(from: Ingo Plag & Klaus P. Schneider (eds.). 2000. Language Use, Language Acquisition and Language History.
(Mostly) Empirical Studies in Honour of Rudiger Zimmermann. Trier: Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier. 134-149.
NB: Page numbers do not correspond to the published version.)

Irregular past tense formation in English interlanguage

Ingo Plag
(Universitéat-Gesamthochschule Siegen)

1. Introduction

In 1983, when | atended my firgt linguistics course, taught by one Professor RUdiger Zimmermann,
Joan Bybee and Carol Moder published an atide on ,, Morphologica dasses as naturd categories'
in Language. In this atide they argued that prototype theory can be gpplied to morphologica
dasss, in paticular ablaut dasses in English verb morphology. Thar experimentd results indicated
thet native goeskers of English do nat only use regular inflexion, i.e -ed, to condruct padt tense
forms from given nonce verbs but tha, to a catan extent, they dso generdize catan adlaut
patterns. The probability of the respondents choosing ablaut ingtead of the more expecteble regular
pedt tense auffix cruddly depended on the Smilarity of the nonce verb with a phonologicaly defined
prototype.

The present atide reports the results of a sudy inspired by the Bybee and Moder paper
which was desgned and caried out by two secondyear sudents and mysdf in my 1996/97
morphology proseminar.t The am of the study was to test whether iregular past tense formation in
advanced English interlanguage shows the same petterning as observed with Bybee and Moder's
naive goeskers More spedificaly, we tried to answer the question whether advanced learners
condruct an ablaut-triggering prototype and if so, whether it is the same as with naive speskers of
English.

1 | would like to thank my students Astrid Krahl und Ingo Lange for their participation in this
project and the unusua amount of work they invested in its redization. This paper is largely
based on the research documented in Krahl and Lange (1997), although the dtatistical andysisis
considerably elaborated. | am indebted to Marcus Callies und Julia Everling for their assistance
in computerizing the data and to Christiane Dalton-Puffer and Rita Kupetz for helpful comments
on an earlier version.

Apart from the generd intention of presenting the findings of this joint project to a larger auw
dience, there are particular reasons for doing so in this Festschrift. First, both Lange and Krahl
were also students of our festschriftee. Second, the study illustrates that even undergraduate stu-
dents can be involved in interesting research projects, and this is a point which characterizes
Ridiger Zimmermann's teaching to a large extent. In his seminars, students are usually required
to do their own empirical studies, sometimes with surprising and quite substantial results. As a
student, | always found this kind of teaching very inspiring, and have tried as a teacher to
emulate this style, with alot of fun and (hopefully no less) success.



The organization of irregular pagt tense morphology in learner English is a largdy unexplored
area. Studies of morphologica devdopment in L2 flourished in the early 1970s, perhaps sarting with
Dulay and Burt's (1973) semind paper, with sgnificant implications for the fidd of second languege
acquigtion asawhole The so-cdled * morpheme sudies were indrumentd in deveoping the idea of
devedlopmenta sequences in L2. Krashen (1977), summarizing a large number of these sudies of
different interlangueges, podts that irregular past tense forms are invariably acquired before regular
pagt tense endings This is not surprisng, dnce in early acquistion, these forms are dored
individudly. However, there are no dudies avalade which tdl us something about how advanced
learners, who have long passed the dage of regular past tense acquigtion, (re-)organize irregular
morphology or inflectiond dassesin thar interlanguage lexicon. The presant Sudy can, therefore, be
seen as afirst attempt to shed more light on thidissue.

The paper is dructured as fallows. In the next section, | will summearize the rdevant facts of
English irmegular padt tense formation and Bybee and Moder's findings: Section 3 destribes the
methodology and results of the present sudy, which is followed by a discusson and comparison of
L1 and L2 patternsin section 4.

2. Irregular past tensein English (L 1)

In English, pedt tenseis regularly formed by the auffixation of an dlomorph of the regular pedt tense
morpheme-ed (eg. kiss[t], answer[d], end[1d]). A subgtantid number of verbs show irregularities
of various kinds which are described, for example, in Quirk et d. (1985: 103-120). A number of
irregular dasses have been proposed, two of which are the focus of our discusson, i.e those that
show // adaut in their pagt tense or padt participle One of these two dasses has a three-dege
ablaut (present tense sem vs. padt tense dem vs. padt participle gem, eg. sing, sang, sung), the
other dass has atwo-dage ablaut (asin stick, stuck, stuck). The former dass (let uscdl it ‘dass
1') has the members givenin (1a), the latter class (‘ cfabe&the members given in (1b).

