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ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on the development of narrative skills in the acquisition of Greek as a second
language. 1t investigates the means for expressing two types of temporal relations, sequence and
simultaneity. Beginning, intermediate and advanced Albanian learners of L2 Greek were asked to tell a
story based on a silent animated film. The analysis revealed that marking of temporal sequence
appeared earlier than marking of simultaneity. Beginners relied upon lexical aspect to advance
narrative time, at least when their vocabulary allowed them to, while intermediate learners mainly
used past perfective verb forms and temporal adverbs. Advanced learners made use of the lexical
aspect of eventualities as well as of inflectional morphology. Simultaneity was marked by employing a
variety of means, but often ineffectively at both the beginning and the intermediate level.

Keywords: second language acquisition, narrative, temporality

1. Introduction

The expression of temporality by adult second language (L2) learners has attracted a lot of attention in
the literature. The relevant research has largely focused on the emergence of verbal morphology of
tense and aspect and on factors determining their acquisition (Bardovi-Harlig 2000, Salaberry and
Shirai 2002). However, since the ’80s a methodological starting point for research has not been
morphology, but a conceptual domain like space or time. Within this “function to form” approach,
researchers try to identify which sub-components of such domains are expressed at each stage of
language acquisition and by what means (von Stutterheim and Klein 1987, Bardovi-Harlig 2000,
Starren 2001). This approach has made it possible to gain some insight into the structure of learners’
language systems even before the emergence of morphology. Moreover, it turned researchers’ attention
toward discourse, since principles of discourse organization carry a significant part of temporal
information (Klein, Dietrich and Noyau 1993).

Previous research has shown that even learners at a beginning level are able to express temporal
information. More specifically, before the emergence of morphology, speakers rely on lexical means
(adverbs, noun phrases) and the cooperation of their interlocutor to temporally locate an event as well
and on discourse principles to express basic temporal relations between events (Klein and Perdue
1997). Gradually morphology emerges and learners’ linguistic repertoire is enriched. Since research on
the development of temporality has mainly focused on early and quite advanced levels of L2
acquisition, little is known about temporal organization of texts at intermediate level. Moreover, not
much research has been conducted on the temporal organization in L2 Greek at various levels of
proficiency.

In this context, this study focuses on the expression of temporal relations in discourse, more
particularly oral narrative texts at three levels of L2 competence in Greek: beginning, intermediate and
advanced. We focus upon two types of relations between events: sequence, which is the basic temporal
relation in narratives, and simultaneity. The more specific questions we raise are:

— At which level of L2 competence are these two temporal relations expressed?

—  What are the means used for this purpose?

A narrative, according to some scholars, comprises two information levels, the foreground and the
background. There is, however, no consensus on the characteristics attributed to each of them (Hopper
1979, Hopper and Thomson 1980, Reinhart 1984). We here follow Klein and von Stutterheim (1989),
who argue that all texts are organized around a central question, which in the case of narratives is
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“what happened next?”. Utterances responding directly to this question form the foreground.
Utterances answering secondary questions, for example “how did the protagonist feel?”, form the
background.

In Klein and von Stutterheim's framework (1989), foregrounded utterances have two basic
characteristics. First, they denote eventualities® with a time boundary and they entail a change of state.
Second, they promote narrative time. More specifically, the reference time of the first event is
introduced by an adverb or follows from the situational context. Subsequent utterances are anchored to
that event in a relation of temporal sequence (Klein 1995). This is what Klein and von Stutterheim call
“the principle of natural order”, according to which the order of events in discourse reflects the order
they actually happened. Thus, narrated events are not individually anchored to the here and now of the
speaker, but one is anchored to the other, forming a referential chain. Speakers are free to anchor their
narratives in present, past or even future tense or shift between tenses. However, the anchor tense
changes the mental vantage point from where the narrator chooses to “watch” the narrated events, with
past being the neutral viewpoint while present or future suggests a more subjective evaluation of events
(Tzevelekou and Kantzou 2011). As for tense shifts, Schiffrin (1981) and Wolfson (1982) argue that
they are not incidental, but are used to mark discourse units. Moreover, shifts to the so-called
“historical present” highlight escalation points of the story.

