
i 
 

Learner error in second language 
acquisition: the transfer of form 

or concept? 
 

Samantha Austen 
Cardiff University 

 

 
 
 
 

April 2016 
 
 

This thesis is submitted to Cardiff University  
For the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 
 
  



ii 
 

 
Learner error in second language acquisition: the transfer of form 

or concept? 
 

Samantha Austen 
Cardiff University 

 
 
Summary 

 
 
Italian L1 speakers of English L2 make specific and predictable errors when 

expressing particular temporal concepts in English. This was study principally 

designed to ask to what extent these errors are caused by L1 conceptual transfer: the 

influence of conceptual knowledge and patterns of conceptualisation from one 

language on production of another; A cognitive linguistics framework was adopted to: 

i) delineate the cognitive processes that may underlie conceptual transfer in general; 

and ii) reveal areas of potential conceptual difference for investigation within the tense 

and aspect systems of English and Italian. Taking a mixed methods approach, a twenty 

item cloze test was developed to target areas of potential conceptual difference 

between Italian and English. This was also used to generate qualitative think aloud 

reports. Allowing the investigator access to the thought processes underlying tense 

choice for target concepts, think aloud reports were able to reveal and explain more 

specifically examples of conceptual transfer in the first instance, and also as analysis 

progressed to distinguish between concept and conceptualisation transfer. Concept 

transfer refers to the influence of L1 stored conceptual knowledge and 

conceptualisation transfer to the influence of L1 conceptualisation patterns - both 

developed through exposure to one language - on the production of another. This thesis 

provides evidence for these two types of transfer as two distinct stages in interlanguage 

development. All participants - 54 Italian L1 speakers of English L2 (experimental 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter sets out the background, context, and motivation for this study, as well as 

giving an idea of its structure. First, the context in which the idea was generated is 

detailed, followed by how this was developed into an MA project which gave rise to 

this PhD thesis and its consequent further development. Some important concepts are 

explained which represent a constant thread through the following chapters, the 

structure and content of which are also described.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the left of the photo, Bredon Hill, Worcestershire, on the right Via Gaspare 
Palermo,74, Palermo, Italy. 

 

When I was 25 I moved from rural Worcestershire to Via Gaspare Palermo in the 

hospital district of Palermo, Sicily. I lived in the first floor apartment at the bottom left 

of this building and worked as an English teacher. I was to make my home in Palermo 

and stayed for five years. As I became more and more involved and socialised into 
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particular difficulties with constructions such as the Present Perfect which denoted past 

to present time and set about, first with my MA, and now with my PhD, trying to find 

out why.  

I first looked at the issue of conceptual transfer in the interlanguage production of 

Italian L1 learners in English L2 as they express certain temporal concepts for my MA 

thesis in 2008.  At this point, I recognised the necessity of accessing areas of cognition 

relevant to temporal perspective taking and related to grammatical representation 

stored in the minds of L2 speakers for the investigation of conceptual transfer. 

Consequently, I drew upon the principals of Radical Construction Grammar (RCG) 

(Croft 2001) to develop semantic maps of temporal representation in English and 

Italian. Semantic maps (Laminate and Appendix 1) show the organisation of stored 

semantic and conceptual knowledge in the minds of speakers of different languages. 

This is achieved through the creation of a conceptual space showing the organisation 

of distinct concepts (mental representations of etic situations) in the mind of a speaker 

and the grammatical structures that cover them.  The arrangement of the concepts is 

cross-linguistically consistent, so that comparisons may be made about how these 

concepts are represented (the structures that cover them) cross-linguistically. 

Categories are revealed where one construction covers a number of etic situations. 

Differences in category content and their extensions represent cross-linguistic 

conceptual difference. I found that semantic maps were very effective in predicting 

areas of cross-linguistic conceptual difference, and as such have been extended and 

developed further for this study (Chapter 3).  

For the MA, semantic maps were used to inform the design of the testing instrument 

with regard to creating the target concept for representation in terms of lexical, 

contextual and temporal cues. The MA testing instrument, was a ten item cloze test, 
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with a contextualising picture. Seven Italian L1 speakers of English L2 were asked to 

complete the cloze test and were then interviewed retrospectively about their 

responses. The responses both to the cloze test and the structured interview data were 

indicative of L1 influence, and in particular conceptual transfer, for concepts covered 

in English by the Present Perfect and Present Perfect Progressive.  

The MA was an excellent opportunity for an exploratory study taking a cognitive 

approach to the study of L1 conceptual transfer, and was important for two reasons: i) 

it highlighted the potential for semantic maps in the comparison of different languages 

to identify target areas for investigation; ii) it revealed how qualitative data could be 

used in the identification of L1 influence and in particular conceptual transfer in L2 

interlanguages.  

The study that you have in your hands builds on, fully expands and extends the MA 

project in interesting and very significant ways. However, the thread which runs 

through both is the focus on temporal representation in the mind of a speaker, how that 

is formed through L1, affects L2 production and comes into play in the cognitive 

processes that are manifest when decisions are made about the representation of 

distinct temporal concepts in L2.  

The representation of temporal concepts in the minds of speakers of English and 

speakers of Italian is revealed though an overview of the tense and aspect systems of 

English and Italian with respect to cognition (Chapter 3), the principals of cognitive 

linguistics are employed as a heuristic for explaining the impact of these L1 formed 

patterns of cognitive representation on interlanguage for temporal expression in Italian 

L1 learners in English L2 (Chapter 2). The cognitive processes which come into play 

when Italian L1 learners of English L2 make decisions about the constructions to use 

in distinct temporal contexts in L2 are accessed empirically through the use of think 
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(Jarvis 2011:1), and this study, drawing on the qualitative data obtained, is able to 

provide some preliminary thoughts on how that might be achieved. 

This study comprises six chapters. Chapter 2, following, is the literature review, 

placing the thesis in the context of the contemporary literature and detailing the state 

of the art of conceptual transfer research to date. Firstly, the types of L1 transfer which 

have been proposed to date are explained and concept and conceptualisation transfer 

are fully defined with examples. The theoretical link between language, culture and 

thought which was discussed widely in the literature in the first half of the last century 

is explored and related to recent work in the fields of linguistic relativity, the 

emergence of the Thinking for Speaking (TFS) hypothesis (Slobin 1996) and the 

Conceptual Transfer Hypothesis (CTH) (Jarvis 2011). The latter accounts for both 

concept and conceptualisation transfer. The principals of cognitive linguistics are 

explored as a way of accounting for and explaining conceptual transfer in 

interlanguage and this is followed by a description and analysis of the research work 

in the field of cross-linguistic conceptual influence to date. The chapter concludes with 

a detailed explanation of the cognitive processes that are hypothesised to be involved 

in concept and conceptualisation transfer, and the type of evidence which would be 

necessary to verify them.  

Chapter 3 is a contrastive analysis of the tense and aspect systems of English and 

Italian using semantic maps. Its aim is to reveal where there may be cross-linguistic 

conceptual difference in temporal concept representation in the minds of speakers of 

English and speakers of Italian. Therefore, it details the ways in which the tense and 

aspect systems of these two languages are used by native speakers to give their 

perspective on a particular situation. Semantic maps are used to suggest how 

conceptual knowledge is represented in the minds of speakers of each of the languages. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Literature Review 

 

2.0 Overview 

 

When Italian L1 speakers of English L2 attempt to express certain temporal concepts 

in English, they make some consistent and predictable errors. Two such errors are 

detailed in example 1 and 2 below. These errors are consistent as they persist over 

time, even at advanced levels of acquisition, and are seen in the interlanguage 

production of many Italian L1 learners of English L2. In addition, they are predictable, 

as they would seem to have at their root the L1 grammatical system as it exerts its 

influence on L2.  

1) Teacher: How long have you known your husband? Student: I know him 

from 10 years. 

2) Teacher: What did you do yesterday? Student: I have been to the city centre.  

In example number 1, the student uses the erroneous English Present Simple tense to 

express a state to know which started in the past and continues into the present. The 

use of Present Simple is termed erroneous as it is does not convey the expected 

temporal meaning and is part of a meaning making system which is not yet fully 

aligned with L2. The expected form in English would be the Present Perfect, I have 

known. It is the Present Perfect, in English which is used to express a state which starts 

in the past and continues into the present. In example 2, the student uses the erroneous 

English Present Perfect tense to talk about a past and finished event, where the required 

English tense would be the English Past Simple: I went to the shops. In English, past 
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concepts, but from differences concerning which concepts are selected and 

how they are organised in a particular conceptualisation of a situation or event.  

 

Applying these notions to examples such as 1 and 2 at the start of this section helps to 

distinguish these types of transfer and elucidate the nature of the two types of transfer 

elaborated by Jarvis (2011).  

As an example for error 1, the learner uses the erroneous I know him for years, to 

express a state which starts in the past and continues into the present. The error may 

be a result of transfer of form, where the learner substitutes Italian Presente Semplice, 

for Present Simple with no recourse to other areas of processing; or on the other hand, 

if transfer occurs at a conceptual level, the speaker may rely on L1 constrained 

cognitive processes which serve to form an L1 influenced conceptualisation of the 

situation for expression. These processes may affect the features of the situation which 

are attended, how they are categorised and/or their organisation giving rise to a 

contrasting conceptualisation or perspective on the etic situation. In this case, the use 

of Present Simple by the Italian L1 speaker may represent a present orientation to the 

event, seeing it as belonging more to the present than to the past leading to present, as 

the use of the L2 Present Perfect would imply. If this could be revealed in the thought 

processes of a learner, together with the error, it might be accepted as an example of 

conceptualisation transfer. Conceptualisation transfer, therefore would necessitate 

evidence concerning how a speaker perceives a particular etic situation.  

In contrast, concept transfer which refers to the impact of L1 category content on L2 

production, would require a different type of evidence. In this case, a category is 

interpreted as a group of functions, all covered by the same construction. As language 

may only be described in its own terms (Halliday 1988:27), through abstraction, the 
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category assumes the meaning of the construction that covers it. If we suppose two 

categories, each of which cover different functions cross-linguistically, such as the 

Present Perfect in English and the Perfetto Composto in Italian which are similar in 

terms of form, but diverge in terms of meaning and use, we would need to see the L1 

category influence the L2 category in some way. This may be evident where a form 

such as the Present Perfect is regularly used in L2 with a meaning which corresponds 

to the L1 Perfetto Composto: this may be supposed evidence for concept transfer as 

defined by Jarvis (2011). Moreover, this would need to be evident in the thought 

processes of the learner as they take the decision about which L2 form to choose, so 

that such transfer may be revealed to have a conceptual and not a formal aetiology. 

Error 2 above, may be an example of concept transfer, where the Present Perfect is 

used to denote a past and complete event. The only way to reveal this type of transfer 

is to access what this category means for the speaker in question.  

So, at what level does L1 transfer operate, in particular with reference to the examples 

given above? Does the student transfer a structural equivalent, or are deeper areas of 

cognition which differ cross-linguistically involved, as is suggested by Jarvis (2011:4) 

through conceptual transfer? If the latter is true, how and where does L1 exert its 

influence on L2 and how can this be shown empirically? The aim of this thesis is to 

shed some light on these questions.  

This chapter first explores theories of language and cognition, their potential interplay, 

and how this is important for research into the effects of cross-linguistic influence. The 

Conceptual Transfer Hypothesis (CTH) is discussed as a means of accounting for both 

concept and conceptualisation transfer and a cognitive linguistics approach is proposed 

as a heuristic for their investigation in the light of the previous research. Finally, 

examples of concept and conceptualisation transfer are elaborated within this model 
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Linguistic determinism, the idea that language conditions the way we perceive our 

world, has to a large extent been rejected since the emergence and popularity of the 

work of Chomsky (2005 see also Pinker 2010). Chomsky claims that language learning 

is an innate ability underpinned by a Universal Grammar (UG): a module in the mind 

which interacts with other areas of general cognition. However, linguistic relativity, 

which postulates that our native language predisposes us to think in a certain way 

(Kramsch 2006:237), and sees language learning as part of general cognition, has in 

recent years become more relevant to applied linguistics, as it is important in fields 

such as second language acquisition and bilingualism in which cross-linguistic 

influence is investigated.  

Researchers working in the field of cross-linguistic influence differ with regard to the 

extent to which they believe that native language influences thinking. There are those 

such as Evans (2012:83), Levinson (2001:578) and Majid et al (2004) who take a 

relativist position, claiming that language may influence all areas of cognition, even 

those not connected to language.  Majid et al. (2004) in particular found evidence for 

the involvement of language in the restructuring of the cognitive domain of spatial 

perception. Studies looking for evidence of linguistic relativity usually involve trying 

to establish a relationship between a particular linguistic feature and performance on a 

non-verbal task (Jarvis 2015:6) in order to link that linguistic feature to the targeted 

area of cognition.   

On the other hand, there are those who believe that language may influence cognition 

only when it is connected to speech. These researchers typically follow the tradition 

of the Thinking for Speaking Hypothesis (TFS) proposed by Slobin (1991) which is 

discussed in detail in section 2.3. Slobin claims that when we speak we employ a 

special kind of thinking, which is the only kind of thinking which has the potential to 
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they take, and how they perceive themselves in relation to time. These means are 

provided by the prevailing sociocultural linguistic context and are subjective (Ellis 

2008:116; Croft 2004). Therefore, the way in which a speaker perceives an event may 

involve areas of cognition that are not related to thinking for speaking (Jarvis 2007:63) 

but are nonetheless affected by it.  