2 It should be noted, however, that the storage and processing of what has traditionally been
labeled regular and irregular inflection is a highly controversial issue even with regard to L1
speskers. Most recently, the dua mechanism model has attracted a lot of attention in both
theoretically and psycholinguistically oriented circles. Since this is not the place for an expostion
of the debate, the reader is referred to the relevant literature (see e.g. some of the articles in
Booij and van Marle 1996).

3 Note that different authors have used different classifications for English irregular verbs. For
example, what we call class 1 is Quirk et a.'s class 6B, our class 2 is Quirk et a.'s 7A (see
Quirk et a. 1985: 112, 114). Consulting Jespersen (1942), we see that our class 1 corresponds to
his class 9 (1942: 53-56) and that our class 2 is a subset of the formsin his class 8 (1942: 44-53).
Weuse‘class1 and ‘class 2' in this article for convenience's sake.

4 In certain didects, other verbs complement the listsin (1) (e.g. bring, brung or shake, shuk),
and speakers of different socia or regiona backgrounds may vary in their knowledge and use of
some of the verbs given. Thus, many American speakers do not use the forms sprang, shrank,
and stank (Bybee and Moder 1983: 252).



Q) a Class 1

begin began begun
come came come
drink drank drunk
ring rang rung
run ran run
shrink shrank shrunk
sing sang sung
sink sank sunk
spring sprang sprung
stink stank stunk
smvim swam swum
b. Class 2

cling clung

dig dug

fling flung

hang hung

ding sung

dink sdunk

spin spun

stick stuck

sting stung

strike struck

string strung

swing swung

win won

wring wrung



Hidoricdly, both adlaut dasses gem from Old English srong verbs with athree-dage ablaut system.
It is interesting to note that dass 2 has atracted a number of verbs thet were not srong in Old
English (eg. dig, fling, sling), whereas dass 1 has atracted only one member snce Old English
times fing, see Jeparsen 1942 44-56). These two things are remarkable from a diachronic
persoective. Thus, dthough thereisagenerd higtoricd tendency to regulaizeirregular inflection (eg.
Wurzd 1984), it ssemsthat cartan irregular petterns are quite $able and even atract new members
(see e.g. Nubling 1998 for a similar observation concerning German number ablaut).

In view of the higorica dability of dass 2, it is perhaps not o surprisng tht, in an
expeimentd sudy with children and adults, Bybee and Sobin (1982) found that dass 2 is il - &
leest to some extent - productive in Modern English. In the experiment, thelr subjects not only
produced regular padt tense forms but dso innovaive padt tense forms involving vowd change in
goparent andogy to dass 2 forms. In order to investigate this phenomenon in more detall, Bybee and
Moder (1983) caried out experiments in which native soegkers had to produce past tense forms of
nonce verbs (written responses to ord simuli). In the latter sudy, the simuli conssted of 109
monosyllabic verbs, 93 of which were nonce verbs and 16 exiding verbs The gimuli varied
systematically along the following phonological parameters:

2 onset consonants: sSCC, sC, CC, C
dem voweds /1, &g A, ey, iy, ay, uw, ow/
coda consonants. /ng, nk®, k, g, n, m/)

The subjects produced a mgority of regular past tense formations. However, a consderable number
of pagt tense forms were condtructed in other ways® The digtribution of irregular forms is given in

(3):

(©)] irregular past tense formations:
total 100%
ablaut Inl 49%
ablaut led 34%
others 17%

Ablaut is dearly the prefarred drategy of nonregular past tense formation, with a strong tendency
towards class 2, i.e. A/ @laut. The andyss of dass 2 adlaut forms according to phonologicd
dructure showed that the presence or aosence of cartain fedures has a drong effect on the

5 | use /ng/ and /nk/ as underlying representations for what surfaces phonetically as [] and [nk]
respectively, in standard varieties of English. The question of phonologica satus of angma in
English (underlying or derived?) isirrelevant in the context of the present study.