In Greek the time boundary necessary for advancing narrative time is expressed through perfective
aspect, whenever past tense is used. In case the narrative or a passage is anchored to the present tense,
time is promoted through lexical aspect, as the perfective/imperfective opposition is unavailable in this
tense. More specifically, the inherent completion point of accomplishments and achievements is taken
as an anchor point for the next event (Tzevelekou, in print). Moreover, aspectual verbs focus on the
beginning or end of an activity. Adverbials of temporal sequence are also used to mark sequence of
events. Breaking the principal of natural order in cases of eventualities with inherent completion points
requires marking of the temporal relation, through temporal clauses for example.

2. Method

Narratives were elicited from three groups of L2 learners of Greek: beginner (n=9), intermediate
(n=15) and advanced (n=15). All learners had Albanian as their L1. The elicitation material was a silent
animated film, which describes the adventures of a boy and his dog during a winter day. Narratives
were transcribed and divided into propositions, which were further categorized as foreground or
background. Foregrounded propositions were coded for lexical aspect, tense, aspectual verbs and
adverbs of temporal sequence. Temporal sequence was studied for all foregrounded events in each
narrative. Simultaneity, on the other hand, was studied in relation to specific overlapping events of the
film (Picture 1). For those learners that made an effort to denote this temporal relation, the means used
were coded (e.g. temporal clauses, aspect, adverbials).

Picture 1 Screenshots from the overlapping events of the film

The proficiency level of the L2 learners was determined on the basis of criteria proposed by
Varlokosta and Triandafyllidou (2003). These criteria are presented in Table 12,

! Following Bach (1981), the word “eventualities” is used as a general term to refer to all types of lexical aspect.
2 The proficiency level was determined on the basis of a speech sample larger than the narrative studied here (for
details, see Kantzou 2010).
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NOUN PHRASE VERB PHRASE CLAUSES
9 «+ Perfective non-past forms
z < iti . .
Z * ;%Crk r‘]’;ge’?égl"e in main clauses % Lack of indirect
5 marlging gl (subjunctive) speech
& < Lack of Past Imperfective
= .
< | % Genitive insingular | < Past Imperfective
g number (occasional % Present Perfect % Lack of indirect
x production of plural | < Occasional production of speech
E genitive) Past Perfect
I « Indirect speech
w «» Stabilization of Past Perfect | Reason cIZuses
A % Genitive in both % Functional differentiation T .
< - . introduced by agov
2 singular and plural of verb stems (perfective — (after’)
imperfective .
S P ) % Concessive clauses
Table 1 Criteria for defining L2 proficiency level
3. Results

Table 2 presents the number of propositions and the percentage of foregrounded and backgrounded
ones in each group of learners. Beginners produced short narratives, with a statistically significant
increase at the intermediate level (Mann-Whitney U test, p-value=0,015<0,05), but not at the advanced
level, although a rise in total number of propositions was observed (Mann-Whitney U test, p-value=
0,539 > 0,05). The percentage of foregrounded propositions in all groups was higher than that of
backgrounded ones.

Tkl nur_n_ber o Foreground Background
propositions
Beginning 222 52,70% 46,85%
Intermediate 768 55,60% 44,40%
Advanced 854 57,85% 42,15%

Table 2 Total number of propositions and percentages of foreground and background propositions

Figure 1 shows the use of tenses in the foregrounded propositions, regardless of the inherent
temporal properties of eventualities. Beginners equally used past and non past forms. They also
produced a large number of non-past perfective verb forms, imperatives, past participles and other
forms that are considered infelicitous choices. Intermediate learners on the other hand came to restrict
themselves mainly to past tense. At the same time, present tense and infelicitous verbal choices were
reduced. At the advanced level present tense propositions tripled in frequency. However, statistical
analysis of these results revealed a significant difference between past and non-past forms only within
the intermediate group (Wilcoxon test, Z= -2,175, p-value = 0,030 < 0,05), but no difference within the
advanced group (Z= -1,264, p-value = 0,206 > 0,05).
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Beginning Intermediate Advanced

