems to play a positive role, and in both cases L1 transfer seems to 
be superseding L2 transfer and the role of English L2. In addition, the role of 
typological proximity seems to be more evident in L1 transfer than L2 transfer 
from English. Thus, typological proximity seems to be operative in (positive) 
L1 transfer from Russian in nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement, an 
observation that is congruent with the predictions of the TPM. However, con-
trary to the TPM, L1 transfer from L1 Chinese in nominal gender agreement 
and null-subject use (negative and positive transfer, respectively) seems to be 
operative on a structural/linguistic proximity level rather than on a typologi-
cally “holistic” level, as discussed below.
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7.5.1 L2 or L1 Transfer: Nominal (Noun–Adjective) Gender Agreement 

With respect to nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement, all partici-
pants with knowledge in other L2s performed within range of those who had 
knowledge of only English as an L2, except for two participants, both of whom 
scored noticeably below range of other participants within their own respec-
tive groups, as shown in table 7.1. Since German (in the case of the Chinese 
L2-B participant) and both Spanish and French (in the case of the Russian 
L1-A participant) exhibit nominal gender agreement similar to that in Arabic, 
no L2 (positive/facilitative) transfer effect of the three L2s can be detected here, 
contrary to the CEM, which would predict only positive transfer from an L2 
to occur. 

As for English L2 transfer effects, and based on the performance of the two 
participants (in table 7.1) alone, the prediction of a negative transfer effect 
from English L2 (since English does not exhibit nominal gender agreement) 
would be consistent with the L2SFM. However, based on the performance of 
all the participants, specifically the Chinese L1 versus the Russian L1 groups 
(see table 3.1, chapter 3), for whom English was a strong (and earlier) L2, the 
L2SFM cannot account for the difference in the acquisition pattern and the 
advantage of the Russian participants over their Chinese counterparts—due 
to L1 transfer, as argued in the above sections. According to the L2SFM, due to 
their similar exposure to English as an L2, the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 par-
ticipants should demonstrate the same level of difficulty and should perform 
similarly on Arabic nominal (noun-adjective) gender agreement, since English 
does not exhibit such feature agreement. However, recall that, whereas Chinese 
does not exhibit nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement, Russian does. 

Table 7.1  Participants who scored out of range on nominal gender agreement 
(NGA) 
					     NGA	  
					     Correct/	  
		  L2 	 L2	 L2	  Total	 %

Chinese L1-B  
Mandarin	 				  
Group2 (n=1)	 English = G	 German = F	 —	 1/11	 9

Russian L1-A					   
Group1 (n=1)	 English = N	 French = F	 Spanish = F	 1/21	 5

  Self-rated L2 Proficiency: N = Near-native; G = Good; F = Fair.
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As for TPM’s predictions, the data seem to provide mixed evidence. On one 
hand, TPM’s predictions seem to be confirmed with (positive/facilitative) L1 
transfer occurring from Russian, since Russian is more typologically similar 
to Arabic (than English) on a holistic level (considering their rich morpho-
logical systems25). On the other hand, TPM predictions are disconfirmed if 
Chinese is the source of negative (L1) transfer, since Chinese and Arabic are 
dissimilar typologically (and structurally). Similarly, the findings would still be 
problematic for TPM’s predictions if the source of negative transfer in the Chi-
nese participants were attributed to English L2, since the TPM does not make 
predictions on a structural proximity level, not to mention this would render 
the positive L1 transfer effects in the Russian participants unaccounted for (for 
additional counter evidence to the TPM where, for example, L1 transfer seems 
to obtain from the typologically most distant language, based on structural 
than typological proximity, see Jin 2009; Hermas 2014; see also Westergaard et 
al. 2017, who accordingly advanced the linguistic proximity model, and Slaba-
kova 2017, who proposed the scalpel model). 

7.5.2 L2 or L1 Transfer: Verbal Gender Agreement

When examining the individual performance of the participants on verbal 
gender (feminine) agreement, there was no clear pattern across the three nar-
rative tasks of verbal agreement (i.e., in the past tense, present tense, and ran-
dom present tense) except for one participant (in the Russian L1-A Group 3) 
who scored noticeably lower (across all three narrative tasks) than other par-
ticipants within the same group. The participant self-reported L2 knowledge 
of Spanish (and English). The few remaining cases were of participants with 
other L2 knowledge (besides English L2) where the participants either scored 
slightly (by around 10% accuracy) lower or higher than other participants with 

Table 7.2  Participants who scored out of range on verbal gender agreement (VGA)
		  L2 	 L2	 VGA	 Correct/Total	 %

Chinese L1-B  
Mandarin	 				  
Group3 (n = 2)	 English = N	 Korean = F	 Present	 5/6	  83 L
		  English = G 	 Polish = F	 Random	 4/9	  44 L

Russian L1-B					   
Group3 (n = 2)	 English = G	 French = G	 Past	 9/9	 100 H
		  English = F	 French = F	 Past	 11/11	 100 H

  N = Near-native; G = Good; F = Fair; L = lower than other participants within the same group; H = 
higher than other participants with the same group. 
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only L2 English knowledge (in the same group), as shown in table 7.2. The 
former are two Chinese L1-B participants who reported L2 knowledge of Ko-
rean and Polish (in addition to English), and the latter are two Russian L1-B 
participants who reported knowledge of L2 French (in addition to English). 
	 Accordingly, no significant or clear L2 transfer effects can be detected here. 
In particular, although the slight underperformance of the two Chinese L1-B 
participants may be attributed to negative L2 transfer from Korean and Pol-
ish (for not exhibiting verbal gender agreement in the present tense26) à la the 
L2SFM, the outperformance of the two Russian L1-B participants cannot be 
attributed to positive L2 transfer from French (or English). In addition, nega-
tive transfer effects from Chinese cannot be ruled out in the case of the two 
Chinese L1-B participants; nor can positive transfer effects be ruled out from 
Russian in the two Russian L1-B participants since Russian exhibits verbal 
gender agreement in the past tense (table 7.2). Thus, overall, the above cases 
are too few and contradictory to allow any noticeable L2 transfer effects on the 
participants’ performance of verbal gender agreement and, therefore, the data 
cannot be explained by L2 transfer models such as the L2SFM.  

7.5.3 L2 or L1 Transfer: Tense/Aspect

Not unlike verbal gender agreement, the data of tense/aspect reveals no clear 
pattern across the three narrative tasks: past tense, present tense, and random 
present tense. Recall also that the data overall revealed no significant group 
differences (see chapter 5). The performance of individual participants that 
differed from other participants within their respective groups reveals a small 
number of cases in the production of tense (inflected for third person singu-
lar feminine), as displayed in table 7.3. As table 7.3 shows, these individual 
cases are scattered among the groups and seem to be random, with some cases 
having higher accuracy percentages and others lower than those of other par-
ticipants within their respective groups, and some differing only by a small 
margin of 10%. Since all the languages involved in the pairings (including both 
L1s and all L2s) exhibit at least a distinction between past and present tense, 
no particular L2 effect can be detected for any of the participants’ L2s, except 
that of English L2 (which is shared by all the participants), their L1s, or some 
other factors. 

7.5.4 L2 or L1 Transfer: Null Subjects 

The analysis of the participants’ individual production of null subjects also 
revealed no transfer effect of L2s other than English (see table 7.4). The 
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individual cases form slight outliers and point to contradictory predictions 
of L2 effects. This is true of all participants in the Russian L1-A and Russian 
L1-B groups displayed in table 7.4. Despite the fact that all of the L2s of the 
Russian L1-A participant in Group 2 (i.e., English, German, and French) are 
all non-null-subject languages, the participant had the highest percentage of 
dropped subjects, contrary, for example, to the negative transfer prediction of 
the L2SFM. The performance of the other Russian L1-A participant in Group 
3 is also not exactly consistent with the L2SFM of transfer, which would have 
to allow mostly for negative (rather than positive) transfer to occur, since two 
of the participant’s stronger L2s (English and French) are non-null-subject 

Table 7.4  Participants who scored out of range on null subjects 
		  L2 	 L2	 L2	 Null/Total	 %

Russian L1-A	 				  
Group2 (n = 1)	 English = N	 German = G	 French = F 	 25/26	   96 H*
Group3 (n = 1)	 English = N	 French = G	 Spanish = F	 33/35	 94 H

Russian L1-B					   
Group3 (n = 2)	 English = G	 French = G	 —	 32/36	   88 H*
		  English = F	 French = F	 —	 8/42	  19 L*

  N = Near-native; G = Good; F = Fair; L = lower than other participants within the same group;  
H = higher than other participants within the same group; *= slightly (higher or lower) within 10%  
(in)accuracy rate.  

Table 7.3  Participants who scored out of range on tense/aspect 
		  L2 	 L2	 Tense	 Correct/Total	 %

Chinese L1-B  
Mandarin	 				  
Group3 (n = 2)	 English = G 	 Polish = F	 Present	 0/8	   0 L
		  English = N	 Korean = F	 Present	 3/6	   50 L*

Russian L1-A					   
Group1 (n = 1)	 English = N	 French = F	 Present	 4/7	   57 H*
Group3 (n = 1)	 English = G	 Spanish = G	 Present	 1/8	 13 L
				    Random	 4/8	 50 L

Russian L1-B					   
Group1 (n = 1)	 English = G	 French = F	 Past	 1/5	 20 L 
Group3 (n = 1)	 English = F	 French = F	 Present	 6/7	  86 H

  N = Near-native; G = Good; F=Fair; L = lower than other participants within the same group;  
H = higher than other participants within the same group; *= slightly (higher or lower) by 10%  
(in)accuracy rate.  
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languages while the third weaker one (Spanish) is. Similarly, the performance 
of the two Russian L1-B participants provides contradictory evidence to L2 
transfer effects. Although both of the participants’ L2s (English and French) 
are non-null-subject languages, their productions formed slight outliers to 
their group in two opposite directions, and neither the L2SFM nor the CEM 
can account for both at the same time.