6 The percentage of regular vs. irregular responses was not reported in the article since that figure
would have varied depending on the actua number of nonce verbs used under different experi-
mental conditions and their phonological shape. Generally, the percentage of vowel change was
not more than 44-50% for even the strongest prototype-based forms (Carol Moder, p.c. June
1997).



occurrence of ablaut. On the basis of ther results, Bybee and Moder postulated the existence of a
prototype whose phonologica shape is SCC 1 vear nasd/. The probability of triggering ablaut
depends on the phonological similarity to the prototype. Consider the following table:

4) responsesin /a/

prototype: sCC 1 velar nasd 44%
- two prototype features present:
find & initid: sCC aevdar nasa 50%
find & vowd: C 1 vea nasd 24%
initid & vowd: sCC 1 C 4%
- one prototype feature present:
find: C eevda nad 34%
inid: sCC aeC 17%
vowd:C1C 7%

(Bybee and Moder 1983: 261)

The table shows that if two prototype features are presant, the proportion of ablaut formations is
higher than with only one feature presant.” Furthermore, the three types of features have different
weight. The coda executes the strongest influence, followed by the onsst, while the nudeus has the
smallest influence on the choice of ablaut in past tense formation.

Having summarized the mogt important findings of Bybee and Moder's pgper, we now turn to
the interlanguage study.

3. Ablaut in German-English interlanguage

3.1. The experiment

In order to tes whether advanced learners of English show an organizaion of irregular pagt tense
morphology amilar to that of native speskers, we carried out an experiment with 21 subjects, dl of
them native speskers of German and graduate sudents of English, most of them having spant a leest
gx months in an English-gpesking country. Subjects were presanted with a gretch of text from
chapter one of Baum's The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1995). The verbsin the text (N=83) had
been subdtituted by nonce verbs in thar infinitives, dl of them monosyllabic, which differed in ther
syllabic sructure according to the dimensons given in (2). The text was presented to each subject in
written from and was read out by the experimenter in order to ensure the correct phonetic
interpretation of the nonce verbs The subjects followed the reading and were given time to fill in the

7 It is unclear to me why the presence of three prototype features does not lead to a higher pro-
portion of ablaut formations. See section 4 for more discussion.



pagt tense form for each nonce verb occurring. In terms of moddity, written responses were
recorded to a stimulus presented both orally and in written form.

Of the 83 test items, 44 were taken directly from Bybee and Moder (1983: 268f). Given thet
the effect of the vowd was weskes, we condructed the rest of the items in such a way that the
effects of onsst and coda on the choice of ablaut could be better controlled Setisticaly. Hence, we
increased the number of items with the same coda or onset and decreasad the number of different
vowelsto only three; 4, i:/. Thetest items are given in (5):

(5) brug bun clid flug flum flus funk
gick glick greem grun kib krin krink
lug lun lunk lup peet ping plim
pling plut prun puv rum scrun seeg
shink sd sg skeen skig sking skrim
skrink skrit skrug skrun skug skun dub
dun smick sming smip Speeb spim spink
splud splug splun Spreen sprin sprink Sprit
Spriv Sprun spuk spum spunk steeg stid
stin strick strig struk strul strum strunk
stug stul stun thul tim tink treep
trib trig tring trun veem vin

3.2. Results

The subjects responses were computerized and daidticdly andyzed usng the SPSS and SPSS
CHAID datidicd software packages. Subject answers were coded in Six categories, regular pedt,
<a>-ablaut, <u>-ablaut, <a>-ablaut accompanied by regular past suffix, <u>-ablaut accompanied
by regular pagt suffix and a resdud category ‘others . Forms were categorized as ‘<a>-ablaut’, if
the marking of pest tense condsed 0ldly of the use of the vowd <a> indead of the arigind sem
vowd. Forms were categorized as ‘ <u>-ablaut’ if the marking of past tense was restricted to the use
of <u> in the past dem. The dassfication ‘<u>-ablaut’ was a0 gpplied to those nonce verbs which
fulfilled the ariterion just mentioned (i.e <u> in the pagt gem without further marking of pedt tense)
but which dready have <u> in thar non-past base form. This dass of verbs could in fact be argued
to be zero-marked. For the ske of amplicity of presentation, the fallowing tables subsume these
zero-maked forms surface under the category ‘<u>-ablaut’. This lumped category will be taken
goat and discussed in more detall below. The categories ‘<a>-ablaut + ed’ and ‘<u>-ablaut +
-ed’ contained such a smdl number of items (9 tokens in dll) that they have been subsumed under
the category ‘other’ in the following table:



Table 1. Past tense marking on nonce verbs

past tense formed by frequency | percentage

<a>-ablaut 316 21.2
<u>-ablaut 137 9.2
regular 884 59.2
other 157 10.5
total 1494 100.0

About 60% of dl responses are regular padt tense forms, but, perhgps surprisngly, more than 30%
of the verb tokens show ablaut, with a preponderance of <a>-ablaut.

Let us now congder the effect of the phonologica vaidbles on the choice of padt tense
formation: Table 2 crossabulates the type of padt tense formation (columns 2 through 6) according
to input stem vowel (first column). The most interesting cellsin Tables 2 and 3 are shaded:

Table 2: Past tense forms according to stem vowe

past tense formed by

sem vowel <a>-ablaut | <u>-ablaut | regular other total

fil frequency 4 0 106 52 162
expected frequency 34.3 14.9 95.9 17.0 162.0
% of stem vowe 2.5% .0% 65.4% 32.1%| 100.0%

I/ frequency 187 50 337 74 648
expected frequency 137.1 59.4 383.4 68.1 648.0
% of stem vowel 28.9% 7.7% 52.0% 11.4%| 100.0%

Ial frequency 125 87 441 31 684
expected frequency 144.7 62.7 404.7 71.9 684.0
% of stem vowe 18.3% 12.7% 64.5% 45%| 100.0%

total frequency 316 137 884 157 1494

tota percent 21.2% 9.2% 59.2% 10.5%| 100.0%

The row ‘expected frequency’ ligs the number of items which can be expected to ocaur in the
respective column, given the overdl didtribution as listed in the bottom row of thetable. For example,
if the sem vowd /i:/ items behaved like the average (i.e no spedid effect is obsarvable), we would
expect thet of the 162 items with gem vowd /i:/, 21.2% show <a>-ablaut (corresponding to the
percentage of dl <a>-ablauts in the data, see the bottom row in Table 2). This amounts to an
expected frequency of 21.2% of 162, i.e. 34.3. As one can eadly ¢, there are sometimes large
discrepancies between expected and obsarved frequendes, which, if datidicdly sgnificant, is evi-
dence for effects of the independent variables on the dependent variable.

The most important result which emerges from the didribution in Table 2 is that the choice of
pagt tense formation dearly depends on the kind of gem vowd (p < .000, chi-square ted, dl



meaaures). Sem /i:/ drongly diavors <a>-ablaut and <u>-ablaut and favors other non-regular
types of padt tense formation. /i/-sems have by far the highest proportion of <a>-ablaut (28.9%),
followed by /a/-sems, which trigger <a>-ablaut in 18.3% of dl cases Of dl <u>-ablauted verbs
(N=137), 63.5% (N=87) occur wiklt-stems, the rest occur with étems.

Let usturn to the effect of the semHind consonant(s) on the choice of pagt tense formetion.
Table 3 shows the distribution:

Table 3: Past tense forms according to coda consonant(s)

past tense formed by
coda consonant(s) <a>-ablaut | <u>-ablaut |regular other total
velar frequency 48 51 213 30 342
obstruent | expected frequency 723 314 2024 35.9 3420
% of coda consonant(s) 14.0% 14.9% 62.3% 8.8% 100.0%
liquid frequency 2 2 49 1 4
expected frequency 114 50 320 57 54.0
% of coda consonant(s) 37% 37% 90.7% 19% 100.0%
non-velar | frequency 112 A 326 32 504
nasal expected frequency 106.6 46.2 298.2 530 504.0
% of coda consonant(s) 22.2% 6.7% 64.7% 6.3% 100.0%
velar frequency 38 9 36 7 Q0
nasal expected frequency 190 83 53.3 95 90.0
% of coda consonant(s) 42.2% 10.0% 40.0% 7.8% 100.0%
velar frequency 74 16 79 11 180
nasal + /k/ | expected frequency 381 165 106.5 189 180.0
% of coda consonant(s) 41.1% 8.9% 43.9% 6.1% 100.0%
other frequency 42 25 181 76 324
obstruent | expected frequency 68.5 29.7 1917 34.0 324.0
% of coda consonant(s) 13.0% 7.7% 55.9% 235% 100.0%
total frequency 316 137 834 157 1494
expected frequency 316.0 137.0 884.0 157.0 1494.0
% of coda consonant(s) 21.2% 9.2% 59.2% 105% 100.0%