—&— Past Perfective —— Present
Past Imperfective

—¥— Perfective, non-past forms

Aspectual verbs
—@— Other forms (verbal or not)

Figure 1 Use of verbal forms in foregrounded propositions

Adverbs of temporal sequence appeared in about 13 and 16% of all propositions in beginning and
intermediate learners, but dropped to about 5% at advanced level (Table 3). Statistical analysis
confirmed that the group of advanced learners differed significantly from the other two groups (Mann-
Whitney U test, Beginning—Intermediate p-value= 0,599>0,05, Beginning—Advanced, p-value=
0,005<0,05, Intermediate — Advanced p-value= 0,002<0,05).

L2 learners Percentage
Beginning 15,77%
Intermediate 13,28%
Advanced 5,27%

Table 3 Percentage of propositions containing an adverb of temporal sequence

Turning now to each learners’ group separately, we will examine in more detail the way they
constructed the foreground of their narratives and their attempts to indicate a violation in the “principle
of natural order”.

3.1 Beginning level

Although it is difficult to claim that there was no functional morphology at the beginning level, it
seemed that it was not sufficiently developed to systematically support the advancement of narrative
time. As shown in Table 4, beginners did not systematically use perfective aspect (Aorist) in
foregrounded propositions. Several verbal forms were used infelicitously (ex. 1-2). Given these
difficulties with verbal morphology, other means had to be exploited for temporal relations to be
expressed.

Eventualities with an [Eventualities without an
inherent endpoint inherent endpoint

Past Perfective (Aorist) 33,33% 2,57%

Present 27,35% 11,11%

Past Imperfective 0 0

IAspectual verb — Past tense® 0 0

IAspectual verb — Present tense 0 0,85%
Perfective, non-past forms 15,38% 0,85%

Other forms (verbal or not) 8,56%

Table 4 Tenses and aspectual verbs in the foregrounded propositions of beginning learners

% In the case of aspectual verbs, the inherent temporal characteristics refer not to the aspectual verb itself — which is
always telic — but to the temporal properties of their complements.
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1)  Meta o apeviikd wdel, mivel éva todt koi &evka &evKOPIOT EDKAPIGTNUEVN] XX TO

oxvloct
Then the [dog’s] master goes, drinks a cup of tea and happy [: PASSIVE PARTICIPLE]
the dog.

2)  To oxvro mder [//] mhipe évo amd to. mdtve kor Oo fdler péoa oto [/] oto modL e Ko
QOYeL Vo, kaver ToTval 0 okDAOG.
The dog goes [//] took one of the skating shoes and will put [: PERFECTIVE FUTURE]
inside her foot and leave [: PERFECTIVE NON-PAST] to skate the dog.

Within the beginning level two phases were identified. In the first phase, learners used very limited
grammatical and lexical resources. Narratives were very brief, mainly consisting of backgrounded
propositions where high frequency verbs such as eiuc: (‘to be’) predominated. The difficulty of
constructing chains of sequential events stemmed less from limited morphological and lexical devices
denoting time and more from a limited vocabulary for describing the events themselves. In example 3
the proposition sivar uéoa oto vepo (‘they are in the water’) is a state, which takes the place of an event,
something like éreoe uéoa ara vepd (‘fell in the water’), because the speaker has not yet acquired the
verb zépzew (‘fall’) (or it was not available to her at the time of speaking).

3)  Eivou éva woudi ko Oéler va ## ice [% in english] # kau # n oxcdlo Oéder ko épOer [?]
ka1 dev umopet yioti dev Eyel mamovtol. E: peta ## e <o mor> [/] to mwaidia eivar oo
[//] uéoa oto vepo kou  oxvlo Géler va +... to get out [% in english].
There is a boy and he wants to ## ice [% in english] and the dog wants and come and
[he] cannot because he doesn’t have a shoe. E: then ## e: <the ch> [/] the children
are in the water and the dog wants to +... to get out [% in english].