As for English L2 transfer effects alone, given that all the participants share 
English as an L2 (see table 6.2, figure 6.1, chapter 6), the L2SFM cannot ac-
count for the difference in the production pattern and the conservative drop-
ping of subjects by the Russian L1 participants versus that of their Chinese 
L1 counterparts, who dropped subjects more freely—due most likely to L1 
transfer effects, as argued in the above sections. According to the L2SFM, we 
would expect only negative (L2) transfer to occur since English is the L2 of all 
the participants and since English does not allow null subjects. Similarly, the 
TPM does not make the right prediction about transfer effects and the produc-
tion data of both the Chinese L1 and Russian L1 participants. Recall, the TPM 
predicts that (L1) transfer would obtain in Russian participants since Russian 
seems to be typologically more similar to Arabic “at a holistic level” (at least 
morphologically), while it does not in Chinese participants since Chinese is 
not typologically more similar to Arabic (than English) “at a holistic level,” al-
though they share a structural similarity (of null subjects). However, while the 
former exhibited negative transfer, the latter exhibited positive transfer. Thus, 
in addition to disconfirming strong L2 transfer effects and rather confirming 
a strong role for L1 transfer, the data indicate that none of three L2 transfer 
models accounts for the data adequately.

To conclude this section, upon further analysis of the individual perfor-
mance of participants in all groups, no evidence of L2 transfer effects (in-
cluding of English L2 and other languages) could be detected, especially with 
respect to the participants’ production of nominal (noun–adjective) gender 
agreement and null subjects. As for participants’ production of verbal gender 
agreement and tense/aspect, individual performance of participants with dif-
ferent L2s did not reveal any clear patterns. These cases were contradictory and 
too few to reveal any significant effect for L2 transfer, and despite the fact that 
L2 transfer effects may be possible, L1 transfer effects from L1 Chinese and 
L1 Russian could not be ruled out. In sum, the findings, at least those related 
to nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement and null subjects, leave little 
doubt that the role of L1 transfer is far more robust than admitted by any of the 
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three L2 transfer models and provide concomitantly some counterevidence to 
their claimed predictions. 

7.6 L1 Transfer and Speech Processing Prerequisites 

Finally, processability theory is a well-known L2 grammatical development 
model based on a cognitive processing approach (Pienemann 1998, 2005; Pi-
enemann and Håkansson 1999; Pienemann and Keßler 2011; Keßler 2008; 
Baten et al. 2015). Processability theory (PT) stipulates that speech production 
is by nature constrained since working memory is a “limited capacity” pro-
cessor of information. Therefore, additional “memory buffers” are posited in 
which “processing procedures” deposit grammatical information for tempo-
rary storage (Pienemann1998, 60). The processing procedures, following Lev-
elt (1989) and Kempen and Hoenkamp (1987), are further claimed to operate 
hierarchically in an implicational set sequence. From an L2 perspective, these 
procedures are considered to be language-specific. Accordingly, the L2 learner 
would have to create language-specific prerequisites necessary for L2 gram-
matical development. In L2 grammar terms, the L2 learner cannot initially 
process L2 grammatical structures since the learner cannot yet code concep-
tual information into L2 syntactic structures for two reasons. First, the lexicon 
is not fully annotated. Second, even if the lexical annotation were transferred 
into L2, the syntactic procedures “have not specialized to hold the specific L2 
syntactic information” in the proposed memory buffers (Pienemann 1998, 76). 
The extent of this specialization is claimed to be the principle or “core” mecha-
nism of L2 processability (Pienemann and Håkansson 1999, 384).

Accordingly, three morpheme types are identified to be held in temporary 
memory buffers: lexical morphemes, phrasal (i.e., “phrasal” as in phrase struc-
ture à la lexical functional grammar, or LFG) morphemes, and interphrasal 
morphemes.27 The three types of morphemes are assumed to be processable 
by the L2 learner along five distinct stages in an implicational order, as follows 
(Pienemann 1998, 83–85):

Stage 1	 Absence of any language-specific procedures where words are 
entered into the lexicon and conceptual structures are simply 
mapped into individual words and fixed phrases

Stage 2 	 Development of “category procedures” where grammatical 
categories (that is, S, V, N, etc.) are assigned and “lexical 
morphemes” (for example, the {-ed} tense marker in English) 
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are produced; these morphemes can be activated and realized 
in the same location once grammatical categories are assigned

Stage 3 	 Development of “phrasal procedures” where development 
from word level to phrase level becomes possible and “phrasal 
morphemes” are produced (that is, lexical morphemes, such as 
tense, number, gender, and case markers when unified between 
a head of a phrase and its modifier/s)

Stage 4	 Development of “S-procedures” where “Inter-phrasal 
morphemes,” involving exchange of information across 
phrases, are developed (for example, subject–verb agreement 
features); here, functional destinations are determined and 
sentences assembled

Stage 5	 Development of “S-procedures” where subordinate/embedded 
clauses are developed.

Table 7.5 illustrates the hierarchical stages of speech processing procedures 
(also known as “speech processing prerequisites”), where the implicational 
nature of the hierarchy “derives from the assumption that the processing re-
sources developed at one stage are necessary prerequisites for the following 
stage” (Pienemann 1998, 87). 

Based on PT’s notion of hierarchical stages of processing procedures, two 
other relevant learnability/teachability claims follow, as shown in (6) and (7). 

6.	 Stages cannot be skipped [even] through formal instruction.
7.	 Instruction will be beneficial if it focuses on structures from the next 

stage (Pienemann 1998, 250).28

The first claim, stated in (6), makes a strong prediction that “stages can-
not be skipped [even] through formal instruction” since skipping a stage is 

Table 7.5  PT hierarchy of implicational sequence of speech processing procedures
			  Developmental Stages

Procedures	 T1	 T2	 T3	 T4	 T5

S-procedure	 -	 -	 -	 -	 +
S-procedures/interphrasal procedures	 -	 -	 -	 +	 +
Phrasal procedures	 -	 -	 +	 +	 +
Category procedures	 -	 +	 +	 +	 +
Word or lemma access	 +	 +	 +	 +	 + 

“T” = time/stage, “+” = emergence, “-” = non-emergence.
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hypothesized to cause the hierarchy to be “cut off in the learner grammar at 
the point of the missing processing procedure and that the rest of the hierar-
chy will be replaced by a direct mapping of conceptual structures onto surface 
form” (Pienemann and Håkansson 1999, 391; also Pienemann 1998, 250). The 
second claim, stated in (7), makes a weak prediction that instruction is benefi-
cial if it focuses on structures from the next stage. Pienemann (1998) qualifies 
the second claim as “optimistic” since “there is no reason to assume that learn-
ers will acquire a structure just because they can process it; [a] functional need 
would have to be present for the structure to emerge” (1998, 250).29

Although the current study was not initially intended to test the predic-
tion that PT makes (in particular with respect to the claim that stages cannot 
be skipped), the data of nominal gender agreement (between the attributive 
adjective and the head noun within the Arabic NP) and verbal gender agree-
ment (i.e., between the subject and the verb in past and present tense) are 
relevant for testing such a prediction. According to PT, since nominal gen-
der agreement involves agreement between the attributive adjective and head 
noun within the noun phrase, the structure is hypothesized to be processable 
(or to emerge) at stage 3, whereas verbal gender agreement (involving agree-
ment between the noun phrase and the verb phrase) is hypothesized as a stage 
4 structure (see also table 7.6 listing the two agreement forms accordingly). To 
illustrate the points of comparison between the two structures and the types 
of agreement procedures involved, figure 7.3 offers an example of a simplified 
constituent structure (c-structure) of the two forms à la LFG (as a notational 
framework adopted by PT), where grammatical information of singular femi-
nine agreement is shared between the attributive adjective ʔal-ʤadīd-a “the 
new female” and the head noun ʔal-tʕālib-a “the female student” (requiring 
phrasal procedures acquirable at stage 3) and between the noun phrase ʔal-
tʕālib-a ʔal-ʤadīd-a “the new female student” and the verb ta-ʔkul “she eats/
is eating” (requiring interphrasal procedures acquirable at stage 4). 

The most relevant part of the data of nominal and verbal gender agreement 
are those produced by the beginner and intermediate groups since the claims 
made by PT ultimately rest on the notion of “emergence” of the ability to process 

Table 7.6  Two target structures
Processing Prerequisites 	 Arabic L2 Structures	 Stage

Interphrasal procedures	 Verbal gender agreement (S-V)	 4
Phrasal procedures	 Nominal gender agreement (N-A)	 3
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a form.30 According to PT prediction of a processability hierarchy, we would 
expect all participants to process nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement 
(a stage 3 structure) before verbal gender agreement (a stage 4 structure). In 
turn, we would expect all participants to encounter less difficulty processing 
nominal gender agreement than verbal gender agreement. Based on the per-
formance of the beginner Chinese L1 as well as the beginner and intermediate 
Russian L1 participants on nominal gender agreement versus verbal agree-
ment in the past tense, the data seem to be in support of the prediction made by 
PT, where these participants had higher percentages of accuracy on nominal 
than verbal agreement in the past tense, in particular singular feminine and 
third person singular feminine, respectively (see chapter 3, section 3.3.1 and 
table 3.1; chapter 4, section 4.3.1 and table 4.1). However, when considering 
the performance of the beginner and intermediate Chinese L1-B and Russian 
L1-B groups on verbal gender agreement (third person singular feminine) in 
the present tense, the data are contrary to PT’s prediction where these partici-
pants exhibited the opposite pattern; i.e., they had noticeably lower accuracy 
percentages on nominal gender (singular feminine) agreement (see chapter 3, 
section 3.3.1 and table 3.1) than they did on verbal gender (third person sin-
gular feminine) agreement in the present tense (see chapter 4, section 4.3.2 and 
table 4.2). The same is true with respect to the distinction between nominal 
gender agreement versus verbal gender agreement in the present tense random 
task by the (same) beginner and intermediate Chinses L1-B and Russian L1-B 

         S 

                NPsubject                              VP

     

              N                     A               V 

ʔal-tʕ ālib-a ʔal-ʤadīd-a ta-ʔkul  
the-student-s.f    the-new-s.f           3.s.f-eat