Jarvis (2011: 3) proposes the Conceptual Transfer Hypothesis (CTH) as a way of 

accounting for the possible involvement of non-linguistic cognition in conceptual 

transfer research. The CTH is a novel hypothesis and its breadth differentiates it from 

TFS. In particular, it recognises three levels of processing involved in 

conceptualisation as illustrated in Table 1 (Jarvis 2007: 54). The CTH holds that TFS 

may have underestimated the depth of conceptual difference which impacts upon 

interlanguage transfer. The TFS hypothesis assumes that transfer occurs at the level of 

speech planning processes (Levels B and C table 1) and that speakers make use of 

patterns of organisation and feature salience that are grammaticalised in L1. In 

contrast, the CTH does not rule out transfer at the depth of general cognition (Level A 

table 1). Indeed, it allows for learned language specific concepts and 

conceptualisations to be transferred through the application of entrenched L1 

constrained schemas to distinct situations for expression in L2.  

Table 1. Three levels of conceptualisation from Jarvis (2007:54). 

A General Cognition 

B Macro planning for speaking 

C Micro planning for speaking 

 

Moreover, the CTH encompasses both concept and conceptualisation transfer. 

Concept transfer is the transfer of concepts stored in the long- term memory of 
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speakers, whereas conceptualisation transfer refers to transfer of the cognitive 

processes of selection, categorisation and organisation of conceptual content which 

forms a distinct perspective for verbalisation (Jarvis 2011:4), as described above.  

CTH and TFS overlap in allowing for transfer at the level of speech planning process; 

however, CTH also allows for transfer in terms of storage and categorisation and 

accessing stored concepts. Where researchers working within the TFS framework, 

such as von-Stutterheim and Nuse (2003), propose that language specificity regarding 

conceptual meaning is only relevant while the communication intention is being 

formed, CTH, in contrast, allows for transfer/specificity also in non-linguistic 

behaviour such as general cognitive processes related to perception, memory and 

categorisation which, for example, provide for the accessing of stored conceptual 

categories (Jarvis 2011:3).This falls within the domain of cognitive linguistics.  

To sum up, both conceptualisation and concept transfer are accounted for using the 

CTH hypothesis, as well as the idea that general human cognitive abilities might be 

affected by language and therefore may differ cross-linguistically not only at the level 

of thinking for speaking, but also where these processes access stored conceptual 

content.  Revealing convincing evidence for conceptual transfer in the expression of 

temporal concepts by Italian L1 speakers of English L2 means accessing the cognitive 

processes involved in construction choice. Cognitive linguistics offers a framework 

within which to delineate, explain and investigate these processes. Consequently, the 

following section outlines the principals of cognitive linguistics and cognitive 

grammar as they are applied to this study.  
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2.2 Cognitive Linguistics and Cognitive Grammar 

 

Cognitive Linguistics seeks to connect generalised linguistic principals to what is 

already known about the mind and brain in fields such as cognitive psychology (Evans 

et al 2006:2). The basic tenet of cognitive linguistics is that language should be 

interpreted in terms of the concepts it represents. This is in direct contrast to generative 

grammars, for example, which interpret language in terms of the rules and laws that 

underlie the production of grammatically correct utterances. Generative grammarians 

such as Chomsky (2005) posit an autonomous language acquisition device which is 

innate in humans; their aim is to develop theory regarding the universal grammatical 

principals which exist inside this innate device.  

In contrast, CL rejects the idea of universal grammatical principals and the field is 

based upon three main principals which link L1 socialisation, grammar and cognition. 

Firstly, cognitive linguists believe that language is learnt through socialisation into the 

norms of a particular discourse community, with linguistic knowledge emerging with 

language use. Secondly, that language is not an autonomous faculty, there is no innate 

language acquisition device, but rather that it is acquired through general cognitive 

abilities which are available for other types of learning. Thirdly, that grammar and 

conceptualisation are inextricably linked through construal (Croft and Cruse 2004). 

Construal refers to our way of viewing an event, situation or process - in other words, 

our conceptualisation of it - and this occurs as a result of the interplay of a number of 

general cognitive abilities or non-linguistic processes called construal operations 

(Evans 2012:78; Croft and Cruse 2004; Langacker 1987). 

Cruse and Croft (2004) describe four general cognitive processes implicated in 

construal: 1) attention/salience; 2) judgement/comparison; 3) perspective/situatedness; 
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perspective taking may be used to create a different temporal effect using the narrative 

present, as in (4). This tense choice has the effect of construing a past event as closer 

to the speech time than it really is. The aim of the speaker is to shift the deictic centre 

from past in relation to speech time to overlapping with speech time.  

 

(3) I saw him last week  

(4) He comes up behind me, I stop suddenly, and he rams into me.  

 

Tense choice is therefore, a reflection of the temporal perspective that we take and our 

communicative aims. Indeed, Croft and Cruse (2004:63) maintain that perspective 

taking, as a non-linguistic general cognitive ability, is a result of our awareness of 

where we are in the world, or our state of being and of the event that we wish to 

communicate.  

It seems that our choice of tense is rooted in our construal of an event: each tense 

choice reflects a different construal. In terms of example 4 above, the contrasting 

choice of the Past Simple would have entailed a past and complete reading of the event, 

with an event time in the past relative to the deictic centre. When we speak in our L1, 

we have a plethora of constructions available to us to match to our conceptualisation 

of the event which we seek to describe. We are able to manipulate our language 

automatically to reflect our particular perspective. In L2, however, these processes 

break down, as L2 construction semantics and the conceptualisations to which they are 

linked are often unclear or even unavailable to the speaker. As different languages 

possess the means for construing situations in different ways, we may find ourselves 

relying on L1 concepts and conceptualisations when seeking to describe events and 

situations in L2, and this is potentially the root of L1 conceptual transfer.  
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As mentioned above, construal is not only implicated in the formation of temporal 

perspective taking, it also drives the organisation of linguistic knowledge through a 

number of other general cognitive abilities. The most important of these processes are 

categorisation, schematisation and abstraction (Evans 2012:79).  

The act of categorisation involves the recognition of a feature or experience as 

belonging to a larger group of similar entities due to its relationship of similarity to a 

prototype (Croft and Cruse 2004:74; Croft 2001: 108; Rosch 1973:329). Croft and 

Cruse (2004:74) refer to this group as a conceptual category. The prototype is 

commonly accepted to be the feature which best fits the category (Croft and Cruse 

2004:81). As an example, in terms of the categorisation of events for the marking of 

tense and aspect, the verbal prototype for the category of perfective past has been 

shown to exhibit the following semantic properties: holding an end point; being 

instantaneous; and entailing a result. This would be illustrated by the phrase to reach 

the summit (Li and Shirai 2000:68). Semantic properties that fit the category less 

precisely would be those involving ongoing events or states, for example. The 

application of categorisation and prototype theory to the study of linguistic phenomena 

is a result of the work of Rosch (1973) whose research showed that when categorising 

an object or an experience, people rely less on the knowledge of categories themselves 

and more on comparison of the feature in question with a category prototype. It 

follows, therefore, that the way we construe an experience as like another will affect 

its categorisation with regards to the similarities and differences that are perceived and 

provide for different conceptual categories forming cross-linguistically. Where these 

differences impact upon production in L2, concept transfer is hypothesised as defined 

by Jarvis (2011:1) and described above.  
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Schematisation and abstraction are human capacities which allow for the viewing of 

an object or experience through a more generalised category (Croft and Cruse 2004). 

Abstraction refers to the emergence of a conceptual structure through frequent 

exposure to language, and recognition of its meaning though usage, leading to 

generalisations about patterns of language use (Langacker 2008; Croft and Cruse 

2004). In the mind of the speaker, abstraction means: for me structure X means Y 

because I use it for situation Z. As an example, the Simple Past in English is most 

commonly used to denote past and completed events, so the Past Simple as a 

construction assumes a past and complete meaning. Schematisation is a form of 

abstraction which gives rise to a schema or mental structure formed through the 

extraction of commonalities, leaving aside any points of difference (Evans 2012). In 

the mind of the speaker, schematisation means: I can use structure X in situation Z 

because situation Z and meaning Y which is connected to structure X have features in 

common.  Schematisation is essential to language and language learning as it provides 

for the application of existing knowledge to new experiences manifesting the same or 

similar configurations (Bylund and Jarvis 2011). 

Cognitive linguistics and Cognitive Grammar therefore, by postulating 

conceptualisation as a distinct unit of meaning created through the interplay of 

semantic structure and general cognitive abilities or construal operations, offer a means 

of delineating the cognitive abilities and mental processes that underlie language 

acquisition and which connect thinking and speaking.  

The present study is concerned with the influence of cross-linguistic difference in 

temporal concepts and conceptualisations formed as a result of socialisation into a 

particular L1 which gives rise to a distinct temporal perspective. CL postulates a role 
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for non-linguistic cognition in these processes and provides a window on the formation 

of this temporal perspective.  

 

2.3 Thinking only for Speaking? A review of Conceptual Transfer research 

 

Conceptual transfer research to date has principally followed in the footsteps of Slobin 

(1996:12; 1991: 11), and the TFS which is widely cited in the literature as a theoretical 

base for research involving the structuring and restructuring of cognition through 

bilingualism or acquisition of a second/third language, first language acquisition and 

historical change (Bylund 2011; Daller et al 2011; Jarvis 2011; Negueruela et al 2004; 

von-Stutterheim and Nuse 2003). As discussed above, the TFS hypothesis holds that 

language may influence thought only at the point of preparation of the pre-verbal 

message, not thought in general. 

Slobin bases his TFS theory on contrasts that he noticed in event conceptualisation 

resulting from the use of aspectual devices by English, Spanish, Hebrew and German 

speaking children: the English and Spanish languages grammaticalise the distinction 

between perfective and imperfective aspect, where Hebrew and German do not.  

Slobin drew on evidence from the verbal production of children speaking the 

languages given above as they described a story presented in pictures. He found that 

German speakers were more likely to focus on the boundedness of an event, whereas 

English and Spanish speakers marked the imperfective/perfective distinction in their 

narratives. In order to express an imperfective action, Hebrew and German speakers 

compensated by using a combination of past-tense for a finished action and present 

tense for unfinished action. Slobin (1996: 79/80) gives the following examples from a 

Hebrew and English speaking child. 
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5) English: The boy fell out and the dog was being chased by the bees. 

6) Hebrew: Hayeled nafal...ve hakelev boreax./He fell and the dog runs away. 

 

The English child uses the Past Simple to describe the falling out of the tree, 

accompanied by a Past Progressive to indicate an ongoing action at the same time, 

whereas the same concept is represented by the Hebrew speaking child using the Past 

Simple and then Present tense for the ongoing action.  

Slobin (1996:74) also noticed a difference regarding the identification of the 

imperfective feature of certain verbs, specifically to see between the Spanish and 

English speaking children. The picture that he asked participants to describe contains 

the image of an owl seeing/observing the action of the main protagonists. The Spanish 

speakers marked the verb ver (to see) as either imperfective (7) or perfective (8) 

depending on their viewing point. However, in English only the perfective form, the 

Simple Past, is available for the verb to see. This occurs in English for two reasons: 1) 

because the imperfective/perfective distinction is not made in the past in English (See 

below); 2) because the verb to see is a state verb in English which contrasts with the 

verb to observe, and therefore does not admit progressive aspect. Slobin concludes 

that, as a result, most probably the imperfective feature of the verb to see is not readily 

available to an English speaker (Slobin 1996:74). 

However, this data may also be interpreted in terms of Spanish and English speakers 

holding qualitatively different perspectives on the situation described invoked by the 

L1 grammatical constructions (Spanish Imperfecto and English Past Simple) used to 

cover the etic situation in question, and which could invoke L1 constrained processes 

of event construal forming distinct conceptualisations of the event cross-linguistically.  
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This means that where Slobin argues that features which are not encoded in L1 are 

generally ignored, but nevertheless perceived; a CL approach would suggest that 

perception has the potential to be qualitatively different cross-linguistically. 

Such differing perspectives, driven by the L1 grammatical systems which coerce 

certain meanings and conceptualisations in particular situations seem to have an 

impact on verbal production. It is these cross-linguistic conceptual differences with 

their root in L1 grammatical systems and which have the potential to lead to conceptual 

transfer which will be a focus of this study.  

Slobin also compared English and Spanish speakers in their descriptions of path and 

motion.  According to Talmy (1991) languages may be either verb-framed (V-framed), 

where path of motion is encoded on the verb and manner is either omitted or expressed 

using a complement, as in Italian entrare, uscire or Spanish entrar, salir, or they may 

be satellite-framed (S-framed), where path of motion is encoded via a particle and 

manner is encoded in the verb, as in English jump out, go in. In S-framed languages 

such as English, manner would appear to be more salient than in V-framed languages 

such as Italian where the focus is placed on changes in location (Negueruela et al 

2004:142). Additionally, in Spanish it is not possible to express manner and 

directionality in compound expressions as in English: 

 

9) English: The bird flew down from out of the hole in the tree.  

10) Spanish: El pájaro salió del agujero del árbol volando hacia abajo./The 

bird 

 exited of the hole in the tree, flying towards below.* 

from Slobin (1996: 82/83)  
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that speakers segment events differently and select different components and establish 

varying perspectives during the formation of the pre-verbal message.  

In terms of segmentation, the grammaticalisation of aspect in English seems to lead 

English speakers to verbalise many more events than German speakers, and they also 

parse the events into smaller sequences. As regards selection, German speakers 

mention more endpoints (13), whereas English speakers prefer to select a phasal 

segment of the event, portraying it as an ongoing activity (14) (von Stutterheim and 

Nuse 2003:862). Schmiedtová (2013:88) refers to this difference as a phasal (English) 

vs. holistic (German) perspective on event construal, which is driven by the difference 

in the grammaticalisation of particular concepts in L1.  