In the more advanced phase of beginners, vocabulary was enriched and more events were included
in the narratives. Although there were some verbal morphological contrasts, tense and aspect
morphology was not systematically used to mark temporal relations. Sequence was instead mainly
expressed through the inherent completion point of events. Learners were thus able to structure simple
narratives consisting of foregrounded events and backgrounded states (ex. 4). However, as in the first
phase, there were cases indicating that learners still faced difficulties constructing eventualities with
appropriate inherent temporal characteristics (see double underlined proposition in ex. 6 below).
Especially in the second phase, adverbs of temporal sequence became very important for learners, since
they contributed to clarifying temporal relations (Bardovi—Harlig 2000, 39).

4)  Foreground Background

[a] Twpo frav wa [I] évag oxvidg
Now there was a dog

[b] ko Evomvijoer to mpwi

and wake up in the morning

[c] ka1 kéver tny youvooTiki to mpwi.

and exercises in the morning.
[d] 4246 sjzav [ t0 K0upd Hrav Koo,
but the weather was bad
[e] 7zav moAd kpoo,
it was very cold
[f] <wo dpouos xxx> [//] o1 Jpduor #rav
TOYWUEVOL.
the road xxx> [//] the roads were frozen
[0] ko avté <dev xXxx> [//] dev umopei vo
TEPTOTEL.
and he can’t walk

["] &a ege waer oro orint ato [/] pwupu oo ayropl

(he) goes to the house to [/] to the boy

[1]1 kot yromioer tyv wépra.

and knock on the door.

4 The transcription in the examples has been done in the Greek alphabet, using the symbols proposed in the Childes
transcription system (MacWhinney 2012).
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[i]1 Meté awtdc mder éEw

Then he goes out

[K] xou eide to dpduo

and saw the road
[1] mov &jjt frav maywuévo.
that was frozen.

Despite its effectiveness, the beginners’ language system was characterized by two significant
weaknesses. The first was that lack of systematic aspect marking made it difficult to integrate
eventualities without an inherent completion point into the foreground. The second became apparent in
cases where learners needed to break the “principle of natural order” to denote temporal relations like
simultaneity or anteriority between dynamic events. In fact, none of the first phase beginners marked
the case of simultaneity studied here, while two of the second phase made an unsuccessful effort (ex. 4

5).

5)  To aykdpi dtav mailovv uali, to aykdpl EOTaGE TO TEYO KA1 & XX UTEL UECOL.
The boy fall, when [they] play [: PERFECTIVE NON-PAST] together, the boy broke the
ice and e: xx fall in.

6)  AMa uetd to oydpt wipeg T TATIVA TO OKVAS Kol oLVeYI(EL VO KAVEL HOVO TOD, aAAG TO
TAY0 OEV HTOW TOAD KaAO Kal T0 Taidl UTHKE UECT. OTO VEPO.
But then the boy took the skating shoe and continues [: PRESENT] to skate alone, but
the ice was not very good and the boy went into the water.

3.2 Intermediate level

As mentioned, learners in this group preferred past tense propositions (71.12% of all foregrounded
ones), while the present tense was restricted to 24.65% (Table 5). Past and present verb forms were not
uniformly distributed among all narratives. The majority of speakers produced past anchored
foregrounds. However, three of them anchored their foreground mainly in the present tense (Figure 2).

Eventualities with an Eventualities without
inherent endpoint an inherent endpoint

Past Perfective 57,61% 4,92%
Present 19,91% 3,51%
Past Imperfective 2,34% 2,11%
Aspectual verb — Past tense 0% 3,98%
Aspectual verb — Present tense 0,47% 0,23%
Perfective, non-past forms 4,22% 0%
Other forms (verbal or not) 0,70%

Table 5 Tenses and aspectual verbs in the foregrounded propositions of intermediate learners

B Past anchored foreground

@ Past based foreground

OPresent based foreground

Figure 2 Temporal anchoring of the foreground in the narratives of intermediate learners (n=15)
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In the past anchored propositions, temporal sequence was effectively expressed, since the Past
Perfective was more systematically used to mark it (ex. 7). In the case of present tense propositions, the
inherent completion point of events also advanced narrative time (ex. 8).