Phrasal Agreement: Stage 3

Interphrasal Agreement: Stage 4   

Figure 7.3  Simplified C-Structure of “The new (female) student eats/is eating.” 
Illustrating Phrasal and Interphrasal Agreement
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groups (see chapter 4, section 4.3.3 and table 4.3). Additionally, the Chinese 
L1-A beginner group scored a little higher (91% accurate) on verbal gender 
(third person singular feminine) agreement in the random present tense task 
than they did (85% accurate) on nominal gender (singular feminine) agree-
ment (see chapter 4, section 4.3.3 and table 4.3; chapter 3: section 3.3.1 and 
table 3.1). According to PT predictions, we should expect nominal gender 
agreement (a stage 3 structure) to be processable with more ease or more accu-
rately than verbal gender agreement (a stage 4 structure), not conversely. Thus, 
based on the participants’ performance on nominal gender agreement versus 
verbal gender agreement, the findings here seem to provide mixed evidence at 
best with respect to PT’s claim about the presence of a processability hierar-
chy in L2 grammatical development. Furthermore, that the participants seem 
to process verbal agreement in the present tense more accurately than verbal 
agreement in the past tense (based on accuracy percentages) indicates that 
there may be other acquisition factors involved such as perceptual salience, 
where the agreement prefix (in the present tense) may have been more salient 
for those participants than the agreement suffix in the past tense.31

In addition, the asymmetry in the acquisition of nominal (noun–adjective) 
gender agreement by the Chinese L1 versus the Russian L1 participants, dis-
cussed in the previous sections, cannot be accounted for by PT. Recall, the 
Russian L1 participants seem to maintain an advantage over their Chinese L1 
counterparts (see chapter 3, section 3.3.1 and table 3.1). PT claims related to 
the presence of a speech processing hierarchy in L2 acquisition cannot fully 
account for the present data or the similar data and findings reported in Al- 
Hamad (2003). Instead, the data can be better explained by an L1 transfer 
model, such as the full transfer / full access model, allowing for a role for the 
presence or absence of a feature in L1. Accordingly, the performance advantage 
maintained by the Russian L1 participants over their Chinese L1 counterparts 
is likely due to the presence of the nominal gender feature in their L1 and its 
transfer during their learning of Arabic (which also exhibits the same feature) 
as an L2. 

Although the data here (in particular those of the verbal gender agreement) 
are somewhat limited, other (stronger) findings of previous studies that were 
intended to test the PT predictions directly (based on both longitudinal and 
cross-sectional data and use of two different acquisition and emergence cri-
teria) corroborate the observations here against the predictions of PT claims 
(see Alhawary 2003, 2009a, 2009b; Nielsen 1997; for a review of other Arabic 
L2 studies testing processability claims, see Alhawary 2009a; for other counter 
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evidence to PT based on French and Spanish data, see Dewaele and Véronique 
2001; Farley and McCollam 2004, respectively).32 In addition to L1 transfer, 
other factors may contribute to L2 grammatical development. In fact, Lui 
(1991), Tarone and Lui (1995) and Tarone (2007) argue that social contexts 
can influence SLA to the extent of forcing a stage to be skipped, contrary to PT 
predictions. Longitudinal data from English L2 acquisition from a five-year-
old show that the participant child skipped a stage 3 structure (WHX-front 
without inversion: “Why you do that?”) and produced structures at stages 4–6, 
including pseudo inversion (“Where’s the monkey?”), aux-2nd (“What are you 
doing?”), and question tag (“You don’t like green, are you?”). The child later 
produced the stage 3 structure. The study was based on Pienemann and John-
ston’s (1987) framework, a precursor of PT. 

7.7 Summary and Areas of Future Research

The data reported on in the foregoing chapters are directly relevant to cur-
rent models and proposals in the SLA literature. The data seem to provide 
evidence to usage-based as well as crosslinguistic typological effect accounts 
in that the processing of nominal gender agreement construction, in absence 
of the gender agreement feature, is expectedly more entrenched in the Chinese 
participants than their Russian counterparts, where only the L1 of the former 
does not exhibit the gender feature. Similarly, the null-subject use data over 
time seem overall to reflect an attentional or processing bias from the Rus-
sian participants’ L1s. However, counterevidence for typological effects and 
usage-based accounts seems to be yielded from the verbal gender agreement 
data where no such effects are detected and no group differences are found, 
although Russian distinctly exhibits verbal gender agreement in the past tense 
whereas Chinese does not. 

By the same token and of all current L1 transfer accounts, the full transfer / 
full access model seems to provide the closest adequate explanation, especially 
if an additional refinement is added: the presence or absence of a feature in 
L1 plays a role in L2 acquisition, even when no obvious complexity of feature 
realization (entailing a challenging learning task to figure out the (re)assembly 
or (re)configuration of features in L2) is observed (i.e., contra the feature reas-
sembly hypothesis). The data accordingly yielded three conclusions. First, the 
maintained advantage exhibited by the Russian participants over their Chi-
nese counterparts on nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement points to 
the robust role of L1 transfer, which seems to extend to even the advanced/
third-year level of Arabic (intensive and nonintensive) instruction. The robust 
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role of L1 also seems to be evident in the different patterns of null-subject 
use, where the Chinese L1 participants seem to converge on dropping subjects 
more freely than their Russian L1 counterparts; the latter seem to converge on 
dropping subjects rather conservatively. Second, the role of L1 transfer seems 
to be overridden or decreased by increasing input exposure or proficiency, at 
least as far as nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement is concerned, where 
due to the (double) extra input exposure, the beginner Chinese L1-A partici-
pants (Group 1) were able to minimize the impact resulting from absence of 
the gender feature versus the Chinese L1-B participants who could not (for 
a similar conclusion about the extent of the role of L1, see Hopp 2010; Ionin 
and Montrul 2010). Third, the full transfer / full access model predictably al-
lows for full attainment or acquirability of the feature in adult L2 acquisition 
as evident in some of the interlanguage systems of some of the Chinese L1 
and Russian L1 participants, in evidence of temporary rather than permanent 
impairment (e.g., contra the representational deficit / interpretability hypoth-
esis). However, the full transfer / full access model does not seem to readily ac-
count alone for the verbal gender agreement data and the lack of asymmetry in 
the performance of the participants (on par with that of nominal gender agree-
ment) without recourse to additional contributing factors such as the nature 
of the target forms. Although more research needs to be conducted to confirm 
this conclusion, not taking into account other contributing acquisition factors 
such as the exact nature of target forms might make the process of (L1) transfer 
appear superficially or randomly selective. Other factors such as perceptual sa-
lience must also be considered in order to account for the acquisition of word 
order within the Arabic noun phrase.    

The above findings are taken into account in absence of any significant or 
clear L2 transfer effects, where it is quite unlikely that L1 transfer effects were 
superseded by L2 transfer effects. Upon examining individual performance of 
participants in all groups, no particular evidence of L2 transfer effects (includ-
ing of English L2 and other languages) could be detected with respect to the 
participants’ production of nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement and 
null subjects. Similarly, individual performance of participants’ production of 
other target forms, such as verbal gender agreement and tense/aspect, did not 
reveal any clear patterns. Individual cases where participants had knowledge of 
other L2s were contradictory and too few to reveal any significant effect for L2 
transfer of languages other than English, and despite the fact that L2 transfer 
effects from English is possible (especially in relation to the production data 
of tense/aspect), L1 transfer effects from (L1 Chinese and L1 Russian) could 
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not be ruled out. Accordingly, the findings (at least those related to nominal 
(noun–adjective) gender agreement and null subjects) leave little doubt that 
the role of L1 transfer is far more robust than admitted by any of the current 
L2 transfer models and provide concomitantly some counter evidence to their 
claimed predictions.

The present data are also relevant to the notion of speech processing pre-
requisites posited by PT (Pienemann 1998, 2005). Based on the participants’ 
performance on nominal gender agreement versus verbal gender agreement, 
the findings seem to provide mixed evidence. On one hand, the data seem to 
be in support of the hypothesized speech processing prerequisites since the 
beginner Chinese L1 and beginner and intermediate Russian L1 participants 
seem to find nominal gender agreement less difficult than verbal agreement in 
the past tense. On the other hand, the beginner and intermediate Chinese L1-B 
and Russian L1-B groups seem to find nominal gender agreement more dif-
ficult than verbal gender in the present tense, contrary to the prediction made 
by the hypothesized speech processing prerequisites. Moreover, the detected 
asymmetry (where the Russian L1 participants seem to maintain an advantage 
over their Chinese L1 counterparts) in the acquisition of nominal (noun–ad-
jective) gender agreement cannot be accounted for by PT’s prediction. Thus, 
PT claims related to the presence of a speech processing hierarchy in L2 acqui-
sition cannot fully account for the present data. Instead, the data can be better 
explained by an L1 transfer account such as the full transfer / full access model. 
In addition, the participants seem to process verbal agreement in the present 
tense more accurately than verbal agreement in the past tense (based on the 
accuracy percentages by the different groups), which indicates that there may 
be other acquisition factors involved such as perceptual salience where the 
agreement prefix (in the present tense) may have been more salient for those 
participants than the agreement suffix (in the past tense). In fact, even other 
additional factors may also be involved in L2 grammatical development such 
as social context (see Lui 1991; Tarone and Lui 1995; Tarone 2007). 

Further research will be useful to be conducted on Arabic L2 participants 
with (1) different language pairings such as those employing participants of an 
L1 (such as Indonesian) that exhibits neither verbal agreement nor tense fea-
tures (in order to isolate the processing of verbal agreement from tense), and 
(2) similar language pairings to those in the present study (i.e., by Russian L1 
and Chinese L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2) as well as previous studies 
(e.g., Alhawary 2009a) with English L1-, French L1-, Spanish L1-, and Japa-
nese L1-speaking learners of Arabic at more advanced or near-native levels. 
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Such studies should also take into account additional variables, as is done here, 
such as exposure time or proficiency and input frequency. For replication pur-
poses, spontaneous production data should be relied upon rather than other 
measures, such as grammaticality judgment tasks or writing completion tasks 
and other similar ones, since such measures are metalinguistic in nature and 
do not necessarily reflect the underlying unconscious knowledge of the target 
forms in the learner’s interlanguage. When examining Arabic L2 data against 
usage-based claims, it will be also crucial to rely on comprehensive statistical 
frequencies of the target forms (e.g., Lin and Alhawary 2018). 