Table 3 shows that nonce verbs ending in cartain types of consonants tend to trigger ablaut to a
much greater extent than verbs ending in other types of consonants. For example, verbs ending in a
liquid hardly ever take ablauted past tense forms (90.7% regular past tense forms), wheress verbs
ending inavdar nasd or in avda nasd and /k/ have the highest percentages of <a>-ablaut (42.2%



and 41.1%, respectively). Hence, we can Sate that the Sructure of the coda has dso a strong effect
on the choice of past tense (p < .0000, chi-square test).

The fdlowing table ligs the choice of padt tense form according to kind of Semvinitid
consonant(s). In contrast to slem vowd and coda, the onset of the verbs tested had the leest effect
on past tense choice. The distribution islisted in Table 4:

Table 4: Past tense formation according to onset

past tense formed by
onset <a>- <u>- regular other total
ablaut ablaut
C frequency 78 22 233 45 378
expected frequency 80.0 34.7 223.7 39.7 378.0
% of onset 20.6% 58%| 61.6%| 11.9%| 100.0%
CcC frequency 56 31 220 35 342
expected frequency 72.3 31.4| 2024 359 342.0
% of onset 16.4% 9.1% 64.3%| 10.2%| 100.0%
C frequency 87 40 229 40 396
expected frequency 83.8 36.3 234.3 41.6 396.0
% of onset 22.0% 10.1% 57.8%| 10.1%| 100.0%
sCC frequency 95 44 202 37 378
expected frequency 80.0 347| 2237 397 378.0
% of onset 25.1% 11.6% 53.4% 9.8%| 100.0%
total frequency 316 137 884 157 1494
expected frequency 316.0 137.0 884.0 157.0 1494.0
% of onset 21.2% 9.2% 59.2%| 10.5%| 100.0%

Although a chi-square test Hill shows that the obsarved differences between categories are
datidicdly sgnificant (p = 0.02), onset asa predictor of past tense choice is much less powerful than
the other predictors. The most remarkable tendencies are perhgps that the CC onset shows a
tendency towards more regular past tense whereas the most complex onsat sSCC is the onset which
ismost likely to trigger ablaut past tense forms.

So far we have dedt with the three different phonologica variadles onsst, gem vowd and
codainisolaion. Intheres of this section, we look a how these varidbles interact. For this purpose,
the data were subjected to a dassficatory andyss usng the SPSS-CHAID software packege. The
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datidica procedure used is cdled ssgmentation modding, a procedure under which the populaion is
divided into segments which differ with repect to designated criteria In our case, we wanted to
establish the conbined effects of the three independent varigbles onsat, dem vowe and coda on the
choice of pad tense formation. The fallowing tree diagram illudrates these effects The levd of
sgnificance chosen for the segmentation of the datawas p < 0.001 (chi-square test). In other words,
the gatidicd difference between eech of the tregs leaves and its naghboring leaves is highly
significant.
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Figure I Classfication tree showing the interaction of the phonologica variddes on pagt tense
formation (percentages are rounded, ,,aabl.* = <a>-ablaut, ,,u-abl.” = <u>-ablaut, ,reg.” = regular
past tense marking)

