
 

 

8 

 

Chapter Two 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

     The issue that how learners acquire the system of tense and aspect in their L2 

has long been an interest in the research of second language acquisition. Many 

previous studies (such as Bardovi-Harlig 1999; Huang 1999; Robison 1990 & 1995; 

Salaberry 1999; Salaberry and Shirai 2002, etc.) have insightful investigations into 

this field. Bardovi-Harlig (2000) even has provided a very complete and 

comprehensive review of the previous studies on the learners’ interlanguage 

development of tense and aspect in second language acquisition. In the following 

sections of literature review, the focused aspect in this study— the perfect— will be 

reviewed first to get familiar with the characteristics in itself. After that, previous 

work on the acquisition of tense and aspect will be reviewed from the following three 

different dimensions: the form-meaning mapping in L2 acquisition, the relationship 

between grammatical and lexical aspect and the relationship between grammatical 

aspect and discourse organization.  
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2.1  THE PERFECT ASPECT IN ENGLISH 

     The aspectual category of perfect is common among the world’s languages. It is 

represented in English by distinct morphological marking and serves specific and 

unique functions. Reichenbach (1947) has already distinguished the two kinds of the 

perfect aspect as well as the simple present and the simple past by the concept of “E,” 

“S” and “R” in 1947. “E” refers to event time, “S” refers to speech time, and “R” 

refers to reference time. His representation of tense and aspect offered a clearer 

perspective on the internal makeups of simple present, simple past, present perfect 

and pluperfect and the meanings of the four tenses/aspects have the following 

semantics: (Reichenbach, 1947, p.290) 

          

(1) Simple present 

   

             S, R, E 

(2) Simple past 

    

       E, R       S 

(3) Present perfect 

    

       E      S, R 

(4) Pluperfect 

   

       E    R    S 

 

In the framework, the present perfect has R being simultaneous with S, while for the 
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pluperfect R precedes S. For the temporal reference to the past, simple past, present 

perfect and pluperfect are all relevant because their Es are located in the past. The 

difference between simple past and present perfect lies in the location of R: it is 

simultaneous with E in simple past while with S in present perfect. On the other hand, 

simple past and pluperfect differ from each other for R simultaneous with E in simple 

past but E precedes R in pluperfect. Due to the overlappings among the simple past, 

present perfect and pluperfect, learners may easily get confused and may have much 

more difficulties in learning the perfect aspect. They not only have to distinguish the 

three tenses/aspects, but also have to figure out how the perfect functions. As Giv?n 

(1993) has mentioned, “Among the various aspects, the perfect, marked by the 

auxiliary ‘have’ and the perfect suffixal form of the main verb, is functionally the 

most complex aspect in English. It involves a cluster of features, some more semantic, 

others more pragmatic” (p.161). As the perfect aspect involves multiple meanings and 

functions, a number of previous studies concentrated on its usage and functions. 

Salkie (1989) describes that the perfect not only expresses the relevance to the present 

or the past but also signifies the relation and connection between the events involved, 

as exemplified in (5). 

 

(5) He died after he had been ill for a long time. 
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The pluperfect implies that the illness was relevant to the person’s death. If 

simple past is used instead (He died after he was ill for a long time), the sentence 

becomes bizarre. The connection between the two events is cut off, as the speaker is 

not asserting any causal relation between them, which is quite strange. Klein (1992) 

also indicated and argued that there was an incompatibility of the present perfect and 

most past tense adverbials, such as *Chris has left New York yesterday. This shows 

that the perfect aspect indeed has its special constraint and uniqueness from other 

tenses/aspects referring to the past. 

 

2.2  THE FORM-MEANING MAPPING IN L2 ACQUISITION 

To acquire a second language, an important task for learners is to match form 

and meaning. In order to observe how learners associate form and meaning, several 

studies investigate the relationships of them in the developing interlanguage. Learners 

of low proficiency usually mismatch form and meaning. However, even learners of 

higher proficiency level are observed to demonstrate inappropriate use of verb forms 

in their written compositions (Bardovi-Harlig & Bofman 1989). The different point 

lies in that the advanced learners make relatively few errors than the beginners in the 

formal accuracy.  