7)  Meté o oxdlo gime oT1 KAVveEL Kpvo Kar Efale Ta yépla Tov TAVW TOv Kol 0 AvHpwTog
THYE UEOT KO EQEPE PODYO. VLA, TO OKDAO.
Then the dog said [: PERFECTIVE PAST] that it was cold and put [: PERFECTIVE PAST]
his hands around him and the man went [: PERFECTIVE PAST] inside and brought [:
PERFECTIVE PAST] clothes for the dog.

8) Ko mdet oty éxpn <wng kel> [//] ¢ oxdlag, Pydlel to kaokdA Tov kol Tov T0 Jivel.
And [the dog] goes [: PRESENT] to the edge of the ladder, takes off [: PRESENT] his
scarf and gives [: PRESENT] it to him.

However, there was evidence in intermediate narratives that learners faced some problems when
expressing this temporal relation. Two sources of difficulty were identified. First, verbal morphology of
tense and aspect was not fully developed, as the infelicitous uses of the past imperfective and other
verb forms indicated in about 9% of all foregrounded propositions (ex. 9-10). Second, learners were not
always able to formulate propositions with appropriate to context inherent temporal characteristics.
This created vagueness especially in present tense propositions. In example 11 the verb oxéprouo:
(‘think’) seems to stand in the place of a verb with an inherent completion point like arogacilw
(‘decide’). The frequent use of aspectual verbs by this group is an indication, in our view, of the effort
to integrate eventualities without an inherent completion point into the foreground (ex. 11).

9) ka1 petd ytomTnoE T0 KOLIODHVI TOV OWEVTIKG KoL ... [...] KoL ueTd Popodoay Ta. potya
1006 K1 PyRKave yio, foAto.
And then (he) rang its master’s doorbell and... and then they were wearing [: PAST
IMPERFECTIVE] their clothes and went out for a walk.

10) xx o avOpwrog &eme wépte kKaTw. Meta o avOpwmog mipe KdTl...
xx the man fall [: IMPERFECTIVE IMPERATIVE?]. Then the man took something...

11)  Zinoe Porbeia and to oxvicxi,<owxvidki eccee> [I] oxvlaxt ssee: opyiler va yeldel
Xaxaxa xaxaxa XX okvddaxi, kai uetd. oképretol, Asw [/] Aéw ey, vo tov Ponbaet, wipe
M0 OKGAQL...
He asked the doggy for help, doggy e: [/] doggy e: starts to laugh hahaha hahaha xx
doggy, and then [he] thinks, I say, to help him, [he] took a ladder...

As mentioned, intermediate learners made substantial use of adverbs, even though temporal
sequence was often simultaneously marked by additional means in the same proposition (e.g. the past
perfective) (ex. 12).

12) e ko1 petd owtd mov &iye popécel o okbAog <ta mhipe> [//] To. popece To aYdpt, Kol
ueta [...] apyioe ovto vo. kdver okt . Emiong see perd vouilw ot foviiale o [//] to
ayopt , fovliae péoa oo moTuL ...
and then the boy took [//] put on those [: the skate shoes] that the dog had put on, and
then [...] he started to skate. Moreover, then | think that the boy sank, sank into the
river...

One of the major weaknesses of beginners’ language system, namely the expression of simultaneity,
remained a source of difficulty at the intermediate level. Only half of the learners attempted to mark it,
and, in fact, not always successfully, as learners faced difficulties in the lexical encoding of events, the
use of Past Imperfective and the lack of specialized temporal conjunctions. In example 13, use of the
general conjunction drav (‘when’) with the light verb xave (‘do’), which does not present an
opposition between perfective and imperfective stem, does not make clear whether the activity of
skating was completed or not. In example 14, the speaker implicates through the aspectual verb apyilw
(‘start”) — although not in the appropriate aspect — that the activity of skating may not have been
completed (Papafragou 2006), but this implicature is not further developed and the event of the ice
breaking is not mentioned.