 

13) Er gräbt ein Loch im Sand./ He digs a hole in the sand.*  

14) He is digging in the Sand. * 

from von-Stutterheim and Nuse (2003:861) 

 

In example 13, the German speaker refers to the endpoint, or the result of the activity: 

the hole in the sand. This has the effect of closing the action, depicting it as a complete 

event. In contrast, the English speaker uses the progressive form construing the activity 

as ongoing.  

 

Von Stutterheim and Nuse (2003) describe specific differences in perspective taking 

drawn from differences in information organisation, as mentioned above. German 

speakers were inclined to refer to bounded events as in (13) and fill a timeline with 

them, one following the other. No internal perspective was provided to the events, 

unlike in English (14). In German, the speaker construes the whole activity as a goal-





33 
 

produce language. This has been influential in providing support for the hypothesis 

that the grammaticalistion of specific features in a language drives specific attention 

being paid to those features, thereby leading to language-specific event 

conceptualisations but only in thinking for speaking. Slobin (1996:89) notes that this 

can have implications for learning a second language; he posits that when learning an 

L2, language learners have particular difficulty with grammatical distinctions and 

categories which are not present in their native language. 

Slobin (1991:17) argues that features which are not grammaticalised in L1 are simply 

ignored, but nonetheless perceived. If this is the case, learning to verbalise them in L2 

should not prove so problematic, as these features are available to the speaker to be 

encoded in L2. However, a CL approach to cross-lingusitic grammaticalisation 

differences would suggest that differing cognitive schemas (mental structures formed 

through the extraction of common features) are developed over time through 

contrasting construals of certain events which are reinforced through socialisation into 

a distinct L1 (Croft 2003: 139). Within this approach, the attention paid to particular 

features of a situation becomes less salient, as a schema is activated in response to a 

certain situation, and when learning L2 the focus is placed on the restructuring of this 

stored conceptual knowledge. Consistently, competent L2 production becomes a more 

complex task, resulting in more enduring errors.  

 

This thesis takes a CL approach and the possibility is explored, that cross-linguistic 

differences in perspective taking occur as a result of general cognitive processes such 

as schematisation and abstraction. These are driven by differences in situation 

construal arising from contrasting semantic and conceptual content held in the mind 

of the speaker and it is here where potential target areas for conceptual transfer might 
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be found.. With this in mind, a full contrastive analysis of the tense and aspect systems 

of English and Italian has been undertaken (Chapter 3) from a cognitive perspective 

with the aim of identifying possible areas of cross-linguistic conceptual difference for 

investigation.  

 

2.3.1 Evidence for L1 concepts affecting L2 learning and L1 attrition within TFS 

 

The theoretical frameworks described above by Slobin (1991) and von-Stutterheim 

and Nuse (2003) have provided a starting point for more recent investigations of the 

effects of cross-linguistic differences in conceptualisation in general and 

conceptualisation transfer in particular, in learner languages (Carrol and von-

Stutterheim 2003) and on L1 attrition in bilingualism (Bylund 2009). Work in this area 

has also principally focused on the grammatical contrasts that occur between aspect 

and non-aspect languages: the Grammatical Aspect Approach (Bylund 2011:109), and 

verb-framed versus satellite-framed languages (Talmy 1985; 1991).  

The effect of L1 conceptualisation processes on L2 is examined by Carroll and von-

Stutterheim (2003) using the framework developed by von-Stutterheim and Nuse 

(2003) and described above. Notably, Carroll and von-Stutterheim consider 

differences in perspective taking regarding the management of temporal anchoring or 

topic time in information organisation for event description (Klein 1992) between 

German and English speakers and German L1 speakers of English L2. As described 

above, German is a non-aspect language and as such when describing a sequence of 

events, German L1 speakers prefer to refer to a number of different events with distinct 

temporal boundaries which are fitted into slots on a timeline (Carroll and von-

Stutterheim 2003:389). However, English through the progressive form encodes 
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aspect and provides for the setting of a time span within which other events occur 

(Carroll and von-Stutterheim 2003:389).   

Carroll and von-Stutterheim reported that German L1 learners of English L2, while 

they had learnt the grammatical forms (the progressive) enabling them to express the 

L2 temporal perspective, did not use them in the appropriate function and maintained 

a perspective rooted in L1. In L2 English the German L1 speakers, for example, while 

using progressive forms might combine them inappropriately with an adverbial such 

as then which signals an event boundary (17). (Example 17 is from Carroll and von-

Stutterheim 2003:392). 

 

17) then he is still searching for water  

 

From this evidence, Carroll and von-Stutterheim conclude that the learners may remain 

constrained by the principals of conceptual organisation evident in their L1 when 

speaking L2 (Carroll and von-Stutterheim 2003:398). Nonetheless, it is perhaps 

difficult to conclude from the use of then that the German speakers in this study still 

perceive a bounded event, despite their use of the English Present Progressive. It would 

be important to consider what the use of progressive aspect means for the speaker of 

L2 English in this context, and how much of the meaning and use of the L2 has really 

been assimilated.  

More recently, Schmiedtová et al. (2011) detail three studies including aspect 

encoding (Spanish, English, Modern Standard (MS) Arabic, Czech, Russian) and non-

aspect (German, Norwegian) encoding languages. They used verbal production, eye 

tracking and speech onset time data to establish that viewing of goal orientated events 

is affected by cross-linguistic difference regarding the grammaticalisation of aspect. 
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Participants in these studies were presented with video clips and asked to describe what 

was happening. Instructions were given in the language being investigated and 

participants were asked to concentrate on the depicted event rather than the elements 

of the scene.  

German speakers, whose L1 does not grammaticalise aspect, encoded more endpoints, 

and eye tracking data showed that German L1 speakers focused on possible endpoints 

of the event shown, before and after starting to speak. The speech onset time (SOT) of 

the German speakers was also later, as if they were waiting for the event to conclude 

before speaking. In contrast, English speakers mentioned fewer endpoints and their 

SOT was earlier than the German L1 speakers with respect to the described event. The 

eye tracking data of the English speakers showed that they would start to speak before 

attending to the event endpoint. 

 Schmiedtová et al. propose that this is because the English speakers possess the 

grammatical means (the progressive) for focussing on a sub-interval of an event. 

Where German speakers were inclined to focus on the endpoint of an event, perceiving 

it as a whole, the English speakers were more likely to refer to an event in progress 

using a progressive construction. Interestingly, these L1-rooted principals regarding 

event construal were evident in the SOT and verbal production data of English L1 

speakers of German L2, but not so evident in the verbal production of German L1 

speakers of English L2. English L1 speakers of German L2 mentioned statistically 

fewer endpoints when speaking German than L1 German speakers, reflecting L1 

English patterns. Moreover, SOT times also resembled those of native English 

speakers. Therefore, native English speakers retained L1 English construal patterns 

while speaking in L2 German.  
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However, there was some evidence for restructuring of event construal, moving 

towards L2 patterns, in the L2 English of German L1 speakers who encoded fewer 

endpoints and whose SOT times were shorter compared to German monolinguals. 

Schmiedtová et al. point to the perceptual prominence of the progressive in English 

which facilitates its assimilation as a reason for this, compared to the holistic 

perspective in German which is not prominent and therefore more difficult to learn. 

(Schmiedtová et al. 2011:95).   

 

Schmiedtová et al. also found evidence for L1 principals for the construal of goal-

orientated motion in the L2 German of L1 speakers of Russian and Czech. Evidence 

from verbal production data showed that L1 Russian speakers mentioned statistically 

fewer endpoints in L2 German than L1 German speakers, and that L1 Czech speakers 

mentioned statistically more. This was ascribed to the similarity of Czech to German 

in terms of their conceptual preferences, Czech, like German invites a holistic 

perspective with the resultant verbalisation and conceptualisation of goal oriented 

motion events (Schmiedtová 2013: 90). Thus, is was not clear whether the success of 

the Czech L1 speakers in attaining native-like competence in this area in L2 was a 

result of conceptual restructuring in line with L2 or maintenance of the L1 perspective.   

Consequently, in a 2013 study, Schmiedtová compared the L2 verbal production 

elicited from the narration of short video clips by high-level L1 Czech speakers of 

English and English native speakers. English, unlike Czech, takes a phasal perspective 

on event construal as a result of the encoding of grammatical aspect. Schmiedtová 

found, as expected, that for goal-oriented motion events, Czech L1 speakers of English 

L2 encoded statistically more end-points than native English speakers bearing 

testimony to a holistic perspective.  



38 
 

Interestingly, in this study, Schmiedtová also looked at events with a resultant state, 

such as posting a letter. She found that Czech speakers were much more likely to 

encode a post-state 18) than native English speakers who would focus on the process 

19). (Examples 18 and19 from Schmiedtová 2013: 105) 

 

18) He is putting the letter inside of a letter box. (poststate) 

19) Someone is posting a letter (process, no poststate).  

 

Moreover, Czech L1 speakers of English were also statistically more likely to use past 

tense forms marked with perfective aspect to encode events with a resultant state. This, 

therefore, implies the completion of the presented situation.  

Schmiedtová et al. conclude that L1 event conceptualisations are grammatically driven 

and that this may pose a significant challenge when learning a new language 

(Schmiedtová 2013:109). The evidence points to speakers thinking in L1 when 

speaking in L2.  

Further evidence for thinking for L1 while speaking L2 comes from Negueruela et al 

(2004) who examined the gesture-speech interface of advanced L2 speakers of Spanish 

and English with regard to their expression of motion events. English (as detailed 

above) is a satellite-framed language (S-framed) while Spanish is a verb-framed 

language. Results for narratives in English showed that Spanish speakers of English 

L2 expressed manner much more frequently through gesture than did English L1s. 

Spanish speakers rely heavily on gesture to express manner in English L2 especially 

when manner is not expressed in the verb, and this parallels L1 Spanish. Negueruela 

et al. conclude that participants in the study had not shifted their L1 TFS patterns 

towards those of the L2 and so participants had to use more creative ways of dealing 
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pay attention to particular features of the etic situation according to their 

grammaticalisation in L1 (von-Stutterheim and Nuse 2003; Slobin 1996); the other, 

currently emerging from cognitive linguistics, proposes cross-linguistic conceptual 

influence in terms of conceptualisation differences driven by variations in the 

meanings of the constructions used to cover the concept to be represented cross-

linguistically and their knock on effect on construal giving rise to an L1 constrained 

perspective on an event.  

The cognitive linguistics approach to conceptual transfer research allows not only for 

transfer at the level of thinking for speaking, but also for the involvement on the 

general cognitive processes also involved in non-linguistic cognition.  

Within this approach, conceptualisations are non-linguistic units formed through the 

interaction of stored knowledge (conceptual categories) and general cognitive abilities 

(construal operations) which are constrained by L1 socialisation into a particular 

discourse community. The conceptualisation represents an L1 defined perspective on 

the event being described and this may be transferred into L2.  

Concepts, in contrast, are stored content, formed through the general cognitive 

processes of schematisation, abstraction and categorisation of etic situations according 

to L1 constrained construal. Likewise, these construals are formed and learned through 

constant reinforcement of the situation/construction pairing, such that the construction 

takes on the meaning of the category in which the etic situation it describes occurs 

(Croft 2003: 139).  

Cognitive Linguistics allows for the interpretation of conceptualisation transfer in 

terms of an L1 perspective driven by the meaning of the construction that covers that 

concept in L1 which is transferred to L2. It allows for the elaboration of concept 

transfer in terms of the L1 constrained conceptual content which exists in the minds of 
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speakers of that L1 and which can be transferred into L2. These definitions are 

consistent with the definitions of concept and conceptualisation transfer outlined by 

Jarvis (2011).  

So far, research work in this area and within the TFS hypothesis has primarily focussed 

on conceptualisation transfer and its manifestation in the verbal production of L2 

learners and bilinguals. Verbal production data, has also been combined with co-verbal 

data such as eye-tracking data and SOT data to measure online processing in relation 

to targeted linguistic features with some very convincing results. However, concept 

transfer, which is more difficult to distinguish because of its relation to the meaning 

of stored conceptual content (Jarvis 2011:4) and which, therefore, may not appear in 

verbal production data, has been largely neglected.  A cognitive linguistics framework, 

as described above, offers a suitable heuristic for explaining these two types of 

transfer, and as detailed below, also the means of investigating them.  

 

2.4 Cognitive Approach to the investigation of Conceptual Transfer 

 

The following section outlines how Cognitive Linguistics and Radical Construction 

Grammar (Croft 2001; Croft and Cruse 2004) offer an effective framework for 

investigating conceptual transfer. This framework has been adopted to: i) better enable 

the elaboration of an account of the processes underlying conceptualisation and the 

formation of linguistic categories in long term memory which may impact upon 

acquisition of an L2 through conceptual transfer, and ii) make the link between 

construction semantics and conceptualisation. It therefore provides for the transfer of 

grammatically driven conceptualisations as non-linguistic units (Evans 2012:78), 

rather than grammatically driven attendance to particular features, as detailed by Jarvis 
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(2011:51).  Particular attention is paid to the general cognitive abilities that link 

grammar and conceptualisation and what that means about the nature of conceptual 

transfer in general, and conceptualisation and concept transfer in particular.  

Radical Construction Grammar (RCG), in particular semantic mapping, has been 

adopted as a means of showing cross-linguistic conceptual difference in stored 

conceptual content in the minds of speakers of English and Italian.  