past tense
formed by
a-abl: 21%
u-abl:
9%
reg.:
59%
other:
11%
N=1,494
stem vowel
fi:/ h In/
a-abl: 3% a-abl: 29% a-abl: 18%
u-abl: 0% u-abl: 8% u-abl: 13%
reg.: 65% reg.: 52% reg.: 64%
other: 32% other: 11% other: 5%
N=162 N=648 N=684
coda
velar obstruent non-velar nasal velar nasal/ other obstruent
or liquid velar nasal + k
a-abl: 15% a-abl: 30% a-abl: 44% a-abl: 22%
u-abl: 16% u-abl: 3% u-abl: 9% u-abl: 4%
reg.: 63% reg.: 61% reg.: 40% reg.: 48%
other: 6% other: 6% other: 7% other:
26%
N=144 N=144 N=198 N=162
onset coda
Cor CC sC or sCC velar obstruent liquid velar nasal/ other obstruent
velar nasal + k
a-abl: 11% a-abl: 18% a-abl: 15% a-abl: 4% a-abl: 26% a-abl: 6%
u-abl: 6% u-abl: 26% u-abl: 17% u-abl: 4% u-abl: 11% u-abl: 18%
reg.: 78% reg.: 49% reg.: 64% reg.: 90% reg.: 59% reg.: 68%
other: 5% other: 7% other: 4% other: 2% other: 4% other: 8%
N=72 N=72 N=162 N=54 N=360 N=108




The tree diagram reeds as follows The top node gives the overdl didribution of the data (totd
number of obsarvations N=1,494). This digribution is, of course, the same as thet given in Table 1
above. The data are then dassified into three groups depending on the type of stem vowd, because
thisis the variable which has the Srongest effect on the choice of pedt tense. Stems with gem vowe
[i:/ show no further effects due to onset or coda structure, wheress bothiy/-stems do.

h/-gems have the highest proportion of ablaut forms, with the largest amount of <a>-ablaut
(44%) in those cases in which the gem ends in dther /ng/ or /nk/, out-numbering even regular
inflection (40%). (Note thet the dassfication shows thet there is no Sgnificant difference with regard
to padt tense choice between these two coda Structures. In other words, whether the verb ends in
Ing/ or Ink/ does not sgnificantly influence pagt tense choice) Conversdy, h/-dems ending in non
vdar nasdsor in vear obstruents or liquids favor regular inflection in Soite of their gem vowd. For a
subdass of i/-gems namdy those ending in a vdar obdruent or liquid, we can observe a further
effect: If thar onsat is complex with initid /9, the proportion of <u>-ablaut rises to a remarkeble
26% (as agang 8% for dl i/-dems), increasing the overdl proportion of ablauted padt tense forms
to the highest observable percentage of 44% (26% <u>-ablaut plus 18% <a>-ablaut).

Sems with gemvowd A/ dso show a non-negligible amount of adlaut forms (31%), but
differ from £/-¢ems mainly in the digribution of <a>-ablaut and <u>-ablaut. A/-sems have the
highes proportion of <u>-adlaut, i.e in this case zaro-marked pagt tense forms (13%). This
proportion increeses to some 17%, if the varb ends in a sngleton obsruent (17.2% for vear
obstruent, 17.6% for non-vel astients).

In sum, the drongest effect is that of the vowd, followed by the coda, with onset effects
limited to a rather smdl subsat of the data From the patterning of the data as given in Tables 2
through 4 and Fgure 1 we can condude thet the learners have a phonologicdly defined prototype
form which ismost likely to trigger ablaut past tense. This prototypeisgivenin (6):

(6) triggers of <a>-ablaut responses

a L2- prototype: sCC 1 nk/ng

b. sCC: 25.1% <a>-ablaut responses
C. hi/-gems. 28.9% <a>-ablaut responses
d. Ing/ or /nk/: 41.1% <a>-ablaut responses
e sC1nk: 61.1% <a>-ablaut responses

The reasons for pogtulaing [SCC 1 nk/ng] as the learner’s prototype are the fallowing. (6b-C) give
the gructures which have the srongest tendency of showing <a>-ablaut in their pagt tense. Thus,
disregarding the other predictors, formswith onsets of the sructure SCC show the highest amount of
<a>-ablaut (25.1%), gems which have /i/ as thar gem vowe have 28.9% <a>-ablaut forms (see
aso Table 2 above) and for those gems that end in /ng/ or /nk/, 41.1% of the padt tense forms are
<a>-ablauts (e ds0 Table 3 above). With regard to a goedific input dructure, the highest
proportion of <a>-ablaut is obsarvable for the sructure given in (6€), [sC 1 nk], which generated
61.1% of <a>-ablaut past tense forms.
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4. Ablaut in L1 and L2: a comparison

In this section, | will compare the reaults of our L2 sudy with the findings of Bybee and Moder
(1983). It will become dear thet there are interesting Smilarities and differences between L1 and L2
speakers.