Notes
1. Apart from Lightbown’s (1980) study, which focused on the acquisition of the 

relative frequencies and order of certain French question forms in child French L2 
acquisition, these studies were mainly in the context of English L2 morpheme ac-
curacy and order acquisition studies.

2. Other frequency research covered vocabulary acquisition (e.g., Rott 1999; 
Vermeer 2001; Brown, Waring, and Donkaewbua 2008; Kweon and Kim 2008; 
Joe 2010; cf. Hawkins and Casillas 2008; Bley-Vroman 2002). Bley-Vroman argues 
against frequency/usage-based accounts altogether because they do not explain 
why “many” rare forms, including those encountered once, are readily noticed, 
processed deeply, and incorporated into linguistic knowledge due to some aspects 
of saliency “which remains largely mysterious” (2002, 213).

3. Proficiency is somewhat loosely used here based on number of years of study 
(first through third year, corresponding to beginner, intermediate, and advanced), 
reflecting the accumulated years of study and exposure to Arabic L2. Although 
there was no independent measure for proficiency, based on the elicitation inter-
views (thirty to forty-five minutes), participants in their different years of enroll-
ment did signal noticeable differences in L2 development (e.g., in terms of quantity, 
quality, and speed of their output production). In addition, the terms “beginner,” 
“intermediate,” and “advanced” were also designated to the years of study (first 
through third year) by the home institutions of the participants. More importantly, 
the use of general proficiency tests would have limited value, since such tests do 
not necessarily test the participants’ knowledge of the target structures.

4. The main assumptions include the notions of structural latency in language 
usage, Zipfian frequency patterns, semantic coherence, and form–function con-
tingency. Ellis, O’Donnell, and Römer (2013, 34) explain the assumptions of this 
statistical learning approach thus: “Psychology theory relating to the statistical 
learning of categories suggests that constructions are robustly learnable when they 
are (1) Zipfian in their type-token distributions in usage, (2) selective in their verb 
form occupancy, (3) coherent in their semantics, (4) with a high contingency be-
tween form and function.” 

5. The demonstrative agreement data may presumably pose a slight problem to 
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this line of reasoning. Recall, the Russian L1-A Groups 2 and 3 seem to maintain 
a lead (though not statistically significant) over their Chinese L1-A counterparts 
(section 3.3.2, chapter 3). However, the advantage in accuracy rates was limited to 
feminine agreement only (i.e., to the exclusion of masculine agreement) and no 
such advantage was maintained by the Russian L1-B participants over the Chinese 
groups (tables 3.10 and 3.12, section 3.3.2, chapter 3). Moreover, since there is 
a close interaction, whether between a demonstrative pronoun and a following 
modified noun within a DP (as in hāðihi ʔal-tʕālib-a ʔal-ʤadīda “this new female 
student”) or between a predicate noun and a demonstrative subject within a nomi-
nal sentence, this may trigger the checking or processing of the demonstrative gen-
der feature or help make the gender feature of Arabic demonstratives more salient 
for the Russian L1 participants than for their Chinese L1-A counterparts. This 
would entail the presence of different acquisition factors and would consequently 
render the learning task (involved in demonstrative agreement) not the same for 
the two groups of participants with different L1s. This learning task seems to be 
facilitated by extra input exposure as evident in the observation that the Russian 
L1-B groups, who received about half the input exposure time than the Russian 
L1-A groups, do not display a similar advantage over the Chinese L1 groups. 

6. Rather, differences in performance here seem to be, at least in part, attributed 
to the quality and timing/schedule of input presentation of tense (see chapter 5). 

7. See also Han (2014) and Tarone (2014).
8. The latter approach seems to resemble the contrastive analysis hypothesis 

from the 1960s in its primary focus on features and their reassembly in L2 rather 
than parametric feature setting, calling into question the proliferation of param-
eters and their (non)explanatory adequacy (contrary to the data and predictions 
where, for example, a given parameter is stipulated to be part of a cluster of fea-
tures/forms, the setting of which would trigger the setting of all the structures 
of the cluster but that such a prediction was not borne out), thereby calling for 
paradigm shift (Lardiere 2008, 2009a, 2009b).

9. In minimalist terms, proponents of the representational deficit / interpret-
ability hypothesis assume that operations such as “merge” or “agree” (in narrow 
syntax) are available in L2 but place different emphasis on interpretable versus 
uninterpretable features. Interpretable features are assumed to be visible at LF 
because they are intrinsic for semantic interpretation whereas uninterpretable 
features are considered extrinsic features (i.e., not visible at LF and restricted to 
syntactic derivation) and remain unvalued until they enter into an “agree” relation 
with interpretable features (e.g., Tsimpli and Dimitrakopoulou 2007). 

10. There are at least two other compatible hypotheses that were advanced in 
the 1990s: the valueless feature hypothesis and the local impairment hypothesis. 
The valueless feature hypothesis claims that both lexical and functional categories 
and the linear orientation of the L1 grammar transfer in L2 acquisition but that 
the feature values (strength) associated with functional categories do not (Eubank 
1993–94, 1996). The local impairment hypothesis assumes that functional projec-
tions are attainable in L2 but that features associated with functional heads are 
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permanently impaired (or “inert”) irrespective of L1 (Beck 1997, 1998; Eubank 
et al. 1997; Eubank and Beck 1998). Accordingly, no transfer of (abstract) feature 
strength from L1 takes place and on such accounts UG is partially unavailable in 
L2. 

11. In addition to claiming that L2 learners already have access to lexical catego-
ries and that functional categories develop upon exposure to L2 input, the minimal 
trees hypothesis assumes that development of functional projections takes place 
in successive stages: a verb phrase stage, an underspecified functional projection 
stage, grammatical agreement stage, and a complementizer phrase stage, in this or-
der. It is also claimed that the trigger for functional projection in L1 may not be the 
same in L2. Following Newport (1990), morphological processing capacity in L2 
is assumed to undergo a quantitative shift due to critical period effects, accounting 
for the developmental differences between L1 and L2 acquisition (Vainikka and 
Young-Scholten 1994, 1996, 1998).

12. Cf. researchers who instead argue for limited or no UG access (without 
being able to acquire new parameter values) and appeal for universal cognitive 
principles or constraints accessed by L2 learners (e.g., Meisel 1983, 1991; Clah-
sen 1984; Clahsen and Muysken 1986, 1989; Felix 1985; Bley-Vroman 1989, 1990; 
Schachter 1989).

13. The missing surface inflection hypothesis claims that the feature system is 
temporarily impaired at the morphophonological (surface) level due to complexity 
in mapping between surface forms and underlying abstract features, that morphol-
ogy and syntax can develop independently, and that the presence or absence of a 
feature in L1 is irrelevant (Lardiere 1998, 2000; Prévost and White 2000; Bruhn de 
Garavito and White 2002; Prévost 2008). The nature of impairment, according to 
this proposal, depends on the L2 learner figuring out the mapping complexity and 
spelling it out properly. This proposal is in line with the full transfer / full access 
model (Schwartz and Sprouse 1994, 1996; Schwartz 1998). The missing surface 
inflection hypothesis seems to be now subsumed by the feature reassembly hy-
pothesis, and doubt about the status of the former has already been expressed by 
White (2009). 

14. Following Chomsky (2001b), acquiring “functional morphology” or as-
sembling the “functional lexicon” is not viewed as an easy task in L1 in the first 
place (Hwang and Lardiere 2013, 57–58). Acquiring a grammar, à la minimalism, 
involves selecting relevant features from a universal inventory, composing such 
features into matrices for functional categories, and assembling them into lexical 
items—a process that is mediated by a universal computational system/module.

15. Moreover, in fact the Chinese L1-A participants received more instructional 
exposure time than their Russian L1-A participants did (see table 2.1, chapter 2).

16. In the case of nominal (noun–adjective) gender agreement within the Arabic 
noun phrase, functional feature strength seems to license N raising (over the adjec-
tive) for proper noun–adjective word order placement and for the feature gender 
to be checked. However, within the reformulation of the representational deficit/
interpretability hypothesis, the exact status of the acquirablity/unaqcuirability of 
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functional strength is not clear. As discussed in chapter 3, the Russian L1 and Chi-
nese L1 participants seem to have all acquired and adjusted to Arabic noun–adjec-
tive word order with all groups producing an insignificant number of prenominal 
adjectives ranging from zero to three tokens per group, except for participants in 
the beginner L1-Chinese L1-B and Russian L1-B groups, who produced forty-
seven and twenty-one tokens, respectively (see table 3.5, chapter 3; see also Al-
hawary 2009a for similar findings based on data from English L1, French L1, and 
Japanese participants). This finding may be problematic for the representational 
deficit/interpretability hypothesis, which would otherwise predict greater variabil-
ity (or optionality) in noun–adjective word order use, especially by the Chinese L1 
participants in whose L1 feature strength is set to [-strong] (see chapter 3, section 
3.1). The hypothesis is silent about why such participants were able to reset feature 
strength to [+strong] for their Arabic L2 although their L1 (Chinese) does not 
share the same feature specification with that of Arabic (for a similar treatment 
and crosslinguistic evidence for resetting the nominal feature strength and word 
order in L2, see also White 2003, 133–35). However, this uncertainty may also be 
due to uncertainty in the generative framework since Russian does not exhibit N 
raising even though it exhibits (like Arabic) rich gender agreement and the gender 
feature is set to [+strong]. If it may be the case that feature strength does not need 
to necessarily trigger movement (see Lightfoot and Hornstein 1994), it is not clear 
how this concept and its pairing between Arabic (as an L2) and Russian (as an L1) 
exactly applies, with the surface word order in both languages being distinct. Of 
course, other factors may be at play here, such as the notion of “salience” according 
to which word order may be considered more salient than an inflectional feature 
and may have therefore contributed to the participants’ noticing and acquiring the 
strong inflection feature that licenses N raising from early on (see Corder 1978; 
Slobin 1973).