13)  Kou petd yopioe ko umixe to moidi péoo, kai otav [/] étav ékave to yopo tov mdyo #e:
avoile [//] ue tic momodtoes avoile pio tpvma wov [/] wov urnke péoa.
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And then he [: the dog] returned and the child went on the lake and when he did a
round in the lake, he opened a hole with his shoes, into which he fell.

14)  Meté o [/] o avBpwrog apyile va kaver motvdl koa o [//] umike péoa 1o vepod yLati
ekel TOL TYe aVTOS <0 TAYOS dev frav> [//] dev vanpye mold Thyo Ki aVTOC TIYE HéEOO,
070 VEPO.
Then the man started [: PAST IMPERFECTIVE] to skate and the [//] went into the water,
because where he went <the ice was not> [//] there was not much ice and he went
into the water.

3.3 Advanced level

Within the advanced group, individual differences were observed with regard to foreground anchoring
(Figure 3). The majority of learners showed a preference for present tense. However, three learners
used past tense in the foreground, while two used both present and past tense roughly equally.

M Past based foreground

OMixed foreground

MW Present anchored foreground

OPresent based foreground

Figure 3 Temporal anchoring of the foreground in the narratives of advanced learners (n=15)

As shown in Table 6, advanced learners effectively moved narrative time forward using either past
perfective marking (ex. 15) or the inherent completion point of events in case of present tense
anchoring (ex. 16).

Eventualities with an Eventualities without an
inherent endpoint inherent endpoint

Past Perfective 20,65% 2,23%

Present 63,77% 6,88%

Past Imperfective 0,81% 1,22%
Aspectual verb — Past tense 0,40% 0,40%
Aspectual verb — Present tense 0,61% 2,23%
Perfective, non-past forms 0,40% 0%

Other forms (verbal or not) 0,40%

Table 6 Tenses and aspectual verbs in the foregrounded propositions of advanced learners

15) Ihjpe ta motivio Tov TO QYOPAKL, VIUONKE KoL €KEIVOS wpalo Kol THYave o€ Ui
Ayuvodda wov prav Aiyo mo wépa.
The little boy took [: PERFECTIVE PAST] the skating shoes, he also got dressed [:
PERFECTIVE PAST] nicely and they went [: PERFECTIVE PAST] to the pond that was just
beyond.
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16) Mnaiver uéoa oty Aiuvny kaa Eapvikd, eved yopomndovoe eksl uéoa [...] o mayoc amder
K1 avolyetou pio. tpbma, oty omolo metel péoo 10 mwaudi. Kar apyiler vo pwvaler
TPOUOYUEVO.

He goes [: PRESENT] into the lake and suddenly, while jumpingin there [...], the
ice breaks [: PRESENT] and a hole is opened [: PRESENT], into which the boy falls [:
PRESENT]. And [the boy] starts [: PRESENT] to cry terrified.

Vagueness in temporal sequence was reduced to a minimum. Cases of vagueness mainly regarded
present tense propositions in which speakers made infelicitous choices of vocabulary. In example 17,
the learner uses the verb mepmazaw (‘walk’), resulting thus in an eventuality without an inherent
completion point. The use of a verb like avefaiva (‘climb’) would have removed the vagueness.

17)  Haipver wio oxdla wov frove o’ éva dévipo kel ko to Polel, mepmotdel mdvw oty
oKalo, fyalel T0 KOoKOA TOV 0 OKDAOG...
It [: the dog] takes a ladder that was at a tree over there and it places it, walks [:
PRESENT] on the ladder, the dog takes off its scarf...

Adverbs of temporal sequence were reduced in comparison with intermediate level learners.
Moreover, at this level they were used, not only to express a temporal relation, but they also undertake
a discourse function, appearing in places of discontinuities in narrative content, like place or character
shifts (ex. 18).

18) Kau éxave matva{ o mpdtog okdlog kar yopioe wdd wicw. Meta # mipe to mamovtol
0710 OKDAO 0 OyopaKi.
And the first dog skated [: the dog skated first] and came back. Then the boy took the
shoe from the dog.

Finally, advanced learners came to mark simultaneity between dynamic eventualities, through
various devices: aspectual verbs to implicate that an activity did not end, temporal clauses, imperfective
marking and adverbials (see ex. 16 above).