 

2.4.1 Radical Construction Grammar (RCG) 

 

RCG posits that a grammatical construction represents a conceptualisation, as it holds, 

in the mind of the speaker, not only syntactic, morphological and phonological 

information, but also semantic and conceptual information including schemas, frames, 

categories and prototypes as well as pragmatic elements (Croft and Cruse 2004; Croft 

2001:18). Consequently, RCG allows for the interpretation of grammatical 

constructions in terms of the concepts that they represent and comparing these 

constructions cross-linguistically has the potential to reveal differences with regard to 

concepts and conceptualisations in the minds of speakers of different languages.  

According to RCG theory, constructions and the functions that they represent are 

organised into conceptual categories as a result of categorisation (Croft 2001:27) and 

recognition of prototypes (discussed above Section 2.2). For example, in English the 

event I have eaten the cake would fall squarely into the category Present Perfect tense 

as it fits the prototypical meaning of the category past action with present result state. 

Less prototypical events or situations such as I have known him for years which 

describe a past to present state would fall closer to the category boundary. In contrast, 

the same two events, described in Italian or French would involve two categories, one 
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In contrast, the same two events, described in Italian or French would involve two 

categories, one for the past action, the Perfetto Composto: I have eaten the cake/Ho 

mangiato la torta and one for the past to present state, the Presente Semplice : I have 

known him for years/ Lo consoco da anni. This occurs because the Italian system 

provides for an extended present where the Presente Semplice may cover situations or 

states which start in the past and continue into the present, whereas the English system, 

on the other hand, provides for a result state meaning with the Present Perfect which 

in English, therefore, places both situations in the same category.  

These categories represent the linguistic knowledge available to a speaker as a 

socialised subject. In order to compare the content and organisation of categories 

cross-linguistically in RCG, Croft (2001: 2) proposes the creation of semantic maps. 

Semantic maps represent the categories that are available to the language user mapped 

onto a conceptual space. A conceptual space contains the various functions that are 

represented by constructions, and the relations of those constructions to each other 

(Croft 2001:93). The conceptual space is considered universal, whereas the categories 

derived from constructions available in a particular language that are mapped onto the 

conceptual space are language specific (Croft 2001:94). This would mean that where 

categories differ cross-linguistically, speakers of different L1s have different schemas 

and other conceptual content available cross-linguistically for the representation of the 

same concepts. Therefore, RCG as model of morphosyntactic representation which 

gives a large amount of explanatory power to semantic/conceptual structure and 

form/function pairings offers a method for cross-linguistic comparison at a conceptual 

level through semantic maps which are central to the theory. These maps capture 

similarities and differences in psychological categories, the comparison of which 
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is perceived to represent it most accurately. For example the etic state up to the present 

(I have known him for years) situation is matched to the Present Perfect construction 

in English; moreover, the Present Perfect is also used for other etic situations which in 

combination form the Present Perfect category. It is cross-linguistic differences in the 

content and therefore also meaning of these categories which may account for concept 

transfer, and these differences may be revealed through a comparison of semantic 

maps of the tense and aspect systems of English and Italian as described above and 

available in Chapter 3.  

The stored knowledge that exists in the minds of a speaker or the conceptual 

categories, as described above, drive the construal operations or general cognitive 

processes which form conceptualisations of the etic situation to be described (Croft 

and Cruse 2004:46). Where L1 influences these construal operations, and therefore the 

formation of a conceptualisation, conceptualisation transfer is hypothesised. Jarvis 

(2011:4) describes conceptualisation transfer as: 

cross-linguistic effects arising not from different concepts, but from 

differences concerning which concepts are selected and how they are 

organised in a particular conceptualisation of a situation or event.  

 

The following example outlines concept and conceptualisation transfer, as it is 

interpreted to occur in this study.  

Consider the etic concept of: resultative past in the following example: 

 

20) I have lost my iPhone. / Ho perso il mio iPhone.  
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Often, an Italian L1 speaker can be heard using the Past Simple for this concept: I lost 

my iPhone. Or on other occasions, the required Present Perfect is used; however, 

inability to use this construction consistently in other contexts points to its incomplete 

assimilation. This incomplete assimilation may manifest in the use of the Present 

Perfect with a past and finished meaning in the resultative past context, consistent with 

the L1 category meaning as outlined in Figure 2 below. Evidence for the use of the 

Present Perfect with a past and finished meaning could be potentially be considered 

evidence for concept transfer as explored below.    

 
 
Figure 2. The processes hypothesised to result in concept and conceptualisation 
transfer according to this CL approach.  
 

Figure 2 shows the knowledge held by the L1 speaker of Italian in the blue circle on 

the right with regard to the etic situation resultative past. The circle contains 

information regarding the form that is usually used to express this concept in Italian, 

the Perfetto Composto, and its core semantics. The left hand circle shows the 

organisation of conceptual content in L2 English for this concept, the Present Perfect, 

and for the tense which is often chosen by Italian speakers in this context, the Simple 
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Composto, is formed using the present tense of to have as an auxiliary verb plus the 

past participle I have lost/ Io ho perso.  

These examples show how difficult it could be to distinguish between and find 

evidence for these two different types of transfer, especially when they co-occur. Only 

by accessing the ongoing processing in the mind of the speaker while he/she makes 

decisions regarding tense and aspect forms, might it be possible to do so. To this end, 

this thesis has analysed think aloud reports (Chapter 4 and Results presented in Chapter 

5) obtained as participants performed a task which required them to decide upon an L2 

tense in a particular temporal context. The task, a cloze test (Chapter 4), was developed 

to target areas of conceptual difference existing between the English and Italian tense 

systems as highlighted through the tense and aspect analysis in Chapter 3. It was 

anticipated that the participant verbalisations would have the potential to reveal 

examples of conceptual transfer in general and also possibly within these distinguish 

between examples of concept and conceptualisation transfer in particular.  

 

2.5 Conclusions and Research Questions 

 

There is evidence to suggest that cross-linguistic difference in the grammaticalisation 

of certain concepts between L1 and L2 may result in learner error as a function of 

concept and/or conceptualisation transfer (Bylund and Jarvis 2011; Jarvis 2011). The 

Conceptual Transfer Hypothesis (CTH) provides for the possibility of this transfer 

occurring not only while the pre-verbal message is being formed, but also at the level 

of general cognition (Jarvis 2007). In order to access the cognitive processes that drive 

conceptualisation, a cognitive linguistic framework (Croft and Cruse 2004) has been 

adopted along with the methods of topological comparison offered through RCG 
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(Croft 2001). This offers a model where transfer can be explored in terms of its 

occurrence in different parts of the system for utterance formation: conceptual 

difference may be identified with regard to conceptualisation and stored conceptual 

content, allowing for the identification of areas vulnerable to cross-linguistic 

influence. In Chapter 3, which follows, a full and detailed comparison of the Italian 

and English tense and aspect systems which encompasses category content and 

conceptual structure is elaborated. This highlights the areas of conceptual difference 

which are targeted as part of this study. This is important, not only for the identification 

of areas of cross-linguistic conceptual difference, but also in order to explore the idea 

of translational equivalence and what that means for Italian L1 speakers of English L2 

when they express temporal concepts.  

Based on the comparative analysis in Chapter 2 and a data collection method such as 

the think aloud report, we can access conceptualisations and concepts stored in the 

mind of a speaker as he/she makes decisions regarding tense choice. This will allow 

for the interpretation of concept and conceptualisation transfer in terms of the 

meanings that speakers hold of the grammatical structures which are available to them 

at the time of speaking. So far, studies in this area have looked at differences in 

language use accompanied by measurements of online processing (SOT times, eye-

tracking data) (Schmiedtová et al 2011). This study takes another approach, looking 

at transfer from the perspective of what the constructions used mean to speakers in L1 

and L2, and how these diverging meanings drive conceptualisation formation, 

construal and category formation which differ cross-linguistically, and result in 

distinct areas vulnerable to conceptual transfer in L2 interlanguage.  

The framework and literature review outlined above, in addition to the tense and aspect 

analysis in Chapter 3 has motivated the following research questions:  
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1) The tense and aspect systems of English and Italian diverge in their 

grammaticalisation of temporal concepts.  Do these point to underlying conceptual 

difference?  

2) Italian L1 learners of English L2 predictably make production errors when 

expressing distinct aspects of temporality which are realised by the Present Perfect in 

English. Is this the result of transfer at a conceptual level? 

3) Can evidence be obtained to distinguish between concept and conceptualisation 

transfer?   
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3.1 The Tense and Aspect Combination 

 

The expression of temporal meanings in English and Italian is realised through their 

tense and aspect systems. These two systems express two distinct conceptual notions, 

but work together to denote complex temporal concepts. Michaelis (2006:2) claims 

that in the semantic analysis of a construction, the two are intimately related and one 

should not be considered without the other. Tense represents the grammaticalised 

expression of location in time, it is deictic and provides for the location of a situation 

on a timeline relative to the speech time. Aspect, on the other hand, affords for the 

expression of the internal consistency or structure of the action itself (Hackmack 

2012:3, Michaelis 2006:2, Borik et al 2003:1; Hewson 1991:511). Consider examples 

(21), (22) and (23) below:  

 

21) I sit at the front in assembly.  

22) I am sitting here. 

23) I sat at the front last week.  

 

The difference between (21) and (23) is one of tense, Present and Past, the difference 

between (21) and (22) however is one of aspect; example (22) referring to an ongoing 

action in the present moment and example (21) referring to a habit that is relevant to 

the present time, but that may not be true at exactly the moment of speaking. In an 

analysis of the meaning of a particular construction, tense and aspect have to be 

considered together. Example (22), for example, could not be analysed without 

reference both to its tense (Present) and aspect (Progressive) because the interaction 
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In example 24, the Past Simple saw is thus deictic as it places the act of see John (E) 

before the speech time (S) which is in the present. However, with regards to the relative 

tenses, E and R are not simultaneous as reference time and event time are separate. 

Consider example 5 using the English Past Perfect. 

 

5) I had seen John before I left. (E-R-S)  

 

Here, as indicated above, S is preceded by R (when I left) which is preceded by E. 

Thus, the Past Perfect is a relative tense, as it has as part of its meaning R, which allows 

for the location of E in time. In this case, the event see John happened at some point 

before the past reference point I leave.  

 

3.3 Aspect 

 

As mentioned above, grammatical aspect is used to show how the internal structure of 

a situation is conceived (Neimeier 2013:11). This may relate to whether an action is 

conceived as ongoing or bounded at the time of the event, or whether an action is 

repeated in time or pertinent to a past, present or future reference time, as in perfect 

aspect, explored below. Tenses such as the Present Perfect hold perfect aspect (defined 

below) which entails strong implicatures of a connection of the denoted action with 

another point in time (R) (Bohnemeyer 2003:2), therefore, involving the separation of 

event (E) and reference time (R)3. However, the principal aspectual distinction is 

                                                           
3 A distinction should be made between relative tense on the one hand, and perfect aspect on the 
other. According to Reichenbach (1947) a relative tense provides for the temporal separation of E 
and R. Perfect aspect, however, implies that the effects of E persist at R. Relative tenses such as the 
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the same way, the speaker, by using the grammatical means available to him/her does 

provide significant clues to their conceptualisation of it (Niemeier 2013:6).  

A complete description of each construction available in the English and Italian tense 

and aspect systems, drawing out the prototypical features and thus establishing the 

core meanings of each construction, as described above, is detailed below. This is used 

in the development of semantic maps which reveal how tense and aspectual means are 

used differently in each language to represent real world occurrences or situations, 

highlighting areas of cross-linguistic conceptual difference (Brisard 2013:210). The 

analysis draws upon a cognitive linguistic framework, and in particular Radical 

Construction Grammar, as discussed in Chapter 2, as well as established works of 

reference for details regarding usage in each language.   

The semantic maps have been designed according to the semantic map connectivity 

hypothesis as detailed above. This means that the etic concepts represented and their 

arrangement on the maps are consistent across the two languages analysed here, 

namely, English and Italian. For example in Semantic Maps 1 and 2, which show 

present time in English and Italian respectively, the Performative concept (illustrated 

in English as I accept your terms) is found between the Instantaneous concept (And 

he scores) and Eternal Truth concept (Hydrogen is the lightest element) on both maps.  

The language-specific constructions which cover the concepts are shown using 

different coloured boxes. Where concepts may be covered by more than one 

construction and therefore enter more than one category, a dashed line is drawn. 

Concepts which hold the prototypical features of the category, such as performative 

concept (Semantic Map 1 and 2) for the Present Simple, are shown nearer to the centre 

and highlighted, whereas less prototypical uses such as habitual concept (Semantic 

Maps 1 and 2) are found towards the category boundary. The boundaries are important 
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as they show where there is likely to be overlap in category membership cross-

linguistically, and therefore where semantic and conceptual content may differ.  

Concepts for investigation are highlighted in yellow on semantic maps 3 and 6. The 

maps show how these concepts fall into different conceptual categories cross-

linguistically, so highlighting the potential for conceptual difference. As would be 

expected, these categories are on the respective category boundaries for each language. 

The knowledge of cross-linguistic conceptual difference generated through and 

depicted on the semantic maps was central to the analysis of the think aloud reports 

(Chapter 5) and the identification of instances of concept and conceptualisation 

transfer (Chapter 6).  

The numbering of examples in this chapter is consecutive, and they are placed in 

circular brackets like this: (6), the numbers in square brackets such as: [6] where 

indicated, show the concept that the examples correspond to on the sematic maps.  For 

example, example number 36 below corresponds with concept 1, performative use of 

the Present Simple on semantic map 1. 

 

36) I accept your terms. [1] 

 

3.4 Representation of present time temporal concepts in English and Italian 

 

Section 3 discusses the constructions used to express present time concepts in both 

English and Italian. The uses of each construction are discussed and the core semantics 

which are drawn from them are specified. The uses and core semantics are represented 

on semantic maps 1 and 2. The tenses detailed in this section are: The English Present 

Simple and Present Progressive and the Italian Presente Semplice.  
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interpreting the habit as monophasal and stative per se and Michaelis claiming that it 

is the Present Simple which coerces this meaning, they both agree on the Present 

Simple representing a state, which in this case holds at the moment of speaking.  