17. An example of such features is the accusative case realization on the predi-
cate of kāna and laysa (for a detailed discussion and analysis, see Alhawary 2009a, 
161). 

18. Bruhn de Garavito and White (2002), White et al. (2004), and Franceschina 
(2005), among others, all point out that the generalization of the endings {-o} and 
{-a} as masculine and feminine gender markers, respectively, is misleading in 
Spanish and insufficient to account for many other obscure cases. For example, 
there are some feminine nouns that end with {-o}, numerous and common mas-
culine nouns that end with {-a}, and many (invariant) adjectives that lack overt 
gender agreement. Following Harris (1991), several authors consider these end-
ings as word markers rather than gender markers, hence justifying—and perhaps 
correctly so—their attributing the problems of their participants with respect to 
nominal gender agreement to the mapping problem between surface and under-
lying abstract forms rather than to L1 transfer (see especially Bruhn de Garavito 
and White [2002], citing the mapping problem involved with Spanish nominal 
gender agreement in support of the missing surface inflection hypothesis; see also 
note 13, above). Such observations indeed suggest that the input related to gender 
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agreement in Spanish DPs that the participants of such studies received is in fact 
obscure. It is worth noting here that under the full transfer / full access model 
(Schwartz and Sprouse 1994, 1996), learning problems are predicted to occur in 
the event input is obscure.

19. A similar effect for input exposure was found in previous findings of Japa-
nese L1 learners of Arabic who, despite the fact that they were significantly out-
performed by their French counterparts, outperformed their English counterparts 
significantly. Although neither Japanese nor English exhibits gender demonstra-
tive agreement (unlike French), negative L1 transfer effects seems to have been 
mitigated by the extra input received by the Japanese participants (see Alhawary 
2009a).

20. See note 5, above. 
21. See Alhawary (2009a, 163–67; 2007b) for another proposal where the mech-

anism of feature checking of verbal agreement may interact with that of the feature 
tense and where, in this case, both Russian and Chinese exhibit the feature tense, 
hence the proposal against what came to be known as the split-INFL hypothesis or 
the call for separate projections for tense and agreement, among others. 

22. This methodology has been criticized for its many limitations (e.g., Ellis 
1990, 1991; Lantolf 1990; Goss, Ying-Hua, and Lantolf 1994).

23. There was no evidence for or against the clustering effects since this ques-
tion has not been investigated.

24. In attributing parametric variation to strength of functional features, stan-
dard minimalist assumptions are adopted here. On this account, due to rich ver-
bal agreement features, both Arabic and Russian are analyzed with the functional 
feature strength set to [+strong], especially with respect to past tense, while func-
tional feature strength in Chinese is set to [-strong]. More recent reformulations of 
null subjects such as radical pro-drop (à la Neeleman and Szendrői 2007) are not 
adopted here since such proposals would lump together languages such as Arabic 
[+null], Spanish [+null], and English [-null] as nonradical pro-drop languages as 
opposed to Chinese [+null] and Japanese [+null] as radical pro-drop languages 
(for a similar criticism, see Lardiere 2009a; cf. Liceras 2009).

25. Syntactically, both Arabic and Russian also exhibit nominal/verbless sen-
tence structure. 

26. Like Russian, Polish only exhibits verbal gender agreement in the past tense.
27. For a brief account of LFG and how it fits into PT, see Pienemann (1998, 

93–98); for a comprehensive account of LFG, see Bresnan (1982, 2001). 
28. This claim is similar to Krashen’s (1977, 1985) concept of optimal input 

stated within the input hypothesis (IH) that the L2 learner will make progress if 
the level of the input is at i+1. 

29. There seems to be an ambiguity as to whether formal instruction can be 
demonstrated to be beneficial, affecting the falsifiability of the claim in (7) (see 
Krashen 1993). In addition, it is not clear from the model how the notion of “func-
tional need” can be controlled for in order to test the hypothesis. 

30. Data from intermediate participants may be necessary since beginner 
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participants may encounter problems learning and recalling vocabulary, and 
therefore the data from beginner participants alone may be too limited to reach 
valid claims (from such a cross-sectional design). 

31. In addition, recall (from chapter 5) that there was an asymmetry in the per-
formance of the Chinese L1-B, the Russian L1-A, and Russian L1-B participants 
on past versus present tense due likely to input effects (i.e., quality and timing of 
input of the target present and past tense). Most studies that have attempted to test 
PT claims do not seem to take input factors into account, whether for or against 
confirming the predictions.

32. In addition to the Arabic studies that have tested PT claims and are reviewed 
in Alhawary (2009a), two other studies (Husseinali 2006, 2016; Al Shatter 2008) 
claimed their findings confirmed PT predications. Based on data collected quasi-
longitudinally (over two semesters) and cross-sectionally from three participants 
(a beginner, an intermediate, and an advanced Australian English L1–speaking 
learner of Arabic), Al Shatter (2008) claims that his study provides evidence in 
support of PT’s prediction. However, the study relies on three types of structures: 
(1) lexical procedures (where learners are able to produce pronoun suffixes with 
verbs without agreement with a given subject), (2) interphrasal procedures (where 
learners are able to apply agreement between the subject and the verb), and (3) 
interclausal procedure (where learners are able to observe agreement between a 
relative pronoun and a preceding noun occurring as an object of a verb). There 
are at least three limitations with the study. First, the three target forms are too 
coarse-grained, allowing for wide and predictable structural gaps between them. 
Since lexical procedures are stage 2 and interphrasal procedures are stage 4, more 
robust testing of PT predictions would have followed from target forms occurring 
consecutively with no stage gaps between them (such as stage 2 and 3 or stage 3 
and 4 structures). Second, the target forms do not seem to take into account the 
schedule of input exposure and whether emergence of form is subject to exposure 
timing rather than speech processing constraints, which is the case with relative 
clauses, which are usually introduced later than verbal agreement in almost all syl-
labi. Third, based on the examples provided (Al Shatter 2008, 294–97), which in-
cluded many different suffixes (including those for third person singular feminine, 
third person singular masculine, third person plural masculine, third person dual 
masculine, third person dual feminine, first person plural, and first person singu-
lar) in both past and present tense contexts, it is not clear how data elicitation and 
production/emergence of agreement involving such forms were tracked among 
the participants. It is also unclear as to how participants/learners are assumed to 
produce pronoun suffixes on verbs without taking agreement with a subject (as an 
explicit noun/pronoun or an implicit subject in the discourse) into account. 

Similarly, Husseinali (2006, 2016) claims that his study “confirms the implica-
tional hierarchy of processing stages,” that “variation was found between struc-
tures belonging to the same stage (intraphrasal variation),” and that there was 
no evidence of “stage skipping” (Husseinali 2016, 104). The study was based on 
data from six participants (two first-year, two second-year, and two third-year 



American English L1–speaking learners of Arabic) collected from two interview 
sessions (one at the end of the first semester and another after six weeks of the sec-
ond semester). However, based on the data provided (and relevant to the present 
data), while some data seem to be either evidently inconclusive and insufficient for 
the conclusions drawn, other data seem to be clearly in violation of the hypoth-
esized implicational hierarchy, contrary to the stated conclusions. For example, 
noun–adjective agreement (between the attributive adjective and head noun pro-
cessable at stage 3) is already found to have emerged together with subject–verb 
agreement and noun–predicate adjective agreement, both of which are processable 
at stage 4) in the interlanguage systems of both first-year participants (Husseinali 
2016, 63, 66; tables 6.1–6.3) and one of the two second-year participants (Hussein-
ali 2016, 70; tables 6.5 and 6.6). As for the other second-year participant, the data 
show the participant was not able to acquire noun–predicate adjective (processable 
at stage 4) in either interview session even though the data show she had already 
acquired verbal agreement (processable at stage 4) in both sessions (Husseinali 
2016, 74–75; tables 6.7–6.8). According to processability, gender agreement in 
both forms should emerge at the same time, a prediction not validated by the data 
(see Alhawary 2009b for data from French L1 and English L1 participants on simi-
lar target forms providing evidence against PT predictions). Moreover, one of the 
two third-year participants did not show evidence that noun–adjective agreement 
(processable at stage 3) emerged in the first interview session even though she has 
shown clear evidence that she has already acquired subject–verb agreement and 
noun–predicate adjective agreement (both of which are processable at stage 4), an 
observation in clear violation of PT’s implicational hierarchy of processing stages 
(Husseinali 2016, 78; table 6.9). Husseinali (2006, 2016) claims that the “results and 
conclusions of Alhawary (1999) were stretched beyond the point warranted by the 
data” (Husseinali 2016, 6; 2006, 6) and states that he “counted all the verbs and all 
the adjectives presented in the vocabulary list at the beginning of each unit of the 
twenty units in the textbook that Alhawary reported to have been used with his 
subjects. . . . It turned out that there were far more verbs than adjectives in those 
lists. There were a total of 114 (none repeated) verbs and only 22 adjectives” (Hus-
seinali 2016, 30; 2006, 59). Needless to say, vocabulary lists alone are not indicative 
of the number of occurrence of forms in any given lesson. Rather, the number of 
occurrence of forms can only be reliably determined based on their occurrence in 
passages/texts and drills within lessons, as noted throughout beneath tables listing 
input schedules of target forms (e.g., Alhawary 1999, 2003, 2009a), a method that 
was also oddly adopted wholesale by Husseinali himself (e.g., Husseinali 2016, 34). 
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Chapter 8
Pedagogical and Applied Implications  

This chapter discusses implications and practical applications for the findings 
in a number of subfields of Arabic applied linguistics, including Arabic cur-
riculum design, Arabic foreign language pedagogy and teacher preparation, 
and Arabic proficiency testing. Crucial to these areas are findings to do with 
acquisition tendencies or patterns, in particular, and second language acqui-
sition factors, in general. Specific Arabic SLA tendencies are first discussed, 
followed by explanation and examples of subfields that can be informed by 
Arabic SLA findings. 