Later, in Bardovi-Harlig’s (1992a) research, there was a more complete study 
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on this issue. She not only gave clear demonstrations of well-formedness and 

appropriate use, but also investigated the relationship of form and meaning by looking 

into the cloze passages and compositions of the learners from six different proficiency 

levels. She defined that the form of a response in the cloze passage was accurate when 

it was “completely well-formed in its immediate syntactic frame” (Bardovi-Harlig, 

1992a, p.259). Besides, the meaning of a response was scored as being correct when it 

was an appropriate use in the cloze context. Whether it was appropriate or not was 

determined by the control group of 23 native speakers. She found that 

well-formedness preceded appropriate use in her 135 adult learners at six levels of 

proficiency from beginning to advanced. Learners from any one of the levels showed 

a much higher percentage of formal accuracy than appropriate use. That is, “fully 

grammatical forms emerge and are used by learners before they carry targetlike 

meaning” (Bardovi-Harlig, 1992a, p.261). Besides, learners seemed to have more 

difficulty with the aspect of the verbs than with the tense. 

Although Bardovi-Harlig (1992a) investigated general formal accuracy and 

appropriate use of tenses/aspects that appeared in the cloze passage and found learners 

seemed to have more difficulty with the aspect, she did not specifically go further 

with the learners’ use of the perfect aspect. In her later study (Bardovi-Harlig 1997), 

she described the order of emergence of the present perfect with respect to other tense 
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and aspect forms and the semantics of the emergent present perfect. The order of 

emergence of present perfect is in the much later stage of learners’ development of 

temporal references compared with other tense/aspect forms. Although the learners in 

her study showed mostly appropriate uses of present perfect in their production 

(86.9%), they differed from native speakers because they would overuse or underuse 

the present perfect. For example, due to the semantic overlap between past and 

present perfect, the learners were found to overuse present perfect in past contexts and 

past in present perfect contexts. Moreover, she also found that the pluperfect develops 

in the even later stage than the present perfect. However, she did not further 

investigate the learners’ use of the pluperfect.  

Housen (2002) also had some observations on the learners’ use of the perfect 

aspect. He collected oral interview data from 23 Dutch-speaking and 23 

French-speaking pupils (n=46) from the English-L2 section of the European Schools 

in Brussels and Mol (Belgium). It is found that “whenever a Perfect form occurs, it is 

nearly always used in a semantically appropriate way, i.e. in a past or perfect time 

context but not in a present or future tense context” (Housen, 2002, p.160). This is in 

accordance to Bardovi-Harlig (1992a) that the learners showed a majority of 

appropriate uses of present perfect in their production. In addition, as Bardovi-Harlig 

(1992a) indicated, Housen (2002) also found that the learners would undergeneralize 
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and overgeneralize the perfect aspect in their production. He further found that his 

subjects tended to massively underuse the perfect but rarely overuse it. This similar 

phenomenon was observed by Robison (1995), too. 

 

2.3  THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GRAMMATICAL AND 

LEXICAL ASPECT 

     The relationship between grammatical aspect and lexical aspect in second 

language acquisition has been discussed in many previous studies (such as 

Bardovi-Harlig 1992a, Robison 1990 and Housen 2002). Grammatical aspect is 

conveyed morphologically to provide different ways of viewing situations whereas 

lexical aspect is part of the inherent semantics of the verb predicate. On the other hand, 

the lexical aspect of verbal predicates are classified into four situation types by 

Vendler (1967)1, which has been widely applied by many researchers in their studies. 

The classification is based on the semantic constellation of verbs: dynamicity, telicity 

and durativity. The four types are STATES, ACTIVITIES, ACCOMPLISHMENTS and 

                                                
1 This paper adopts Vendler’s (1967) classification of situation types. Other classifications are not as 
appropriate as Vendler’s. For example, Smith’s (1997) classification includes another fifth type, 
Semelfactives, which have the features Dynamic, Atelic and Instantaneous. However, there is no need 
to further distinguish atelic events in detail because our focus is to examine if there is close relationship 
of the perfect aspect and telic events. Another classification is in Croft’s (1998) study. He discussed 
amply that the adverbials may cause situation type shifts. Nevertheless, derived situation types (which 
include not only the verb but also the modifying adverbial) are not included and discussed in the 
present study. The second paragraph in this section (p. 12) describes the difference between basic and 
derived situation types. 
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ACHIEVEMENTS. Their individual constitutions by features are shown in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Vendler’s classification of lexical aspect 

 Lexical Aspectual Categories 

Features STATES ACTIVITIES ACCOMPLISHMENTS ACHIEVEMENTS 

Dynamic - + + + 

Telic - - + + 

Durative + + + - 

 

The following are some examples of verbs typically associated with specific lexical 

aspectual categories: STATES (be, have, love), ACTIVITIES (walk, run, laugh), 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS (run a mile, paint a house, build a bridge) and ACHIEVEMENTS 

(reach the peak, break a stick, notice something).  