The English Present Simple, while functioning to describe some temporally 

imperfective concepts such as permanent states, truths and habits, does not cover 

dynamic situations which are temporally extended. For these functions the Present 

Progressive is needed. Moreover, as described above, states, truths and habits may be 

considered monophasal (Hirtle 2007:88; Langacker 2002:89), and therefore phasally 

complete from the first instant even if they are temporally extended.  

In terms of their representation on the semantic maps, the performative concept (36) 

is found in the centre of the category as it represents a monophasal event which 

concludes with the exact moment of speaking: it is prototypical of the category; 

similarly, the instantaneous use (37) is found above it. The features of these two etic 

situations are those which correspond most with the meaning of the Present Simple as 

described above. As a stativising construction, the English Present Simple is also used 

to describe the permanent state concept (38) I like pasta. States are monophasal and as 

such the English Present Simple refers to the fact that liking pasta is true also at the 

moment of speaking. This is also true of the eternal truths concept (39).  Along with 

the habitual use concept (40) these occur towards the edge of the category as the 

semantics of these situations have to be coerced into a stative reading by the use of the 

Present Simple. Although to walk is dynamic, it is either ascribed a state meaning by 

virtue of its habitual use (Hirtle 1991:151) which then fits the completive nature of the 

Present Simple or coerced into a stative meaning through the use of the Present Simple 

in this context (Michaelis 2006:14). In the final analysis, both interpretations lead to 

the same conclusion; that the English Present Simple refers to a complete instantiation 
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adverbial expression at the moment. In contrast, the use of the Present Tense here I 

take Spanish lessons would suggest a more permanent state of affairs.  

The notion of a repetition of an event over time is also evident in example 49 

(repetition of events of limited duration); however, here in contrast to example 48 

(temporary habit over a limited period) the idea of limited duration refers to the event 

and not to the series as a whole (Leech 1998:32). In 50 (sporadic repetition over time), 

however, the progressive is used to indicate the repetition of an event over time which 

is sporadic. Unlike examples 48 and 49 this situation does not have an implication of 

occurrence at predetermined times (Palmer 1974:69).   

Finally, examples 51 and 52, while indicating situations which hold over the past, 

present and future, also denote the approach to a change in state. Number 51 (change 

in state/situation) describes the transition period as house prices become more 

expensive. It does not include the actual change itself (Leech 1998:23). Number 52 

(ongoing process) in contrast, is an example of an ongoing process which will 

eventually lead to a change. In this case also the change in state is not included. 

In general, the English Present Progressive is used to express temporally extended 

dynamic situations of limited duration which are incomplete at the moment of 

speaking. Through its action as a stativisor, it allows for the speaker to encode the 

focus upon a particular instance of the ongoing activity in the present (Michaelis 

2006:17). This is compatible with the CG view that the progressive serves to zoom in 

on the middle phase of a process, defocusing its boundaries (Neimeier 2013:14).  

Those concepts in which the event described overlaps exactly with the moment of 

speaking, are core and found close to the centre of the category, as detailed above. 

Where the incomplete and stativising nature of the Present Progressive allow for the 
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In 76 the speaker has decided to go to the party and, in her opinion, she will be able to 

attend. In 77, the speaker is still considering going, has not made up his/her mind. In 

77, we catch the speaker in the middle of their reflections about attending the party.  

The distinction once again is made between a mental process and behavioural process, 

where the behavioural process (77) accepts the perifrasi progressiva.  

However, this substitution is not always possible, when the focus is not on a specific 

moment of the dynamic process for example (78). 

 

78) Mentre sua moglie partoriva, Gigi fumava nervosamente. /While his wife 

gave birth, Gigi smoked nervously.  

 

In 78 the Imperfetto is used as the focus is on the internal structure of the event of Gigi 

smoking which took place at the same time as his wife was giving birth. The focus is 

on the simultaneousness of these two events (Bertinetto 1991:50) not on a single 

instant of the former.  

The use of the perifrasi progressiva is becoming more and more widespread according 

to Cortelazzo (2012:1). This is reflected in the fact that: i) the number of forms of stare 

that are used in the perifrasi have increased; ii) the type of verbs which accept the 

perifrasi progressiva are more numerous; and iii) there is a growing preference for use 

of the perifrasi progressiva compared to the simple forms.  

Points ii) and iii) are perhaps exemplified in the increase in use of the perifrasi 

progressiva for transformations (concepts 79 ongoing process and 80 change in 
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forward in to the future, the Italian Presente Semplice does. The Italian Presente 

Semplice may also be used to cover functions which start in the past and continue on 

into the present time, functions which are not included in those covered by the English 

Present Simple. Furthermore, it has been suggested that the English Present Simple is 

unusual in requiring a high level of simultaneity between speech and situation time 

compared to other languages (Brisard 2013:220; Langacker 1991:250; Cooper 

1986:30) such as Italian. In fact, in order to represent imperfective situations and 

events which have past and present relevance, whether dynamic or stative, an English 

speaker has available constructions which hold progressive and perfect aspect such as 

the Present Progressive, Present Perfect and Present Perfect Progressive. This is 

evident in semantic maps 1 and 2 which show the conceptual categories for present 

time representation in English and Italian. A comparison of the two maps immediately 

reveals the vast extension of the Italian Presente Semplice compared to the English 

Present Simple. What an Italian speaker may accomplish with one tense, the Presente 

Semplice, an English speaker can only manage with four: Present Simple, Present 

Progressive, Present Perfect and Present Perfect Progressive.   

It is these differences, and particularly those which occur at construction category 

boundaries, which are drawn upon in the identification of target areas of conceptual 

difference in this study. Consider for example the concept state up to the present I have 

known him for years. Where in Italian the Presente Semplice is used, the English 

system uses the Present Perfect, as the core semantics of these two constructions are 

different, they allow for different extensions of usage and competing 

conceptualisations of the same event. This is, therefore, a concept which may be 

susceptible to L1 conceptual transfer, in particular, its subset conceptualisation 

transfer. 
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In fact, as stativising constructions, the Progressive forms, and particularly the Past 

Progressive, are often used narratively to provide background information regarding 

simultaneous events surrounding a main event. They allow for the setting of a temporal 

frame against which the main action is set (Leech 1998:22). In example 92, the Past 

Progressive is used to describe those actions in progress when the gunshot was heard:  

 

92) The birds were singing, people were out walking in the park when a 

gunshot ripped through the air. [40] 

 

By extension, the Past Progressive may be used to describe two simultaneous and 

ongoing past situations such as in example 93:  

 

93) Mark was working in the garden while his wife Pam was cooking the 

dinner. [39] 

 

The use of a progressive form allows for the ongoing and simultaneous nature of these 

two situations. Nothing is known about when each situation started or finished and as 

such they are seen as incomplete.  

On the semantic maps, concepts covered by the Past Progressive are found in a box 

under the Past Simple category. They occur near to the category boundary where the 

temporally imperfective concepts covered by the Past Simple are found (semantic map 

4).  Concept 38 (example 91 above), the incomplete, ongoing dynamic situation in the 

past might be considered prototypical of this category as it most closely fits the 

semantics of the Past Progressive construction.  
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denoted by the past participle are still relevant at the present time (Leech 1998:35). In 

fact, Depraetere (1998: 610) even goes so far as to argue that a resultative feature of 

the Present Perfect should form part of its core semantics, rather than be explained as 

a function of usage. However, Michaelis (2004:42) who identifies the three main 

usages of the Present Perfect as resultative (110), existential (112) and continuative 

(113, 114, 115), claims that the latter two usages (existential and continuative) lack 

the result state entailment and explains current relevance in terms of the Present Perfect 

as a stativising construction. As a stativising construction, the Present Perfect selects 

the state of aftermath (Michaelis 2004:4) which follows the completion of the event 

represented by the past participle.  

110 is an example of the resultative use of the Present Perfect. This usage emphasises 

the resultant state which holds as a function of the postman having called. This use is 

often seen with the transition of one state to another (Croft 2012:162), in this case the 

absence of the postman in the past, leading to the possible presence of letters which 

have been delivered. Given that this stativising construction selects a result state which 

holds at the present, events described by Present Perfect in its resultative usage will 

also tend to be recent events (Klein 1992:539). This use is often seen in combination 

with adverbs such as already, yet and just, which make the closeness of the situation 

to the present even more evident (111).  

 

110) The postman has called. [20] 

111) I have just arrived. [21] 

 

These two readings, (110) and (111) which imply a result state and perhaps even the 

presence of letters, providing for a physical manifestation of the current relevance of 
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In each of the examples 113, 114 and 115, the situation described started in the past 

and continues up to the present moment (Croft 2012:164), there is also the unspecified 

possibility of it continuing into the future (Leech 1998:36). As with the resultative and 

existential readings of the Present Perfect, here the Present Perfect construction acts as 

a state selector, denoting the state of aftermath following the event. For example, in 

(114), I am in the state of having observed the class for hours, according to Michaelis 

(2005:46) this state is monophasal, as the Present Perfect coerces a stative reading so 

the event is seen as not involving any change, or different phases, and cannot be 

perceived as incomplete (Hirtle 2007:94). So that the selected state, which holds at 

speech time, is the intial and final transition of the episode itself. By implication, the 

continuative reading of the Present Perfect also requires that the situation persists up 

to the present reference time. This is known as the persistence entailment  (Michalis 

2004:46).  

The persistence entailment is important as regards the semantics of the Present Perfect 

as it provides for the continuation of the denoted event into the present. For this reason, 

these functions are found at the category border closest to other present temporal 

concepts covered by the Present Simple (Semantic Map 1).  

The English Present Perfect holds perfect aspect which indicates that a state brought 

about by the past situation (E) holds in the present. Consistently, the semantics of the 

English Past Simple and Present Perfect constructions diverge significantly, and this 

has come about through their differing use conditions over time, whereby pragmatic 

extensions of usage in the Present Perfect category have become part of its core 

semantics (Michaelis 2004:4). The Present Perfect is used to refer to situations that 

start in the past and continue up to the present moment and possibly beyond. It holds 
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121) They have been widening the road. [25] 

122) I have been eating a lot of chocolate lately. [24] 

Where the Present Perfect Progressive places emphasis on a situation that holds up to 

the present moment through perfect aspect, the Past Progressive I was eating a lot of 

chocolate when he walked in places the situation entirely in the past, and zooms in on 

the part of the process which obtained at past the reference time.   

The Present Perfect Progressive may be seen in contrast to the Present Perfect as 

regards the expression of temporariness. Semantically, concepts 123 event/situation 

up to the present and 124 share many elements such as: duration, past with relevance 

in the present, possible continuation of situation. However, the progressive aspect in 

124 denotes a situation which the speaker considers temporary (Leech 1998:49):  

 

123) I have lived in Cardiff for 3 years.  

124) I have been living in Cardiff for 3 years.  

 

As discussed above, the use of progressive aspect has the potential for imposing 

boundaries upon an activity such as to live in Cardiff, in the above example. Consider 

the contrast between: (i) I live in Cardiff and (ii) I am living in Cardiff. The former 

implies that the situation is permanent, the latter that it is likely to change i.e. I am 

likely to move soon.  

The Present Perfect Progressive also contrasts with the Present Perfect where the 

lexical aspect of the verb involved is telic. Here the incomplete aspectual meaning of 

the progressive comes into play. For concept 125, resultative past, the breakfast is 

finished, in example 126 the breakfast is still unfinished, the eating is still in progress. 
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139) Anna aveva lasciato proprio allora il collegio, lo si capiva benissimo. / 

Anna had only just left college, it was easy to tell. [46] 

 

The further uses of the Piuccheperfetto mirror those of the Perfetto Composto as the 

semantics are identical, apart from relevance at past reference time meaning against 

present relevance meaning which is key, as we have seen above. Consistently, the 

functions covered by the Piuccheperfetto include: existential past-in-past (140), result 

at past reference time (141), activity with effects evident at past reference time (142). 

With regards to the arrangement of these concepts on the semantic map, the result and 

past-in-past features of the construction are most evident for concept (141) resultative 

past, and as such this appears towards the centre of the category. Concept (142), which 

features an ongoing past activity with effects evident at the past reference time, is 

found closer to the category boundary at the bottom of the box. Its semantics are 

similar to those of (105) and (106) which entail ongoing past situations and habits up 

to the past reference time (Semantic Map 5).  

 

140) Non aveva mai visto niente di simile prima di allora/ I had never seen 

anything similar before then. [47] 

141) Aveva ottenuto il permesso di uscire a intendeva farne uso. /She had got 

a day pass and intended to use it. [45] 

142) Ero stanco, perché avevo corso. / I was tired because I had been running. 

[44] 

 

The core semantics of the Piuccheperfetto, derived from the literature review are given 

as: 
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In fact, the semantics of the Perfetto Composto do not allow for an event to continue 

up to the reference time (the continuity reading of the Present Perfect); the Perfetto 

Composto is essentially perfective, and can even take on an aorist meaning, as 

discussed. Therefore, the function state up to the present is covered by the Italian 

Presente Semplice as above.  