8.1 Acquisition Tendencies of the Target Structures 

From a sound observational perspective, conclusions about the emergence of 
acquisition trends about target forms should be made only in conjunction with 
information about the timing and amount of input exposure of such forms. 
In other words, for such conclusions to be warranted, the forms should be in-
troduced and should subsequently maintain reasonable presence in the input. 
Against the backdrop of input scheduling and its maintenance we can also 
make claims about other contributing factors such as language transfer. The 
observations made about the target forms here are based on this rationale.

8.1.2 Gender Assignment on Nouns

Based on the instructional input of the participants of the present study with 
respect to gender assignment on nouns, we can speculate that both Russian 
L1 and Chinese L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2 are likely to produce 
the feminine {-a} and masculine {-0} gender features correctly on nouns and 
without noticeable difficulty (as reported in chapter 3), suggesting that they are 
able to acquire gender assignment on nouns from early on. Although partici-
pants from both L1 backgrounds produced tokens where nouns were inflected 
for the wrong gender (see sections 3.3.1.2 and 3.3.2.2, chapter 3), such tokens 
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were either too small to be significant or were produced by a few participants. 
It is possible that the participants of the present study may have learned and 
produced nouns initially based on instance learning of the stem noun and 
inflection as a monomorphemic chunk as attested during the initial stage of 
L2 acquisition. Notwithstanding this general observation, the main conclu-
sion here is that gender assignment on nouns does not seem to constitute a 
noticeable learning problem for Chinese and Russian speakers. This is, in fact, 
consistent with previous data from English L1, French L1, and Japanese L1 
speakers learning Arabic as an L2 (e.g., Alhawary 2009a). 

8.1.2 Gender Assignment on Adjectives

Unlike gender assignment on nouns, the findings of the present study indicate 
that, for Chinese and Russian L2 learners of Arabic, the main learning problem 
posed by nominal gender agreement is gender assignment on adjectives, uni-
formly more so by the Chinese than the Russian speakers, although both learn-
ers may tend to use the singular masculine as the default form (see chapter 3, 
section 3.3.1). Provided that adjectives (inflected for the masculine and femi-
nine gender, especially those following head nouns within the noun phrase) are 
available and maintained in the input from early on, Russian L1 speakers are 
likely to acquire (especially feminine) gender assignment on adjectives more 
robustly than Chinese L1 speakers. The latter are able to mitigate the influence 
of their L1 (due to the lack of the gender feature in their L1) through intensive 
instruction at the early stages, but in the long run they are likely to encounter 
more difficulty and make more errors in their production of adjectives even at 
later stages (e.g., third year) of learning. This is congruent with previous find-
ings where speakers of a language similar to Russian (such as French, which 
exhibits the gender feature) find gender assignment on adjectives less difficult 
than speakers of languages similar to Chinese (such as English and Japanese), 
which do not exhibit the gender feature (e.g., Alhawary 2009a).

8.1.3 Gender Agreement Involving Demonstrative Pronouns 

As for the acquisition tendency of gender agreement involving Arabic de-
monstrative pronouns, Chinese L1 and Russian L1 speakers learning Arabic 
as an L2 tend to find gender assignment on demonstrative pronouns as well as 
agreement involving demonstratives difficult to acquire due to absence of the 
gender feature in both languages, and they tend to use the singular masculine 
as the default form (see section 3.3.2, chapter 3). However, as is the case with 
gender assignment on adjectives, with intensive input exposure from early 
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on, for Chinese and Russian speakers, errors of gender agreement involving 
demonstrative pronouns can be mitigated, but Chinese speakers are likely to 
encounter more difficulty and make more errors in later stages (such as the 
third year) than Russian speakers. The latter tendency may be due to the Rus-
sian speakers being more sensitive to the gender feature in nominal construc-
tions in general.1 By the same token, previous findings indicate that speakers 
of languages (such as French) that exhibit gender demonstrative agreement 
do not find demonstrative gender agreement problematic, as do speakers of 
languages (such as English and Japanese) that do not exhibit such agreement 
(see Alhawary 2009a, 2009b). 

8.1.4 Verbal Gender Agreement 

As long as verbal agreement is present and maintained in the input, Chinese 
and Russian L2 learners of Arabic tend to acquire verbal agreement from early 
on and continue to improve their performance over time. They may exhibit 
more feminine than masculine agreement errors in their production of verbal 
agreement during and beyond the early stages of Arabic L2 exposure (section 
4.3, chapter 4). Thus, learners with different L1s may not exhibit (significant) 
differences in performance.2 This is consistent with previous findings, where 
English, French, and Japanese L2 learners of Arabic were found to improve 
their performance with length of exposure and exhibited more feminine than 
masculine agreement errors (see Alhawary 2009a).

8.1.5 Tense/Aspect (Past and Present) 

Not unlike the acquisition tendency of verbal agreement and provided that 
past and present tense input is maintained throughout, Chinese and Russian 
L2 learners of Arabic are likely to acquire both tenses from early on and con-
tinue to improve their performance over time without exhibiting significant 
differences in performance between past and present tense. Thus, the ability 
to narrate within past and present time frames is expected to improve equally 
among all these learners with more time and exposure to the target language. 
However, in addition, acquisition of tense seems to be subject to input expo-
sure timing, where past tense is acquired before present tense if the former is 
presented before the latter and conversely. By the same token, if both tenses are 
presented together, both tend to be acquired at the same time (see section 5.3, 
chapter 5). Previous findings, especially based on English L2 learners of Ara-
bic, point to the same conclusion where past tense was acquired before present 
tense, as the former was introduced before the latter (Alhawary 2009a; see also 
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section 5.4, chapter 5). The above observation is true so long as all previous 
Arabic L2 studies have been conducted on participants whose L1s exhibit a 
tense distinction between past versus present/non-past.

8.2 Contributing Acquisition Factors 

Based on the data presented in the foregoing chapters, a number of crucial 
contributing acquisition factors are at play. The most crucial of such factors 
are the role of input frequency and that of L1 transfer (in relation to typologi-
cal and structural proximity or lack thereof), both of whose effects are evident 
in all of the acquisition tendencies discussed above.3 In addition, two other 
factors seem to be crucial to the present data: perceptual salience and motiva-
tion. Perceptual salience is most evident in the ability of both the L1 Chinese 
and L1 Russian learners of Arabic to acquire noun–adjective word order. Al-
though in Arabic noun phrases the adjective occurs postnominally, almost all 
participants acquired and were able to adjust to the Arabic word order from 
early on, despite the fact that in both Chinese and Russian the adjective occurs 
prenominally. It has long been suggested in the literature that word order may 
be considered more salient than an inflectional feature and may have therefore 
contributed to the participants’ noticing and acquiring the proper noun–ad-
jective word order (see Corder 1978; Slobin 1973). Previous data from par-
ticipants whose L1s that are both similar (such as French) and different (such 
as English and Japanese) from Arabic provided even stronger evidence for 
perceptual salience where such participants produced a very small number of 
tokens with prenominal adjectives (e.g., Alhawary 2009a).4 As for motivation, 
its impact was detected in most of the Chinese L1 and some of the Russian 
L1 participants, especially those who scored 100% correct in nominal gen-
der agreement and who seemed particularly motivated to learn Arabic. This 
was immediately evident to the researcher and was confirmed by participants’ 
teachers as belonging among the more motivated learners (see section 7.3 and 
figure 7.1, chapter 7). 

8.3 Subfields of Arabic Applied Linguistics Informed by Arabic SLA

8.3.1 Arabic Curriculum Design: Scheduling Learning Objectives and 

Input Recycling

One subfield in Arabic applied linguistics that can beneficially be informed 
by Arabic SLA findings is Arabic curriculum design and construction. Un-
derstanding Arabic second language acquisition tendencies or patterns helps 
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the Arabic textbook writer determine the scheduling of learning objectives of 
forms (i.e., what and when to introduce forms) and their recycling in the in-
put. For example, despite being among high-frequency forms, nominal gender 
agreement seems to be particularly problematic for certain Arabic L2 learners 
such as L1 Chinese (and L1 English and L1 Japanese) learners of Arabic and, 
therefore, should be introduced from early on and subsequently recycled for 
such learners for an extended period of time.5 This may be counterintuitive for 
some since basic and high-frequency forms may be assumed to occur often in 
the input (inside and outside of the classroom) and may not, therefore, need 
as much attention as low-frequency and more complicated items. However, 
the present findings indicate that (due to L1 transfer and lack of the feature 
gender in L1) Chinese L1 speakers are more likely to encounter problems with 
nominal gender agreement (than do others, such as Russians), and their per-
formance may decline at later stages (see section 3.3.1, chapter 3). This is sup-
ported by similar findings on French L1 (similar to Russian) speakers versus 
English L1 and Japanese L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2 (e.g., Alhawary 
2009a). 

On the other hand, other forms that do not seem to be particularly problem-
atic such as verbal agreement and tense can be introduced when needed (i.e., 
with no difference as to whether the aim is to develop the learner’s ability to 
narrate in present tense before past tense or vice versa) but should nevertheless 
be recycled reasonably in the input. Accordingly, such forms are not likely to 
have any particular (negative) consequence for the Chinese L1 versus the Rus-
sian L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2. The same is true of previous findings 
with respect to French L1 versus English and Japanese L1 speakers (see Alha-
wary 2009a). Additionally, based on previous findings, forms that do not seem 
to be particularly complex, such as the various negation particles, should also 
be introduced as soon as their prerequisite tenses are introduced.6 Recycling 
such forms in the input is also necessary for acquisition of such forms, as evi-
dent in the acquisition of the present tense negation with lā versus past tense 
negation with mā, where the former seems to be acquired more readily, prob-
ably due to more consistency in input recycling (Alhawary 2009a, 125–39). 
However, forms that are too complex due to form–function relationships may 
not be beneficial to introduce and focus on from early on as L2 learners may 
not be developmentally ready to acquire or produce such forms, and as a result 
Arabic L2 learners may adopt avoidance strategies to not produce the forms 
altogether. In this case, instruction time would be wasted and the L2 learners 
discouraged. This is true, for example, for focusing on case endings associated 



186    Chapter 8

with laysa and kāna constructions at an early stage (for a detailed discussion 
of these forms, see Alhawary 2009a, 142–45). However, once introduced, such 
forms should receive a good amount of recycling in the input and different 
types of activities implemented in order to enhance learners’ awareness of such 
forms in the input (perhaps à la Sharwood Smith 1981, 1991). 