4. Discussion

In summary, temporal sequence between events was marked earlier than simultaneity. Moreover, the
particular means used for marking temporal relations differed rather interestingly across the three levels
of L2 competence. While beginners relied mainly upon lexical aspect to advance narrative time, at least
when their limited vocabulary allowed them to, intermediate learners preferred past perfective verb
forms and temporal adverbs. Advanced learners made use of the lexical aspect of eventualities as well
as of perfective verbal morphology. However, a breaking in the “principle of natural order”, as in the
case of simultaneity studied here, could not be expressed at the beginning level and remained a source
of difficulty at the intermediate level. Only advanced learners were able to mark this temporal relation,
utilizing a variety of means.

What is of particular interest in the described developmental course is the preference for past tense
anchoring by intermediate learners. More specifically, beginners frequently shifted between past and
non-past verb forms, while the large majority of intermediate learners anchored their narratives in the
past with the exception of three speakers. Finally, advanced learners made equal use of past and present
tense. The preference of L2 learners for past tense anchoring after the beginning level has been
reported in previous studies (Hendriks 1999, Salaberry 2000 and for Greek, Bella 2004-2005).
However, this finding is either bypassed (Hendriks 1999) or attributed to the learners perceiving the
narration as a classroom task which requires past tense practice (Salaberry 2000). Bella (2004-2005),
whose point of interest is indeed the historical present in L2 narratives, suggests that learners who have
not been exposed to natural input in the target language do not have the chance to “notice” this function
of the present tense and language instruction does not compensate for this fact. To our knowledge, no
study has reported the growing preference of advanced learners for present tense anchoring.

We believe that the developmental changes in tense anchoring can be better interpreted if associated
with the learners’ growing capacities to meet the demands of text production. Oral linguistic
communication requires the coordination of different capacities, such as forming grammatical
sentences, appropriately linking them, structuring discourse content and adjusting linguistic choices to
the communicative situation. At the beginning and intermediate levels, where linguistic performance is
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not yet automatised, learners are striving to produce well-structured texts in all of these aspects.
However, they cannot attend equally to all these aspects of text production due to cognitive constraints,
namely attention limitations (Skehan 1996, Skehan and Foster 1999°). It is assumed here that these
restrictions direct learners’ attention to the construction of sentences or small discourse units, reducing,
therefore, attention to the overall hierarchical organization of narrative content as well as to the
evaluation of narrated events. As a result, systematic use of the narrative present, as an indicator of a
fully developed text macrostructure and an evaluative stylistic shift in narrator’s viewpoint, iS not
expected at lower proficiency levels, but is rather achieved at the advanced level where learners have to
some extend automatised language production procedures at a local level.

This explanation may also be pertinent for the relative increased use of adverbs at lower and
intermediate levels, even when temporal sequence is marked through other means. These adverbs
indicate the learners’ need to overmark cohesion at a local level, as a compensation for their inability to
attend to the macrostructure of narratives.

It is also worth noting that the methodological approach taken in this study enabled us to detect the
growing capacity of learners to construct events with the appropriate to context inherent temporal
characteristics. Research on temporal semantics has shown that sentence construction and choice of
vocabulary play a crucial role in denoting temporal relations. However, L2 acquisition studies on
temporality have mainly focused on whether the type of eventualities determines tense and aspect
marking (Bardovi-Harlig 2000, Salaberry and Shirai 2002). In this study we found evidence that
constructing the lexical content of sentences has itself a long developmental course in L2 acquisition.
Learners’ infelicitous choices of vocabulary create vagueness in temporal relations up until the
advanced level of proficiency. Thus, it seems that the focused investigation of this parameter of
language acquisition is a line of research that can contribute to constructing a more complete picture of
how learners express temporal information.

Concluding, adult L2 learners are able to construct the backbone of a narrative even at beginning
level, since their cognitive and linguistic/communicative maturity allows them to rely on the inherent
temporal properties of eventualities and knowledge about the principles of discourse organisation.
However, to unfold all their narrative abilities and to gain control of their text at a global level, they
need to develop advanced language skills.
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