Michaelis (2006:15) attributes this difference to an idiosyncrasy of the English Present 

Simple. The English Present Simple, unlike the Italian Presente Semplice, is not a 

general-purpose stativiser. This means that while the English Present Simple only 

selects the state or period of stasis at the moment of speaking, the Italian Presente 

Semplice is able to select states both before, during and after speech time. Therefore, 

the functions that the English Present is unable to perform, requiring the selection of a 

state which obtains, for example, just prior to speech time or is ongoing at speech time, 

are performed by perfect and progressive constructions. Thus, there is an important 

difference in the grammaticalisation of the concept state up to the present between 

these two tense systems and as such, it is one of the features which is targeted in this 

study.  

Another interesting difference regarding the semantics of the two tenses English 

Present Perfect and Italian Perfetto Composto is the notion of current relevance for 

the Present Perfect and result for the Perfetto Composto. As described above, the 

notion of current relevance for the Present Perfect is described as state which holds 

after the culmination of the event denoted by the participle component. Indeed, de 

Swart (2007:2277) maintains that there is a perfect aspect which operates across all 

the perfect tenses in English: the meaning of this aspect being that there is a state 
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related to the event described, which is located in time according to the tense operator 

(past, present or future).  

However, this does not appear to be the case in Italian, as the result state feature does 

not appear to form part of the semantics of the Perfetto Composto. In contrast, the 

Italian Perfetto Composto would appear to hold as part of its semantics the idea of a 

result or effect of the event denoted by the participle component. This is evident where 

for past to present situations which entail a result state the Italian system permits the 

use of both the Presente Semplice and the Perfetto Composto (144), but when a 

physical result is denoted, the Perfetto Composto is obligatory (145). 

144) Arrivo/ sono arrivato proprio ora; mi vuoi spiegare cosa é successo? / I 

have just arrived, can you tell me what has happened?  

145) Sono stanca perché ho corso. / I am tired because I have been running.  

This leads to the supposition that the use of the Present Perfect for events which entail 

a result such as I have broken my arm. /Mi sono rotto il braccio are a result of continued 

use of the construction in the physical result context, but that the semantics of the 

Present Perfect indicate the state of aftermath following the break, not the act of 

breaking itself. In contrast, in Italian, it is the effect of the event (the broken arm) along 

with the past action of breaking the arm which are salient and form part of the 

semantics of the Perfetto Composto.  

This seems to suggest that perfect aspect has a qualitatively different meaning in 

English compared to Italian.  
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3.7 Conclusions 

 

The cognitive analysis (semantic maps) and description detailed above have 

highlighted two particular areas of divergence in the grammaticalisation of particular 

concepts, and therefore potential conceptual difference between the English and Italian 

tense and aspect systems. It seems that the systems diverge conceptually in the 

expression of temporally imperfective concepts that span either present to past, or past 

to present time, such as past to present states, events or habits, whether temporary or 

permanent. There is also some reason to believe that the conceptual nature of perfect 

aspect differs between the two languages, in other words, the nature of the relevance 

at reference time that perfect aspect denotes. The analysis suggests that in English 

current relevance applies to a state, whereas in Italian the nature of current relevance 

is more orientated to the effects of an action or its physical result.  

The temporal concepts that include past to present time and current relevance are 

principally covered by the Present Perfect in English. Indeed, the acquisition of this 

tense is known to be problematic for Italian (L1) learners of English (L2) (Lott 1983: 

259) and classroom errors commonly take the following form:  

 

a) Present Simple for Present Perfect in state up to the present: I know him for 

10 years instead of I have known him for 10 years. 

b) Present Simple for Present Perfect Progressive in temporary activity up to 

the recent past with effects evident in the present: I wait for ages instead of I 

have been waiting for ages. 

c) Past Simple for Present Perfect in resultative past: Have you seen my coat? 

Yes, I saw your coat instead of Yes, I have seen your coat.  
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d) Past Simple for Present Perfect in existential past: I went to America twice 

instead of I have been to America twice. 

 

This chapter has provided an analysis upon which to base the hypothetical areas of 

conceptual divergence that underlie the errors detailed above. Table 2 details the nature 

of the conceptual divergence related to the concepts expressed in (a) to (d) above and 

the resulting errors. This is based on the differing core semantics of the constructions 

that cover these concepts in English compared to Italian.  

The core semantics of a construction represent the prevailing meaning of the category, 

which extends to cover functions which hold similar features to the category meaning. 

Clearly, some category members are more prototypical than others, and as such, 

correspond easily with the core semantics of the category. In contrast, for less 

prototypical members, the features of which put them nearer to the category boundary 

and concepts covered by other categories, the prevailing meaning of the category is 

nevertheless imposed upon them, which coerces a particular meaning. Cross-

linguistically, contrasting constructions with differing meanings extend to cover these 

concepts providing for differing construals of the same etic situation cross-

linguistically and consequently, potential conceptual difference.  

Table 2 shows the etic concepts that are investigated in this study, together with the 

constructions that cover them in English and Italian. The core semantics of each of 

those constructions is also given, derived from the cognitive analysis above. The final 

column holds the hypothesised conceptualisation of the temporal concept drawn from 

the core semantics of the construction, as this is a result of the interplay between stored 

semantic knowledge, construal operations influenced by this stored knowledge and 

exposure to L1 in context. The information contained in this table has been 
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in the past. This is also evident where temporal adverbials may be used with the Italian 

Passato Composto for this function (149), such temporal adverbials are not permissible 

in combination with the Present Perfect (Leech 1998:37).  

 

149) Sono stata in America nel 2010/ I went to America in 2010.  

 

For concepts 3 and 4, the cross-linguistic grammaticalisation differences involve a 

difference in category content for constructions which have the same grammatical 

form cross-linguistically: the Present Perfect I have been and Perfetto Composto Sono 

stata. Both tenses are formed taking the present tense of have (or be/essere in Italian 

for intransitive verbs) as the auxilliary plus the past participle. The differences in core 

semantics for these categories is given in table 2. This difference may lead to 

conceptualisation differences though the activiation of contrasting construal 

operations, where a perfective perspective is generated in constrast to the perception 

of a result state, leading to the erroneous use of the Past Simple in English by Italian 

L1 speakers. Or there may also be the possibility of revealing concept transfer, if L1 

category content (the meaning of the structures under investigation in the mind of the 

speaker) can be shown to impact upon L2 production as detailed in Chapter 2.  

To sum up, this analysis of the tense and aspect systems of English and Italian has 

revealed four (1-4 below) possible areas of conceptual difference in the minds of 

speakers of these two languages with regards to the concepts detailed above. 

Conceptual difference is hypothesised to occur where the grammaticalisation of 

specific concepts differs cross-linguistically, leading to the possibility that learners 

may fall back on L1 concepts and derived conceptualisations when speaking L2, 

leading to the possibility of production errors in the form detailed above (a-d). This is 
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manifest in the extension of differing constructions holding different core semantics 

covering the same concept cross-linguistically. Conceptual difference, therefore, 

derives from differing usage cross-linguistically. 

 

1) state up to the present. I have known him for years/ Lo conosco da anni.  

2) temporary activity up to the recent past with effects evident in the 

present. I have been watching TV for ages. / Guardo la TV da un sacco di 

tempo.  

3) resultative past. I have had my hair cut. / Mi sono fatto tagliare i capelli. 

4) existential past. I have been to South Africa. / Sono stata in Sud Africa. 

 

These concepts are highlighted in yellow on semantic maps 3 and 6. As is evident, 

they all fall towards their category boundary.   

A cloze test has been specifically designed to elicit these errors in Italian L1 speakers 

of English L2 and think aloud reports have been gathered to gain insight into the 

thought processes of L2 learners while they make decisions regarding the correct form 

for these concepts in L2. This means that quantitative data has been obtained to assess 

the likelihood of error with regards to these concepts compared to others where no 

conceptual difference in evident, and qualitative data in the form of think aloud reports 

has been obtained with the aim of revealing conceptual transfer as an influence in L2 

interlanguage in this area. The full description detailed here is fundamental to the 

analysis of the generated think aloud reports, as L1 influence manifesting in the think 

aloud reports could potentially reflect the core semantics of the construction used to 

represent the function in L1 and offer insights into whether reasoning, even where 
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responses are correct, reflects L1 conceptual content organisation and 

conceptualisation as described.  

The following chapter provides a detailed description, elaboration and justification for 

the mixed methodology used in this study and how it draws upon the analysis presented 

here to reveal evidence for conceptual transfer in general in the expression of the target 

temporal concepts in the L2 English of Italian L1 learners. 
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To sum up, in research on attrition in the field of bilingualism, elicitation devices in 

transfer research primarily involve visual stimuli such as films or cartoons. The oral 

or written narratives produced are coded according to the area under investigation, 

thereby generating numerical data for analysis. Statistical evidence for a link between 

grammaticalisation in the dominant language environment and its effect on L1 and L2 

production, combined with corresponding co-verbal data provides an excellent means 

of supporting the conceptual transfer hypothesis. However, this thesis seeks to 

delineate how conceptual differences impact upon cognitive processing in learner 

interlanguage, the effects that they may have on learner language production and rule 

out transfer at a formal level. So while importantly these studies do reveal that the 

bilingual conceptual system is affected by grammaticalisation in L1 and L2, they do 

not include a means of shedding light on how this occurs in terms of the interplay 

between context and stored semantic and conceptual structure. Such information 

would inform L2 acquisition research with regard to the type of information heeded 

by learners as they make decisions regarding the representation of concepts encoded 

differently in L1 and L2 and should also reveal more convincing instances of L1 

conceptual constraint. 

The following section of this chapter details the methods used in transfer research in 

second language acquisition as opposed to bilingualism, where linguistic competence 

will necessarily be at a lower level.  

The investigation of L1 transfer as a factor in second language acquisition is 

characterised by similar procedures and data collection techniques as in bilingualism, 

especially where participants are advanced learners. Schmiedtová et al (2011) for 

example used short video clips showing goal-orientated motion events to elicit data 

from L1 and L2 speakers of aspect (Spanish, English, MS Arabic, Czech, Russian) and 
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non-aspect (German, Norwegian)  languages to assess, first, crosslinguistic differences 

in event construal and, second, the impact of such differences upon L2. In these 

studies, the L2 speakers were professionals living and working or studying in the L2 

environment. They collected not only verbal production data, but also eye tracking and 

speech onset time data. They established that the viewing of goal orientated events, 

revealed through differences in SOT and eye tracking data, is affected by cross-

linguistic difference regarding the grammaticalisation of aspect.  

Negueruela et al (2004) investigated motion event construal in advanced L2 speakers 

of English (S-Framed language) and Spanish (V-Framed language), all the L2 speakers 

had spent at least a year in the L2 speaking environment. Negueruela et al. used a 

textless cartoon presented on transparencies as an elicitation device and included data 

on frequency of path and manner gestures made by the participants. Spanish speakers 

express path on the verb and their path gestures typically co-occur with the verb, 

English speakers, in contrast express path with the satellite and consequently their path 

gestures tend to occur with the satellite.  Data from the experimental group was 

compared with monolingual English and Spanish controls. Gestures and verbs used 

were encoded for path and manner and were found to reflect L1 patterns.  

Larranaga et al (2011) also looked at the lexicalisation of path, manner and motion in 

L1 English learners of Spanish L2 at three different levels. Proficiency was assessed 

not only through institutional placement, but also using a C-test. A C-test is a test of 

linguistic competence in which authentic texts are adapted so that the second part of 

every second word has been deleted. Participants complete the missing part of the 

word. The C-test results were consistent with the proficiency levels 1, 2 and 3. The 

level 3 participants had all spent 6 months living in Spain. In this case, a cartoon was 

also used as an elicitation device to produce oral narratives. As the researchers had no 
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performance in the target language (Jarvis criterion i), but also in comparison with a 

third language group (Jarvis criterion ii), and the functional cognitive description of 

tense and aspect in chapter 3 is also used in the establishment of congruence between 

L1 and IL (Jarvis criterion iii).  

In his 2000 article, Jarvis presses for statistical evidence and methodological rigour in 

L1 transfer research, and his suggested approach and criteria do achieve this aim. 

Achieving statistical significance for all three criteria suggested by Jarvis, would be 

strong evidence of the effects of L1 on L2. However, this study moves the field forward 

in two important ways: i) tests have been developed based on a cognitive comparison 

of the two languages under investigation, suggesting therefore, that errors made where 

conceptual difference exist could result from it, and ii) a further technique has been 

included, the think aloud report, which helps to reveal the cognitive mechanisms 

underlying the effect and to distinguish conceptual transfer from formal transfer 

and further reveal incidences of conceptual transfer which may be masked. L1 

transfer effects may be masked by a number of factors, such as: correct use of target 

form in one context, but not extended to others, the choice of a prototypical or general 

term which while not erroneous is not devoid of L1 influence (Jarvis 2000:258), 

universal factors (Treffers-Daller 2012); and avoidance (Schacter 1974). 

 

As is evident here, current research work looking at conceptual transfer in bilinguals 

and SLA seems to favour the use of free production techniques using either silent film 

(Schmiedtová et al 2012; Bylund and Jarvis 2011; Carroll and von Stutterheim 2003; 

von Stutterheim and Nuse 2003) or picture stories (Daller et al 2011; Slobin 1996) to 

elicit verbal or written production. These techniques are particularly apt when it comes 

to looking at differences in information organisation (von Stutterheim and Nuse 2003), 
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the expression of motion events in verb-framed and satellite- framed languages 

(Brown and Gullberg 2011; Daller et al 2010; Slobin 1996) and viewing frames 

(Bylund and Jarvis 2011). Retell tasks such as these hold a significant number of 

advantages as the sequence and type of events may be controlled by the researcher and 

comparable samples may be produced across participants (Bardovi-Harlig 2000:199). 

Indeed, for research in bilingualism and L1 attrition, where participants are at a near 

native level in both languages and avoidance (Schacter1974) is not an issue, free 

production techniques may be favoured for the naturalness of the data that they 

produce.  