8.3.2 Arabic Foreign Language Pedagogy and Teacher Preparation

Another area that can beneficially be informed by Arabic SLA findings is Ara-
bic foreign language pedagogy and classroom teaching. Awareness of L2 acqui-
sition factors and tendencies provides the teacher with prior expectations in 
the classroom in order to adopt strategies and design and implement effective 
techniques for reinforcing textbook input and offering effective feedback and 
error correction. For example, by being aware that Chinese (and English and 
Japanese) L2 learners of Arabic may encounter learning problems with nomi-
nal gender agreement even through their third year of learning the language, 
the novice or in-training teacher can recognize the need to tolerate learners’ 
errors and adopt effective and indirect ways of error correction. Such teach-
ers can equally become cognizant of the need to reinforce or enhance class-
room input by incorporating additional drills and activities on nominal gender 
agreement to supplement textbook input (should it fall short of recycling the 
form consistently) or to raise the learner’s consciousness about gender or other 
grammatical features (e.g., Sharwood Smith 1981, 1991). Last, but not least, re-
alizing that the highest performance is achieved by highly motivated learners, 
the teacher can also aim for the highest levels of learner success by nourishing 
and nurturing learners’ motivation throughout the different stages of language 
learning (Alhawary 2009a).  

8.3.3 Arabic Foreign Language Proficiency Testing

A third subfield of Arabic applied linguistics that can be greatly informed by 
Arabic SLA findings is Arabic second language testing, including refining the 
rubrics of the different proficiency levels and training raters and testers. De-
spite the several updates of the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines for the different 
proficiency levels (ACTFL 1989, 1999), current ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 
(ACTFL 2012) contain various vague rubrics and descriptors. For example, in 
referring to grammatical elements, the current guidelines for speaking contain 
the following general and vague descriptors (extracted from ACTFL [2012] 
Speaking Proficiency Guidelines): 
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•	 Novice High:	   

°	 Syntax may be strongly influenced by the first language
•	 Intermediate Low:	

	 °	 Syntax . . . strongly influenced by first language
•	 Intermediate Mid:

°	 Difficulty manipulating time and aspect 

°	 Limitations in grammar and/or syntax
•	 Intermediate High:

°	 Can narrate and describe in all major time frames . . . but not all  
the time 

°	 Failure to carry out fully the narration or description in the 
appropriate major time frame 

°	 Interference from another language may be evident (e.g., use of 
code-switching, false cognates, literal translations)

•	 Advanced Low:

°	 Ability to narrate and describe in all major time frames of past, 
present, and future 

°	 Some control of aspect 

°	 Sufficient accuracy 

°	 Marked by a certain grammatical roughness (e.g., inconsistent 
control of verb endings)

•	 Advanced Mid: 

°	 Ability to narrate and describe in the major time frames of past, 
present, and future 

°	 Good control of aspect 

°	 Much accuracy
•	 Advanced High:

°	 An imperfect grasp of some forms 

°	 Ability to explain in detail and narrate fully and accurately in all 
time frames

•	 Superior:

°	 Virtually no pattern of error in the use of basic structures 

°	 Sporadic errors, particularly in low-frequency . . . and in complex 
high-frequency structures.

Since the limitations of such vague descriptors were discussed and problema-
tized in Alhawary (2009a, 179–81)—which include absence of specific gram-
matical forms to aid the tester in identifying test taker’s level, heavy emphasis 



of functions over forms, treatment of structures as static and irrespective of 
speakers’ L1s, and lack of clarity as to what “basic” and “complex” structures 
mean or what those structures are—some minor updates have been added to 
the current guidelines (ACTFL 2012) in the form of “specific annotations.”  

However, despite the addition of “specific annotations” to some of the ru-
brics and errors identified for specific levels, the annotations are either con-
siderably vague themselves or problematic altogether. Table 8.1 provides some 
examples of the annotations as they relate to the errors and patterns of errors 
identified for the sublevels. Vague annotations include those for the Novice 
High level (where it is not clear why or if the entire verbal agreement paradigm 
in the present is targeted at this stage rather than a few conjugation forms re-
lated to the most immediate personal needs of the speaker at this level, which 
include first person singular) and for the Advanced Mid level (one of which 
simply states that speakers at the level exhibit “a noticeable increase in errors”). 
As for the problematic annotations, these include the ones for the Advanced 
High and Superior levels, where “gender and number” errors are stated to “per-
sist” in the Advanced High level and that such structures are considered low 
frequency. It is not at all clear how structures involving gender and number are 
considered low frequency since every single noun, adjective, and verb in the 
Arabic language exhibits gender and number features. Such descriptors can be 
greatly and more accurately informed if they are further based on actual Ara-
bic second language acquisition data. Recall from the present as well as previ-
ous findings, there is ample evidence that verbal agreement (which include 
gender and number) does not pose a problem to learners with different L1s 
but that nominal agreement (which includes gender and number) constitutes 
different learning tasks or problems for learners with different L1s.7 Moreover, 
if structures involving gender and number are considered low frequency, one 
wonders what complex high-frequency structures are.8 

Accordingly, use of vague descriptors and annotations in the current 
ACTFL (2012) Speaking Proficiency Guidelines still reveal a number of limi-
tations. These include, among others, lack of specificity of what grammatical 
errors characterize a specific level or free from it; lack of specificity as to the 
exact structures that are complex, basic, high frequency, and low frequency; 
lack of inclusion of criteria for such classifications; and treatment of the notion 
of complexity and the learning of structures as constituting the same learning 
tasks/problems for Arabic L2 learners irrespective of their L1 backgrounds.9 As 
a result, the tester is left to decide, based on what seems intuitive from the tes-
ter’s point of view, what “basic” and what “complex” or “what high frequency” 
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Table 8.1  Example annotations of ACTFL (Speaking) Proficiency Guidelines 
(2012)

Level Descriptor Specific Annotation 

Novice
High

Their language consists 
primarily of short and 
sometimes incomplete sen-
tences in the present.1 

1 This statement may be partially correct. Unlike 
Romance languages, the Arabic imperfect verb 
(i.e. present tense) is more complicated than the 
past tense morphologically and syntactically. 
The imperfect verb has 14 conjugations, each 
with a prefix and a suffix that change with 
number and person. In addition, it has three 
moods, two of which are loosely equivalent to 
the indicative and subjunctive. On the other 
hand, the past tense has only suffixes that 
indicate number and person [and gender].

Advanced 
Mid

[They] demonstrate the 
ability to narrate and de-
scribe in the major time 
frames of past, present, and 
future by providing a full 
account, with good control 
of aspect.13

13  In Arabic, this point may be equivalent to 
the control of the moods of the imperfect verb 
(i.e., the indicative, subjunctive, and jussive).

the quality and/or quantity 
of their speech will gener-
ally decline 15

15  This decline is marked by a noticeable 
increase in errors.

Advanced
High

. . . patterns of error  
appear 3

3 The patterns of error that persist up to this 
level include gender and number agreement 
as well as the moods of the imperfect (e.g., 
the indicative, subjunctive, jussive – عراضملا                       
                                              ). Sometimes, errors 
in case are also observed.

Superior Speakers at the Superior 
level demonstrate no pat-
tern of error in the use of 
basic structures, although 
they may make sporadic 
errors, particularly in low-
frequency structures7  and 
in complex high-frequency 
structures.

7  Low frequency sporadic structural errors 
include gender and number agreement as well 
as the use of the wrong imperfect mood of the 
verb (e.g., the subjunctive/jussive instead of 
the indicative –اوسردت اذام– and the jussive in-
stead of the subjunctive –فرغ يل فْصِت).
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and what “low frequency” mean. Although the notion of adding “specific an-
notations” to levels’ rubrics and descriptors is a step in the right direction, 
much more work remains to be done, and here is where SLA findings can in-
form proficiency testing and make a significant difference. Specifying acquisi-
tion tendencies, patterns of emergence and acquisition (by speakers of similar 
as well as different L1s), and problematic structures (based on SLA findings 
such as those of the previous, present, and future studies) can inform profi-
ciency testing and mitigate the confusion and ambiguity entailed by current 
descriptors and annotations and help guide testers away from misidentifying 
the correct proficiency level of test takers. 

Before concluding, consider two specific examples of how SLA data can 
inform proficiency testing. First, beyond Novice High and Intermediate Low 
levels, rubrics of other levels do not acknowledge or accurately capture the role 
of L1 transfer, contrary to the data of the present and previous studies. Recall 
such studies show that due to L1 transfer, L1 Chinese, L1 English, and L1 Japa-
nese learners (and others with similar L1s) of Arabic are likely to find gender 
agreement in nominal constructions more problematic than learners whose 
L1s exhibit nominal gender agreement (such as French and Russian), perhaps 
even as their proficiency level comes close to Intermediate High or Advanced 
Low—as they are finishing their third year of language study.10 Accordingly, 
current ACTFL rubrics may need to be refined to acknowledge such a differ-
ence among different learners as well as acquisition asymmetry patterns even 
when structures involve similar features (e.g., gender and number) so that they 
are not lumped together in the same level. Testers can then be cautioned to take 
into consideration other rubrics of the level before rushing to judgment in de-
termining the level of the examinee. Second, isolating tense and aspect in Ara-
bic (indicating that L2 learners develop “some control of aspect” at Advanced 
Low whereas they develop “good control of aspect” at Advanced Mid) may not 
be warranted (pending further future research) since tense and aspect seem 
to be conflated in Arabic and seem to develop along the same developmental 
path, along with verbal agreement (for a similar proposal to refine the ACTFL 
rubrics, see Spinner 2007; see also Spinner 2011). Third, relying on SLA find-
ings can concomitantly help revise and/or add annotations to specify more 
accurately the exact levels exhibiting certain errors and those that do not.11 

8.4 Summary and Areas of Future Research

The above discussion is intended to provide some examples and explanation 
as to how Arabic SLA findings can contribute to subfields in Arabic applied 
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linguistics, such as Arabic foreign language pedagogy, teacher preparation, 
Arabic curriculum design, and Arabic proficiency testing. The present chapter 
has been written in the spirit of encouraging further research in Arabic SLA, 
which has fortunately witnessed more activities and publications in recent 
years including the emergence of studies on the Arabic heritage learner. More 
research will further contribute to our knowledge of how the Arabic language 
is learned by different L1 speakers. Such research should include longitudi-
nal studies, especially those that are conducted for a number of years. More 
crucially, SLA data at higher proficiency levels (that is, beyond the first three 
years) as well as the near native level are needed. Finally, such studies should 
also consider not only the same target forms investigated here but also other 
inflectional members of the agreement paradigms as well as other structures. 
Other language pairings should also be considered, employing Arabic L2 
learners who are speakers of L1s that are similar and dissimilar, typologically 
and structurally, to Arabic. 