Frg, if we compare (4) and (6), we see that in both L1 and L2 prototype effects are clearly
visble In other words, not only netive Spoeekers, but dso advanced second language learnerstend to
generdte ablauted padt tense forms provided that there is suffident phonologicd amilarity with a
prototype. Depending on the degree of amilaity with the prototype and the weight of individua
features, native speskers and learners gpply regular inflection or ablaut to form pad tense verb
forms. Second, the L1 prototype and the L2 prototype are dmogt identicd, L2 [SCC 1 nk/ng] as
agang L1[sCC1 vdar nasd], the only difference baing that in L2 wordHind /nk/ triggers the same
effects asword-final /ng/.

There is however, aremarkable difference between native speskers and L2 speskersin the
type of ablaut they prefer. L1 speskers prefer h/-ablaut, thet is they enlarge the group of dass 2
verbs, whereas the German L2 speskers favor fee/-ablaut, obvioudy in accordance with the dass 1
pattern.

Ancther difference between L1 and L2 concans the nature and effect of the sem vowd.
Whilefor both natives and non-natives /1/ isthe vowd favoring ablaut most, dem/a/ plays a different
rolein the two groups For the L1 speskersit is the dem vowd with the lowest proportion of ablaut
pedt tense forms ,,/1/ didts a sgnificantly higher percentage of A/ responses, over-dl, then other
vowds it isfollowed by /ae/, the diphthongs, and /a/. (Bybee and Moder 1983: 259). Furthermore,
Bybee and Moder obsarve that ,,in generd, subjects avoided no-change responses which would
make the pagt tense identicd to the present”. Both observations do not hold for our learners, who
have rddively high proportions of zero-marked past tensesin/a/ if the dem endsin an obdruent and
has an onset in eith@C or sCC (30.6% and 33.3%, respectively).

How can these amilarities and differences between the two groups of speskers be accounted
for? Frg of dl, it ssemsthat there is no difference in the fundamentd prinaiples of organizing verbd
paradigms in L1 and in advanced L2. Both groups of Speekers generate categories which are
organized in ways predicted by prototype theory. But how does prototypicad organizetion come
about? In other words, how do speskers congruct a prototype in thair L17? This question should be
ansveed fird, before tuning to possble explanations of L2 peatens Unfortunatdy, very little is
known about how speskers condruct prototypes. In pertinent publications, reference is made to the
nation of sdience, to type and token frequency effects, but, to my knowledge, adear mechaniam has
not been suggested. The problem becomes evident if we note that the highest amount of ablaut
regponses for both native goeskers and L2-gpeskers occurs with forms which are not completely
identica to the prototype. In Bybee and Moder's Sudy, the prototype sructure itsdf [sCC 1 vda
nasa] only triggers 44% ablaut responses, wheress the dructure [sCC ae vear nasd] has 50%
ablaut past tenses. In our sudy, the prototype itsdf has 41.7% of <a>-ablaut responses, whereas
[SC1 nk] triggers 61.1% <a>-ablaut forms. One might, therefore, be tempted to smply take the
form with the highest proportion of ablaut responses as the prototype, which, however, has the
disadvantage of meking the sronger vowd effect of 4/ as agang /a¢ in Bybee and Moder's sudly,
and the stronger onset effect of SCC asagaing sC in our Sudy miraculous No metter which way the



14

prototype is condrued on the bads of the expeimentd data, it becomes dear that these
discrepancies need further investigation.

In view of this date of afars, our interpretation and explanation of the obsarved differences
between L1 and L2 must necessaily be prdiminary and peculaive. Assuming that both L1 and L2
speskers make use of the same mechaniams to condrue a prototypicaly organized caiegory, and
further asauming thet frequency in the input plays a role we can hypothesze two principled
explandions of the differences between natives and non-naives, one based on input frequency, the
other on L1-transfer.

According to the firs possible explanation, L1 goeskers would have akind of input thet gives
sience to dass 1 items but neglects dass 2 items Thus, one could hypothesize that Germen L2
speakers are more exposed to words like sing (sang, sung) than to words like spin (spun,
spun). Furthermore, words with invariable past tenses (such as cut) would have to be more sient
to non-ndtive than to naive speskers. In order to test these hypotheses, one would have to carefully
investigete the input of Garmen learners of English. This process was not underteken for the
purposes of this sudy. Given tha we do not know how exactly sdience in the input and its
contribution to prototype formation can be measured, it is doubtful whether such astudy could yidd
any substantial results.