While sharing much common ground regarding the necessity to create a context which 

stimulates the production of specific forms, the studies detailed above differ from the 

present study in two important ways. Firstly, the concepts under investigation here 

involve a past to present time frame, targeting specific temporal constructions, where 

previous research has focused on descriptions of what is happening now to elicit 

language relative to the expression of bounded vs. unbounded events (Schmiedtová et 

al 2012; Bylund and Jarvis 2011; von Stutterheim and Nuse 2003) and of path, manner 

and motion (Brown and Gullberg 2011; Daller et al 2010). Secondly, this study is 

interested in learner language production; in particular the interlanguage of learners 

who have not reached a particularly high level of proficiency (upper-intermediate) and 

not bilinguals, making avoidance a possible confounding factor.  

In consideration of these factors and the results of the first set of pilots (see below), for 

this study a cartoon has been developed which includes a cloze test in the speech 

bubbles to elicit the target forms (Appendices 2 and 3). Thus, context is cued through 

the cartoon drawings, eliciting the forms which are necessary to complete the cloze 

test. The cloze test has been chosen in order to create a context that is framed in the 





150 
 

aloud report, was included to reveal the types of information heeded with regards to 

the situation represented and the information drawn from long-term memory during 

task performance. Think aloud reports have been widely used in second language 

research to investigate the cognitive processes that underlie reading and writing in a 

second language (Bowles 2010b:8, 9; Bowles 2008:360). They allow access to the 

cognitive processing that occurs in short term memory during a particular task 

(Ericsson and Simon 1993:221), and could help to elucidate the interplay between the 

prevailing context, and semantic and conceptual structures available to leaners while 

they make decisions regarding temporal and aspectual marking in L2.  

This study offers a mixed methods approach to the investigation of L1 conceptual 

transfer in interlanguage, with the joint aims of establishing statistical evidence for 

conceptual transfer with regards to erroneous use of distinct constructions in L2 

English and revealing its influence in online processing through the collection of 

qualitative data in the form of the think aloud report.  

The advantages of this mixed methods approach are twofold: i) that it allows for the 

establishment of statistical significance with regard to error in target concepts, ii) that 

it offers the opportunity to further expose L1 influence in on-line processing where 

decisions regarding form and choice are made, taking into account the etic features of 

the situation judged to be salient by the speaker and the conceptual content accessed 

and its influence on construction choice, as well as accounting for factors which may 

obscure transfer such as use of the correct, or prototypical, form. (Section 4.2).  

The following two sections detail the procedures with regards to the collection of both 

data types, first the quantitative and then the qualitative.  

 

  











155 
 

1) Intra-L1-group homogeneity 

The intra-L1-group homogeneity criteria requires performance in L2 to be consistent 

across the L1 group. 

From this Hypothesis 1, detailed below, was developed for this study.  

 

Hypothesis 1: the experimental group 1 will err more consistently on conceptual 

difference (CD) items compared to non- conceptual difference (NCD) items. Scores 

were compared for CD items and NCD items within group 1. The statistical test used 

was Wilcoxon Signed-Rank non-parametric test. Statistical significance was set at P < 

0.05. This test was chosen as it is able to assess the significance of difference in 

performance of one group on two different item types (CD vs. NCD). Results in section 

5.1.1 
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2) Inter-L1-group heterogeneity  

The inter-L1-group heterogeneity criterion requires that performance in L2 differ 

significantly between two diverging L1 groups, this case, Italian and Maltese. This 

criterion resulted in the development of Hypotheses 2 and 3.  

Hypothesis 2: the performances of group 1 (ExG) and group 4 (MNS) differ 

significantly, especially with regard to CD items. Scores were compared between 

groups 1 (ExG) and 4 (MNS) for i) their total score, ii) CD items score and iii) NCD 

items score. The Statistical test used was: Students t-test (paired, 2 tailed) for a between 

group comparison. Statistical significance was set at P < 0.05. This test was chosen as 

it establishes the difference in performance of two different groups for the same items. 

This test may also incorporate measures of intra-L1-group homogeneity as a 

significant effect may be seen where between group differences (inter-L1-group) are 

greater than within group differences (intra-L1-group). A two tailed test was used to 

test for difference in either direction from the mean. The null hypothesis assumes no 

difference in either direction.  

Hypothesis 3: group 4 shows no significant difference in error rate for CD and NCD 

items.  

Scores were compared scores for CD items and NCD items within group 4. The 

statistical test used was Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test as described above. Statistical 

significance was set at P < 0.05.  

Results are given in section 5.1.2 

 

3) Intra-L1-group congruity 
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nature of L1 transfer which is more indicative and explanatory than statistical 

probability alone. Some responses can be ambiguous with regards to conceptual and 

formal transfer (Item 1 Figure 7 below) and evidence of real time processing during 

task performance can help to clear up these ambiguities.  

Evidence for conceptual transfer can be obtained from the statistical analysis of cloze 

test responses themselves. However, in response to Item 1 below in Figure 7, how may 

the cognitive processes leading to the different erroneous responses I wait or I am 

waiting be elaborated? The response I am waiting could potentially be interpreted as 

the transfer of the core semantic imperfective aspect of the Italian Presente Semplice, 

coupled with a present orientation to the event resulting in the use of the Present 

Progressive, so much can be surmised from the formal response alone. However, in 

order to understand fully the response I wait, which could be an example of formal 

transfer (see discussion of Jarvis on methodological rigor above), evidence of the 

cognitive processes underlying this choice is necessary.  

 

 

Figure 7. Figure 7 shows the cartoon context for item 1. 
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comprehension (Bowles 2010b:108).  Bowles also mentions that cognitively 

demanding tasks may be more likely to be reactive than less demanding ones (Bowles 

2010b:61). In order to control for this, the participants level was tightly controlled (All 

certified at B2 level on the Common European Framework), ensuring both that they 

were aware of, and could use all target forms and could cope with the level of the 

reading text.  

In sum, there was no reason to suppose that asking the participants to think aloud in 

this case scenario would affect the cognitive processes under investigation. Indeed, the 

type of data collected arose naturally in response to the questions and that also helped 

to ensure that there was no effect upon task performance (Bowles 2010b:64).  

In some cases, participants were asked to clarify specific responses retrospectively 

immediately after the test. In this case also the threat to veridicality was minimal given 

the very short time that elapsed between the think aloud and retrospective response 

and also the presence of the cloze test as a cue to performance (Bowles 2010a:14).  

 

4.3.1 Think aloud Procedure 

 

Group 1 think alouds were conducted at the Università di Palermo. Think aloud 

participants were volunteers who had been isolated from the main group during the 

administration of the cloze tests. They were given individual appointments with the 

researcher for the think aloud procedure after the administration of the cloze tests to 

the main group, but while the main group was still in class. This was done to ensure 

that students did not report back on the content of the test.  

Each participant was given an informed consent document (Appendix 5) (Bowles 

2010b:114) and instructions for participants and warm up document (Appendix 6). The 
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4.3.2 Think aloud coding 

Transcription and Segmenting 

 

The think aloud protocols were transcribed and segmented. Segmenting was 

performed with attention to the verbalisations which occurred in a single burst and 

were punctuated by pauses and hesitations. According to Ericsson and Simon 

(1993:225), units of articulation together with pauses and hesitations are very good 

indicators of shifts of processing cognitive structures. Segments are large enough to 

include all the contextual information relevant for coding. This is important as regards 

inter-rater reliability.  

To ensure reliability of coding, a second rater was presented with samples of the data 

for coding. This rater had no knowledge of the hypothesis being tested. The data 

samples were also presented in random order, as recommended by Ericsson and Simon 

(1993:293). This helps to prevent the rater making inferences based on information 

contained in preceding statements, so that as much as possible each statement is 

analysed in its own terms. Ericsson and Simon claim that inter-rater reliability will be 

higher when each segment is encoded with regard to its own content only rather than 

when relations between segments are considered (1993:294). Rater agreement should 

reach more than 80% of samples coded (Lombard 2010), which was the case in this 

study (see section 5.2.1).  

 

Codes 

 

The coding scheme developed for his study is available in Appendix 12.  The nature 

of think aloud reports allows for the final development of coding categories during 
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speaker in L1. While Perfetto Composto category places emphasis upon the finished 

nature of a past action, the Present Perfect emphasises its present result state. 

Therefore, the difference in category features impacts on conceptualisation processes 

leading the Italian L1 speaker to conceptualise the event as past and finished and to 

choose the L2 form (Simple Past) which covers this function. Therefore, in this case, 

differing concepts stored in long-term memory lead to differing conceptualisations, 

and possible concept and related conceptualisation transfer. Furthermore, convincing 

evidence for concept transfer may be found where an L2 form is ascribed the 

conceptual meaning associated with its L1 structural equivalent. This may be evident 

where, for example, the English Present Perfect is used with a past and finished 

meaning consistent with the Italian L1 structural equivalent the Perfetto Composto. 

Participant verbalisations, such as those sought through this study, have the potential 

to reveal instances of transfer such as this.  

Therefore, within the cognitive linguistic framework of this thesis, it is hypothesised 

that conceptualisation transfer takes place at the level of construal operations, which 

are in turn driven by the categories available to the speaker in LTM. Evidence for 

conceptualisation transfer may be found where cross-linguistic grammatical difference 

and therefore core semantics and conceptual content would seem to indicate differing 

perceptions of the same etic situation to be described. Chapters 2 and 3 outline the case 

for possible conceptualisation transfer occurring where the English tense system 

expresses the notion of past to present time such as in I have known him for years. 

While, the same function in Italian is covered by the Presente Semplice Lo conosco da 

anni. The semantics of these two tenses would seem to indicate a difference in terms 

of temporal perspective, with the English speaker taking a retrospective, past to present 
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These distinctive views of the flow of time may be connected to the differing use of 

tenses for concept 1 state up to the present. E.g. I have known him for years cross-

linguistically, for example. In Italian the Presente Semplice is used, an imperfective 

tense, implying a present orientation on the event, with the speaker at the centre firmly 

situated in the present, with time flowing backwards from the present. Instead, the use 

of the Present Perfect in English implies an agentive view of time. The speaker has to 

situate themselves in the past to come forward and explain the present. In this case the 

speaker situates themselves in the past and perceives themselves as moving forward 

into the present.  

In order to understand better whether Italian L1 speakers perceive time as flowing 

backwards and away from them, compared to English L1 speakers looking at the 

passing of time from the perspective of a figure moving forward into the future, the 

participants in Groups 1 (ExG Italian L1) and 2 (ENS English L1) were presented with 

a 2 part picture model (Appendix 11) of a figure in the foreground and in the 

background a series of scenes depicting time passing on a wheel. The figure is shown 

in the foreground of a neighbourhood scene; over time the neighbourhood changes, 

houses are built, trees grow or are pulled down etc. To show the passing of time, it is 

possible either to move the figure or the background (the wheel).  Participants in Group 

1 (ExG) and Group 2 (ENS) were asked to represent the flow of time by moving either 

the figure or the background. (Appendix 11) 

It was hypothesised that the Italian L1 speakers would be more likely to choose to 

move the background, where the English L1 speakers would chose to move the figure.  
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4.5 Pilot Testing  

 

First Version 

The first version of the cloze test (Appendix 7) was piloted in Cardiff in August 2013. 

The participants were two Italian L1 intermediate speakers of English L2. Both were 

from Palermo in Sicily. They were attending a summer school at Celtic School in 

Cardiff. Participants were asked to complete the cloze test and think aloud. They were 

asked to verbalise their thoughts as they completed the test. This did not seem to prove 

difficult for either of the participants. The piloting of the test highlighted the following 

issues:  

 

Length of the test 

 

The test included 30 items, 15 CD items and 15 NCD items. It became clear that the 

test was too long as the participants began to tire around the twentieth item. As well 

as the items themselves requiring concentration, the participants also had to deal with 

the heavier reading load which comes with a longer text. It was felt that the length of 

the test might affect scores, particularly at the latter end of the test; consequently, the 

text length was shortened and the number of items reduced to 20 (10 CD items and 10 

NCD items).  

 

Context 

 

Both participants reported being unsure of the temporal context of the text, as was 

evident not only in their think aloud reports, but was also reported to me by both of 
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Concept 2 (temporary activity up to the recent past with effects evident in the present) 

is represented in items 1 and 3 of the cloze test. For item 1, five out of the seven 

participants used a perfect construction, indicating that they perceived a past to present 

time span for the action. Four out of the seven used a perfect continuous form, Present 

Perfect Continuous, suggesting an appreciation of the ongoing nature of the activity. 

Two out of the seven participants chose to represent the concept using the Past Simple. 

The item refers to the waiting in scene 1: Ann has been waiting for her friend for ages. 

It was thought that possibly those participants who used the Past Simple perceived that 

the waiting was over due to the arrival of Lucy. However, the use of the Past Simple 

in this situation was unusual as there are clearly cues to current relevance in the text 

and the cartoon. Despite some variation, the majority of this control group used the 

predicted Present Perfect Continuous form. (See Chapters 5 and 6 for a discussion of 

the native speaker responses to items 1 - 5.)  

In the case of item 3, the results are similar to those for item 2. Four out of the seven 

participants used a perfect form (Present Perfect and Present Perfect Continuous), 

whereas three used the Past Simple. In this case, Lucy is explaining that she has been 

looking for her iPhone all morning. Given that the situation could be interpreted in 

terms of the morning being over, a clock was inserted showing the time as 10:00 am. 

This was done in order to cue the idea that the looking is ongoing as is the morning.  