     In this study, inherent lexical aspect is defined according to what Smith (1997) 

calls the ‘basic situation types,’ which involve the internal temporal features of a verb 

constellation (a verb and its arguments). If a verb’s situation type shifts to another 

because of the adverbials in the sentence or other information from context, the 

condition would be considered as Smith’s (1997) ‘derived situation types’. ‘Basic 

situation types’ and ‘derived situation types’ belong to distinct levels. The following 
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examples illustrate the difference of the two levels.  

 

(5)  Anny understands the rule. 

(6)  Anny suddenly understands the rule. 

 

The sentences (5) and (6) have the same verb phrase understands the rule but (6) has 

an adverb suddenly to modify the verb. The situation types of the verb understand are 

totally different from each other. Sentence (5) involves the pure internal semantics of 

the verb and therefore the situation type is in basic level and is a STATE. However, 

sentence (6) involves a situation type shift triggered by the adverb. It changes from 

STATE to ACHIEVEMENT. Therefore, it is at the different level, the derived level. 

     Since the situation type may be changed by adverbials or other information 

from context, we focus on the basic situation type. We want to examine the 

relationship between the pure inherent lexical aspect and the grammatical aspect, the 

perfect. Other inflected influential elements (such as temporal adverbials) should 

therefore be neglected for they may trigger different interpretation or situation type 

shifts. Many previous studies (such as Bardovi-Harlig 1992a, Robison 1990 & 

Housen 2002) in the area of language acquisition also discussed the relationship of 

lexical aspect and grammatical aspect on the basis of the basic situation types of 
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verbs.  

Lots of previous studies have pointed out that learners tend to make 

associations between grammatical aspect and lexical aspect. Because most of the 

previous studies concentrated on the system of the learners’ interlanguage of the past 

tense and progressive, a review of them shows that learners’ use of grammatical 

aspect (the past tense and progressive) will be influenced by lexical aspect of verbs. 

Moreover, these studies offer empirical evidence that there is a close relationship 

between them. The simple past tense tends to interact with more punctual verbs while 

the progressive tends to be with more durative verbs. Based on those empirical studies, 

there are two related theoretical hypotheses formulated in interlanguage research. The 

first one is the defective tense hypothesis (Andersen 1991) and the second is the 

primacy of aspect hypothesis (Robison 1990). The defective tense hypothesis states: 

“In beginning stages of language acquisition only inherent aspectual [emphasis 

original] distinctions are encoded by verbal morphology, not tense or grammatical 

aspect” (Andersen, 1991, p. 307). Andersen showed that children learning Spanish as 

a second language use the imperfect and preterite inflections to redundantly mark 

lexical aspect. Robison (1990) proposed the ‘Primacy of aspect hypothesis,’ that he 

explained that “aspect is primary in the sense not that morphemes that denote aspect 

in the target language are acquired first, but that target language verbal morphemes, 
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independent of their function in the target language are first used by the learner to 

mark aspect” (Robison, 1990, p. 316). He showed that the learner’ use of –ing tends to 

mark durative verbs and PAST/ en tends to mark punctual verbs. Prediction supported 

is that, although the exact pattern will vary depending on L1, L2, and individual 

differences between learners, verbal morphology correlates with lexical aspect at least 

during some stage in the development of interlangauge. Later in Bardovi-Harlig 

(1992a), she used the instrument of a cloze passage to test the learners’ use of 

tenses/aspects. By further scrutinizing the responses for the cloze, she found that 

learners tended to use simple past for more punctual verbs while progressive for more 

durative verbs.  

Although previous studies have pointed out the interactions between lexical 

aspect and the simple past tense and the progressive, little research discussed the 

influence of the lexical aspect on the use of the perfect aspect. Therefore, it remains 

unclear how learners utilize this aspect in their interlanguage or whether there is also a 

correlation between the perfect aspect and the inherent aspect of verbs. Nevertheless, 

some previous studies have implicated that there may be some interaction between the 

perfect aspect and the lexical aspect of verbs. The following four pieces of work are 

from the three different perspectives to indicate the relationship between the perfect 

and lexical aspect. The first one is from the investigation of the first language 
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acquisition. Youssef (1990) has done a study on the L1 acquisition of the perfect 

aspect. In this two-year longitudinal study, the use of perfect aspect by three 

Trinidadian children was investigated. It was found that the three subjects involved all 

applied the perfect aspect only to the Trinidad Creole verbs which characterize a 

result state, such as done, gone and finish. Next, the second one is from the findings of 

the second language acquisition of the perfect aspect. Kaplan’s (1987) study 

investigated sixteen learners of French and indicated that the learners tended to use 

passé composé (which corresponds in English to the past or to the present perfect) 

with perfective events 2  (which correspond roughly to ACHIEVEMENTS and 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS). Learners seemed to also associate the characteristic of an end 

point with the perfect. Finally, from the perspective of the grammaticization of aspect 

markers in Bybee, Perkins, and Pagliuca (1994) and Li and Shirai (2000), they 

provided the development and change of the grammatical aspect. They claimed that 

completive and resultative aspect markers grammaticize into perfect markers. 