According to the second possible explanaion, crossinguidtic influence may be repongble for
the L2 patterns. Under this hypotheds the organization of German padt tense formation interferes
with the organization of past tense formation in the target language. For example, Kdpcke (1999)
has shown that in German the highest percartage of ablaut occurs with verbsthat end in /i + nesd (+
C)l. Of the verbsthat end in /i + vda nasd (+ C)/, even 92% take ablaut. Thus the phonologica
dructure of the ablaut-triggering prototype is the same in the subjects English interlanguage and their
native German. Further evidence for the trander hypothes's comes from the kind of adaut in
Gaman, whee a threedage-ablaut as in singen, sang, gesungen can be conddered
prototypica. Ségérd and Scheer (1998) have recently argued for the exisence of a universd ablaut
strategy (‘ apophonic path’) being aso instantiated meBe&trong verb inflection:

@) apophonic path
AE=> il =>/a =>u =>Iul (from Ségéra and Scheer 1998: 31)

German has avagt number of ablaut dasses (39 in the treditiond dassfication, eg. in Drosdowski et
d. 1984), but Ségérd and Scheer (1998) show that despite the gpparent irregularity of strong verb
inflection, the gpophonic path can quite degantly account for the vast mgority of German ablauted
vab foms Independent evidence for the centrdity of the goophonic path in Gamen ae
onomatopoetic or reduplicated forms, such asthoséin (8):

(8) Bi-Ba-Butzemann
bim-bam-bum
ding-dang-dong
hicke-hacke (zu)

8 Note that English seems to prefer onomatopoetic expressions with a tendency toward two-
member forms. Thus Marchand (1969: 430) lists a plethora of expressions, with very few three-
member forms.
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hi-ha-ho (Schalkeist k.0.)
kribbel -krabbel

kritzi-kratz

Lirum-Larum- (Loffelstiel)
Misch-Masch

picke-packe (voll)
pling-plang-plong
ri-ra-rutsch (wir fahren mit der Kutsch')
ritsche-ratsche

Zick-Zack

Zicke-Zacke- (Huhnerkacke)

In view of these facts and andlyses, one might be tempted to andyze the L2-pattern as a trandfer
phenomenon. There are two problems, however. One is the mapping of German segments on
English ssgments Under one possble trander andyds, we might expect that German /a is mepped
onto English /a/ and German /u/ on English /u/, thereby producing a pettern such as kr[1]nk, kr[a
Ink, kr[u]nk. Thisis, however, not what we find, perhaps because English does not have any verbs
which fegture this kind of adlaut. Under the assumption that advanced learners dreedy know the
mgority of English ablaut verbs it is unlikdy that they would invent ablaut petterns completdy dien
to the target language. What the learners seem to do indeed is to use an ddlaut pattern which is both
dose to thar Gaman ndive pattern and possble in English. | therefore suggest that the learners
trander the prototypicd three-dtage ablaut of German and redize it in their English interlanguege in a
way competible with the output of dass 1 items in English. The pardldism between the Gaman
gpdling and the English spdling (df. singen, sang, gesungen vs. sing, sang, sung) may further
strengthen thisinterlanguage pattern.

In order to subdantiate the explanation just proposed, it would be necessry to gather
independent evidence for the prominence of a three-dage abdlaut in German-English interlanguage.
Such evidence would have to come from a study which is not restricted to past tense formetion but
also includes past participles.

A serious chdlenge for the trander andysis comes from the proposed universdity of the
gpophonic peth. If the German-type ablaut isin direct correspondence with the universal ablaut peth
found in a great many unrdaed languages, it could be argued that the interlanguage pattern is not a
trander phenomenon but a universal devdopmental effect. In order to investigate this question one
would have to compare the Garmean learners with leerners who do not have adlaut in their native
language sytems.

In sum, the present Study seems to raise more questions then it answers, but | hope to have
shown that these quedtions are auffidently interesting to merit further investigation (perhgps by some
of my students in my next morphology course...).
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