Notes
1. As discussed in chapters 3 and 7, this may be additionally due to the interac-

tion in the syntax between demonstrative pronouns and nominal gender agree-
ment within the determiner phrase in both Russian and Arabic (section 3.3.2, 
chapter 3; see also note 5, chapter 7).

2. This is true as far as the present and previous Arabic L2 findings are con-
cerned and as long as such L1s exhibit a tense feature (i.e., a distinction is made 
between past versus nonpast/present tense). 

3. For a detailed discussion of the role of L1 transfer of the present data, see 
chapter 7; see also Alhawary (2009a, 2009b). For detailed discussions of the role 
of input frequency, see sections 3.3.1.4 and 3.3.2.3, chapter 3; section 4.4, chapter 
4; and section 5.4, chapter 5. Previous findings provide additional evidence for the 
robustness of the role of input. This is evident in the acquisition data of negation 
structures and mood endings. In particular, although they do not have functional 
urgency as other forms, mood endings such as those affixed on verbs following 
lan “will not” and ʔan “to” emerged in some L2 learners primarily due to their 
somewhat sustained presence in the input (Alhawary 2009a, 125–46). Moreover, 
and beyond evidence provided by input- or usage-based accounts cited in chapter 
7, the role of input frequency has been widely acknowledged in the SLA literature, 
especially with respect to morpheme order acquisition. Larsen-Freeman and Long 
(1991, 91) go as far as stating that, among the factors of acquisition of morpheme 
order, “only input frequency has much empirical support to date.” More recently 
and based on meta-analysis of a number of morpheme order studies, Goldschnei-
der and DeKeyser (2001) found input frequency to be one of five factors (including 
perceptual salience, morphological regularity, semantic complexity, syntactic cat-
egory, and frequency in input) that account for variance in the data. Goldschneider 



and DeKeyser conclude that “a considerable portion of the order of acquisition 
of grammatical functors by ESL learners . . . can be predicted by the five factors” 
(2001, 37). 

4. See also section 7.6, chapter 7, for an analysis where verbal agreement pro-
duction by the participants tends to be slightly more accurate than verbal agree-
ment in the past tense (based on accuracy percentages alone). Since the former 
involves a prefix and the latter a suffix, such an acquisition tendency may be due to 
prefixes being more perceptually salient than suffixes.  

5. Regarding being among high-frequency forms, this recommended schedul-
ing happens to be somewhat the same as the one implemented by the authors of 
the instructional input of the participants (see section 3.3.1.4, chapter 3). The same 
is true for instructional input of previous studies on English L1, French L1, and 
Japanese L1 speakers learning Arabic as an L2 (Alhawary 2009a, 57, 88–91).

6. Note that the negation construction involving lam seems to require more 
additional attention and recycling than other negation constructions (Alhawary 
2009a, 134–39). 

7. Based on data from Arabic L2 learners with different L1s (e.g., English, 
French, Spanish, Russian, Chinese, and Japanese), this statement must be qualified 
to be applicable thus far to L1s that exhibit a tense feature. Findings about acquisi-
tion tendencies of learners with L1s that do not exhibit a tense feature (in addition 
to verbal agreement) are not available yet. 

8. Furthermore, more problematic is the following descriptor and its related 
annotation added to the Superior level:

When appropriate, these speakers use extended discourse without unnatu-
rally lengthy hesitation to make their point, even when engaged in abstract 
elaborations. Such discourse, while coherent, may still be influenced by lan-
guage patterns other than those of the target language 6 [emphasis added]

6 One example is the use by a Superior speaker whose sentence structure 
in Arabic is more typical of English sentence structure which uses relative 
clauses where the object pronoun in the dependent clause that refers back  
to the subject noun in the main clause is dropped (e.g., ح يتلا تايرابملا  in- 
stead of                                 ).

where such a statement reflects a common misunderstanding that use of resump-
tive pronouns in object position is obligatory in Arabic and consequently labels 
such use as evidence of L1 transfer (from English) rather than proper (Arabic) 
target-like use (see Alhawary 2016, 56).

9. The notion of “complexity” is itself problematic since the notion is vague here 
and should be explicitly defined.    

10. It is not the intention here to equate attainment of certain proficiency levels 
with strict amounts of exposure time or durations of language study, but most lan-
guage programs do set such proficiency benchmarks in terms of durations of study.    

11. See Bachman and Cohen (1998) and Alderson (2005) for detailed discus-
sions on the interfaces between SLA and language testing and assessment.  
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Appendix A 

Language Background Biographical Data

1. Age: ______________     2. Gender: ______________    3. Major: _________________

4. Year at University: ______________  5. Years or months studying Arabic: ___________

6. Where? _______________________________________________________________

7. Is English your native language?   Yes ______ No ________

8. If English is not your native language, what is your native language? ___________

9. Knowledge of other languages:
Language 1:	 Please state what language: ___________________
(please circle appropriate levels of proficiency)
Speaking	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Listening	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Reading	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Writing	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak

Language 2:	 Please state what language: _____________________
(please circle appropriate levels of proficiency)
Speaking	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Listening	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Reading	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Writing	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak

Language 3:	 Please state what language: ________________________
(please circle appropriate levels of proficiency)
Speaking	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Listening	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Reading	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak
Writing	 native	      near native           good            fair	    weak

10. Other languages? ______________________________________________________

11. If bilingual, what are the two languages? ________________ & _________________

And what is the more dominant of the two? __________________.

12. Have you traveled briefly to an Arabic-speaking country?    
If yes, where? _________________________  
How often? ______________ And for how long? ____________________

13. Have you resided in an Arabic-speaking country? If yes, where? __________________

For how long? _________________ Have you taken courses in Arabic there? __________

How many and what courses have you taken there? ______________________________



Appendix B 

Tables 1–4

Table 1a  Frequency of verbal gender agreement (past tense) occurrence in the 
textbook of the Chinese L1-A Group 1
	 Verbal Gender Agreement (Past Tense)			 

	 3.	 3.	 3.	 3.	 1.	 1.	 2.	 2.	 2.	 2. 
Unit a	 s.m	 s.f	 p.m	 p.f	 s	 p	 s.m	 s.f	 p.m	 p.f

1									       
2									       
3	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
4	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
5	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
6	 ()	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
7	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
8	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
9	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
10	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
11	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
12	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
13	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X
14	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]		  [X]	 [X]		
15	 [X]	 (X)	 (/)			   (/)	 (X)	 (/)	 (X)	
16	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 (/)	 [X]	 (/)	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	
17	 (X)	 [X]	 [X]		  (X)		  (/)	 (/)		
18	 (X)	 (X)			   (X)	 (/)	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	
19	 (X)	 (X)	 [X]	 [X]	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)		
20	 (X)	 (/)	 (X)	 (/)	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)			 
21	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)		  (X)	 (/)	 (X)			 
22	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)		  (X)	 (X)	 (/)		  (/)	
23	 [X]	 (/)	 (X)		  (X)	 (/)	 (/)		  (/)	
24	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]

a The textbook used is al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, vol. 1 (Guo and Zhou 2002).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; [X] = indirect focused attempt occurring in conjugation 
drills; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but occurs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; 
(/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs less than 4 times.
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Table 1b  Frequency of verbal gender agreement (present tense) occurrence in the 
textbook of the Chinese L1-A Group 1
	 Verbal Gender Agreement (Present Tense)			 

	 3.	 3.	 3.	 3.	 1.	 1.	 2.	 2.	 2.	 2. 
Unita	 s.m	 s.f	 p.m	 p.f	 s	 p	 s.m	 s.f	 p.m	 p.f

1									       
2									       
3	 (X)								      
4	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
5	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
6	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
7	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
8	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
9	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
10	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
11	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
12	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)	 (/)
13	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X
14	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)	  	  
15	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 (/)	 [X]	 [X]	 (X)	 [X]	  	
16	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 (X)	 [X]	 (X)	 [X]	 [X]	 (X)
17	 [X]	 (X)	 (X)	 [X] 	 (X)	 (X) 	 (X) 	 [X]	 [X]	
18	 (X) 	 [X]	 (/)	 [X]	 (X) 	 [X]	 (X) 	 [X]	 [X]	
19	 [X]	 [X]	 (X)	 (/)	 (X)	  (X) 	 (/)	 [X]	 [X]	  
20	 (X) 	 (X)	 (X)	 (X) 	 (X) 	 (X) 	 (/)	 (/)	 (X)	
21	 [X]	 [X]	 [X]	 (/)	 (X) 	 [X]	 (X) 	 [X]	 (/)	
22	 (X) 	 (X) 	 (X) 		  (X) 	 (X) 	 (X) 	 (/)	 (X) 	 (/)
23	 [X]	 (X)	 (X)		  (X)	  	 (X) 		  (X)	  
24	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (X)	 (/)	 (/)			   (/)	

a The textbook used here is al-Jadīd fī al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, vol. 1 (Guo and Zhou 2002).
  X = focused attempt to teach the structure; [X] = indirect focused attempt occurring in conjugation 
drills; (X) = structure is not the focus of instruction but occurs in the lesson and drills 4 or more times; 
(/) = structure is not the focus of instruction and occurs less than 4 times.
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