Completive markers denote an action performed completely and thoroughly, and 

resultative denotes a state that has been brought about by a prior action. Therefore, 

from this evolutional perspective of the markers of perfect aspect, it has an originally 

close relationship with the result state in the verb property. From the above four 

                                                
2 Here the “perfective events” may refer to the events with end points, which are “telic events.” 
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pieces of literature (Youssef 1990, Kaplan 1987, Bybee, Perkins, and Pagliuca 1994 

and Li and Shirai 2000), it can be inferred that there should be a close relationship 

between the perfect aspect and the situation types that indicate endpoints, telicity and 

boundary in learners’ interlanguage. 

 

2.4  THE RELATIONSHIP OF GRAMMATICAL ASPECT AND 

DISCOURSE ORGANIZATION 

A number of studies on the acquisition of tense and aspect by learners of a 

second language point to the hypothesis that discourse organization influences the 

distribution of tense/aspect forms in interlanguage. In some of the previous work, they 

suggest that there is a relationship between the grounding of the discourse and the use 

of verbal morphology. The grounding includes the foreground and the background. 

The foreground relates events belonging to the skeletal structure of the discourse 

(Hopper 1979) and consists of clauses that move time forward (Dry 1981, 1983). And 

in contrast, the background elaborates or evaluates the events in the foreground 

(Hopper 1979). The main function of the background is to provide supportive material 

in the discourse. Earlier studies on the relationship between grammatical aspect and 

discourse structure were case studies. For example, Kumpf (1984) found that a 

Japanese learner of English used the base form of the verb to express completed 
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action in the foreground and used many morphologically marked verbs in the 

background. However, Flashner (1989) had different findings. It showed that three 

Russian learners of English marked foreground actions predominantly in simple past 

and left background portions in mainly base forms. Later, Bardovi-Harlig (1992b) 

investigated larger groups of learners. She found that 12 out of 16 intermediate 

learners showed a greater use of past in the foreground than in the background. It 

remains in wonder how advanced learners would be influenced by the grounding 

when they use tense/aspect. 

Other studies found that the perfect, especially the pluperfect, was mostly used 

in the background of the learners’ discourses. In Hopper (1979), he observed that the 

background may exhibit a variety of tenses such as pluperfect, future-perfect and 

future which do not occur in the foreground. Similar result was achieved in 

Bardovi-Harlig (1992a) which indicated that eight of her collected compositions 

showed the use of pluperfect as the function of scene-setting. As for the other perfect 

aspect— the present perfect, it has not yet been investigated thoroughly. But from the 

results of the use of pluperfect in the background, we speculate that present perfect 

may also tend to appear in the background. And this inference needs further 

investigation and confirmation in the present study. 
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2.5  SUMMARY OF CHAPTER TWO 

In this chapter, we have reviewed the linguistic properties of the perfect aspect 

in English. Giv?n (1993) pointed out that the perfect is functionally the most complex 

aspect in English and it involves a cluster of semantic and pragmatic features. Salkie 

(1989) describes that the perfect expresses the relevance to the present or the past and 

also signifies the relation and connection between the events involved. In Section 2.2, 

learners’ associations of form and meaning in L2 are discussed. Bardovi-Harlig 

(1992a) found that “fully grammatical forms emerge and are used by learners before 

they carry targetlike meaning” (p.261). Furthermore, Bardovi-Harlig (1992a) and 

Housen (1002) both found that learners would overuse and underuse the perfect 

aspect in their production. Section 2.3 discusses the relationship between grammatical 

and lexical aspect. Previous research indicated that there seemed to be close 

connection between them. In learners’ use of tense/aspect, the simple past tense tends 

to interact with more punctual verbs while the progressive tends to be with more 

durative verbs. Other previous studies also imply that there seem to be some 

relationship between the perfect aspect and the verbs of a semantic endpoint. Finally, 

in Section 2.4, the relationship of grammatical aspect and discourse organization is 

discussed. Previous studies showed that learners tended to distinguish foreground and 

background by using either the base form of the verbs or the morphologically marked 
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verbs. Pluperfect seemed to appear in the background more. As for present perfect, it 

may be speculated that it tends to appear in the background, too. The speculation 

needs further examination in the present study. 