Concept 3 (resultative past) is represented in items 2, 4 and 18. For these items, the 

participants used either the Past Simple or the Present Perfect. Items 2 and 18 elicited 

the predicted Present Perfect form in the majority of cases. However, for item 4, the 

Past Simple was preferred by five out of the seven participants. This may be a function 

of the verbs used for these items. Items 2 and 18 use the verbs lose and find 

respectively. Both of these verbs could be said to hold a more obvious result state in 
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terms of their semantics than the verb ask (item 4), where the result state is a function 

of the situation itself.  

For the final concept, 4 (experiential past), results were for the most part consistent 

with the predicted forms. Concept 4 is represented in items 10 and 15. Five out of 

seven used the Present Perfect for item 10, and all seven used the Present Perfect for 

item 15. This suggests that native speakers in this pilot group principally 

conceptualised these situations as holding an intermediate result state.  

As a result of the pilot testing, only one change was made to the test and that was to 

add a clock to scene 2 as described above.  

 

Pilot Testing Native Italian Speakers 

 

The tests were administered in Italian. The participants were five native speakers of 

Italian. The results of the pilot testing of the Italian version of the cloze test are given 

in Appendix 9. The responses of the native speakers of Italian to the Italian version of 

the test are characterised with a high degree of consistency. As regards the test items, 

the only point of note is the use of continuous forms by two participants for Concept 

2 (temporary activity up to the recent past with effects evident in the present), items 1 

and 3. As described in Chapter 3, the use of the Presente Progressivo for this function 

is becoming increasingly common in Italian. The results of the pilot testing of the 

Italian version of the test did not indicate the need for any changes. As such, the only 

change is the addition of the clock to scene 2 as detailed above.  
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Figure 8. The cartoon context for Item 1. 

 

Item 1 represents concept 2, temporary activity which started in the past and continues 

up to the recent past with an effect evident in the present. In the cartoon, this concept 

is depicted by showing a girl (Lucy) waiting for her friend (Ann). The expected 

construction is I have been waiting for ages. The cues given in the cartoon to create 

this context are that Lucy is impatiently tapping her foot and looking at her watch, she 

also looks annoyed. Ann is sweating, having run to meet her friend, emphasising her 

lateness. The core semantics of the structures that are used to cover these functions in 

the languages under investigation (English and Italian) are significantly different as to 

suggest a divergent conceptual structure and conceptualisation of the event. English 

uses the Present Perfect Continuous for this function, whereas Italian favours the 

Presente Semplice. The differences in the core semantics of these constructions, given 
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in table 2 (Chapter 3), would indicate that the Italian speakers take a more present 

orientation to the event, where the English speakers are more likely to see the past to 

present relevance of it. This should be evident both in responses to the cloze test and 

think aloud verbalisations. 

 

Figure 9. The cartoon context for item 2 and item 3. 

Item 2 

Item 2 has been designed to represent the temporal concept of resultative past; concept 

3. In the cartoon, Ann is clearly upset, she is waving her arms around and looks 

distressed. She has lost her iPhone. In fact, participants are expected to supply the 

construction I have lost my iPhone. This temporal concept of resultative past is 

represented by formally equivalent structures in English and Italian; the Present 

Perfect in English and Perfetto Composto in Italian. Both are constructed using the 

present tense of the verb to have plus the past participle of the verb. However, the 

semantics of these two constructions are qualitatively different. Both can relate past to 

present; however, the Italian Perfetto Composto is semantically perfective and requires 

a present result. In contrast, the Present Perfect is stativising; it invokes a present state 
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It is hypothesised that Italian L1 speakers are more likely to use the Past Simple for 

this concept, than their L1 English counterparts.  

 

Item 6 

Item 6 has been designed to test concept 1, state up to the present. Here Lucy is 

suggesting to her friend Ann that they ask her friend Danny about her iPhone. She adds 

that she has known him for years. In fact, the expected form of the state verb to know 

is I have known him. The cloze test includes verbs of all four types: state, activity, 

accomplishment and achievement, according to Vendler (1947) (see Appendix 4). This 

has been done with the knowledge that grammatical and lexical aspect may interact to 

give rise to a particular conceptualisation in a given temporal context, and it is for this 

reason that different process types are tested in similar temporal contexts. This item, 

for example, could reveal the ways in which perceptions of the state of to know differ 

cross-linguistically and influence L2 performance. In Italian the Presente Semplice is 

used to denote a state which started in the past, continues into the present and possibly 

also into the future. Therefore, there would seem to be a present orientation to the state. 

In contrast, the English tense system favours the use of the Present Perfect, a tense 

which clearly has a past to present meaning as described in Chapter 3. It is 

hypothesised that Italian L1 learners of English L2 could err on this item using the 

Present Simple form I know.  
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Figure 11. The cartoon context for item 7. 

Item 7 

Like item 6, item 7 also targets concept 1, state up to the present. In this case, the 

cartoon has been designed to elicit the form I have been here. In contrast to item 6, 

item 7 represents a past to present state with very evident present relevance: the fact 

that Danny is still under the tree. In fact, the cartoon shows Danny sitting under a tree, 

sweating and drinking a cool drink. He looks tired and like he is not likely to move. 

He explains that it is too hot for him to work, and that he has been in the shade all 

morning. As explained for item 6, here the two tenses used cross-linguistically seem 

to indicate a difference in perception of the state depicted. The core semantics of the 

Presente Semplice used in Italian would seem to suggest a present orientation to this 

state, whereas the Present Perfect, used in English could be indicative of a past to 

present orientation. As with item 6, the hypothesis would predict an erroneous use of 

the Present Simple here in this case in the form of I am by Italian L1 learners of English 

L2.  
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Figure 14. The cartoon context for item 18. 

 

Item 18 

Item 18 tests concept 3, resultative past. In the cartoon Lucy is depicted holding her 

phone. She is suggesting to Ann that they call her iPhone as someone may have found 

it. The required form is has found. As described above, in Italian the form used for this 

function is the Perfetto Composto, while in English the Present Perfect is used. The 

semantics of these two tenses differ in the extent to which they recognise the present 

relevance of the result of the past action. While the Perfetto Composto is perfective, 

with an emphasis on the past and complete nature of the past event, the Present Perfect 

represents past to present relevance and denotes a result state.  In English L1 speakers, 

the Present Perfect should be the most common form used, given the nature of the verb 

find which implies a possible result of someone having found the iPhone. In Italian, 

the Perfetto Composto is used and is hypothesised to indicate are more perfective view 

of the event. As such, the hypothesised erroneous use of the Past Simple by Italian L1 
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learners of English L2, may be the transfer of a perfective view of the event denoted 

by the main verb find. Moreover, the use of the Present Perfect here, may not be 

indicative of fully assimilated L2 concepts, if the L1 Perfetto Composto perfective 

meaning is transferred. The think aloud will help to reveal this.  

 

4.7 Conclusions 

 

As discussed in this chapter, revealing convincing instances of conceptual transfer 

means taking an approach which a) uncovers well motivated areas of cross-linguistic 

conceptual difference, and b) investigates them empirically with a rigorous 

methodology which takes into account the cognitive nature of the phenomenon i.e. its 

manifestation in online processing for spoken production.  

To this end, think aloud reports were coupled with quantitative data and a temporal 

perspective task with the aim of collecting the multiple forms of evidence required for 

the verification of L1 conceptual transfer (Jarvis 2010:179).  

The results of this investigation follow in Chapter 5 where analysis of the statistical 

results is followed by a discussion of the think aloud data for each conceptual 

difference (CD) item, and where evidence for conceptual transfer is revealed, 

elaborated and discussed.  
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this tense, instead, the majority used the required Present Perfect Progressive. 4% of 

the sample erroneously used the Present Progressive, which is interesting as it could 

reflect the extended present (used to denote ongoing present situations not necessarily 

contemporaneous to speech time) meaning of the Italian Presente Semplice; however, 

the numbers are very small. The conclusion, therefore, for this item, is that congruence 

is at best very limited.  

 

Item 2 

For Item 2, the expected erroneous response was the Past Simple and 67% of the 

sample, did in fact use this tense. This corresponds with the prevailing perfective past 

and complete meaning of the Perfetto Composto. 31% of the sample used the required 

Present Perfect. There does seem to be evidence of some congruence here, between 

the L1 construction used for this function (Perfetto Composto) and the L2 erroneous 

response (Past Simple) in 67% of the sample. 

 

Item 3 

The expected erroneous response for item 3 was the English Present Simple, yet no 

participants actually used this tense in their responses to the cloze test. The L1 data 

confirm the use of the Presente Semplice in this context (98%) in Italian. 7% of the 

sample used the Present Progressive in L2, which may represent congruence in terms 

of the extended present meaning of the Presente Semplice; however once again 

numbers are very small.  

 

Item 4 
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The expected erroneous response for Item 4 was the Past Simple, in fact 85% of the 

sample used this construction in L2. The L1 control group used the expected 

construction in this context (Perfetto Composto 98%) which corresponds with the 

perfective past and complete meaning of the English Past Simple construction chosen 

by the majority in L2. Therefore, in terms of conceptual and semantic congruence, the 

responses for Item 4 would appear consistent.  

 

Item 6 

With regards to item 6, the expected erroneous response was the Present Simple. 9% 

of the experimental group (group 1) used the Present Simple in L2, and 2% used the 

Present Progressive; consequently 11% of the sample used a present tense, pointing to 

temporal congruence with an L1 present oriented conceptualisation, moreover, just 

under half of the erroneous responses were consistent with L1 temporal representation. 

The L1 control group performed as expected, with 100% of the sample using the 

Presente Semplice in this context. However 72% of the experimental group used the 

required Present Perfect in English for this context. Therefore, there is some limited 

evidence for congruence in erroneous responses for this item.  

 

Item 7 

For Item 7, the expected erroneous response was the English Present Simple. None of 

the participants chose the English Present Simple, and only 2% chose the Present 

Progressive. The L1 control group performed as expected with 100% using the Italian 

Presente Semplice. 91% of the experimental group chose the required Present Perfect. 

There is no real evidence for congruence for this item. 

Item 10 
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The expected erroneous response for this item was the Past Simple. 48% of the sample 

used this tense in L2 reflecting the past perfective and complete meaning of the L1 

Perfetto Composto which was used by 60% of the sample in L2.  This suggests some 

limited congruence between L1 and L2 usage in this context. The 40% use of the 

Piuccheperfetto in the L1 sample, does not seem to be reflected in L2 usage in this 

particular context.  

 

Item 11 

For Item 11, the expected erroneous response was the Present Simple, none of the 

participants in the sample used this tense for this item in L2 English. Therefore, there 

is no evident congruence in the expected responses between use of L1 and L2 as 

described. However, interestingly, where participants used the Imperfetto (74%) in L1, 

64% used the Past Simple in L2. The Imperfetto has no direct equivalent in English, 

however, the Past Simple and Imperfetto share a past and finished meaning, suggesting 

some congruence between L1 and L2 usage.  

 

Item 15 

With regard to Item 15, only 3% of the sample used the expected erroneous response 

(Past Simple), which corresponds semantically and conceptually with features of the 

expected L1 form, the Perfetto Composto which was used by 38% of the sample in L1.  

90% of the experimental group gave the required response (Present Perfect). 

Interestingly, the Piuccheperfetto was used by 60% of the L1 control group which 

seems to have been reflected in 5% of the sample using the Past Perfect in L2.  

 

Item 18 
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where qualitative data can reveal that conceptual transfer does occur in distinct 

contexts despite smaller participant numbers.  To this end, the examination of the 

results will proceed by considering all evidence obtained, both quantitative and 

qualitative, one CD cloze test item at a time. This will allow for the highlighting of 

individual instances of inter-L1-heterogenity and IL-L1 congruence, and for the 

unmasking of any L1 transfer effects revealed through the think aloud reports. This is 

an advance on previous work, as here think aloud reports combined with knowledge 

of cross-linguistic semantic and conceptual information of target structures reveals 

how the knowledge which exists in the minds of the participants in this study interacts 

with contextual cues to prompt the use of particular forms.  

 

Section 5.2 

 

In this section, the quantitative and qualitative results for each item are presented and 

analysed together. The cartoon representation of each temporal concept is given at the 

beginning of each section for each item. Table 8, here below, may act as a reminder 

regarding the concepts, core semantics and conceptualisations targeted.  
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Table 8. The four concepts targeted in the cloze test together with the construction 
with covers them in English and Italian respectively, the core semantics of those 
constructions and the resulting assumed conceptualisations. (Table 8 is also available 
on laminate for reference) 

 
Temporal 
Concept 

Construction Core Semantics Conceptualisation  

1. state up to the 
present. E.g. I 
have known him 
for years.  

English Present 
Perfect 

Indefinite past 
time anchor, past 
time related to 
present time, 
current relevance, 
stativising 

past time related to 
present time, current 
relevance, state of 
aftermath 

 Italian Presente 
Semplice 

present, close to or 
simultaneous with 
present time, 
imperfective 

present orientated, 
imperfective,  

2. Temporary 
activity up to the 
present. E.g. I 
have been 
watching TV for 
ages. 

English Present 
Perfect 
Progressive 

past event which 
continues up to 
present or recent 
past, limited 
duration, current 
relevance, 
incomplete, 
stativising  

past to present time 
span, state of 
aftermath. 

 Italian Presente 
Semplice  

present, close to or 
simultaneous with 
present time, 
imperfective 

present orientated, 
imperfective, 

3. Resultative past 
E.g. I have lost my 
iPhone.  

English Present 
Perfect 

Indefinite past 
time anchor, past 
time related to 
present time, 
current relevance, 
stativising 

past to present time 
span, with current 
relevance, result 
state. 

 Italian Perfetto 
Composto 

perfective, past 
time related to 
present time, result 

perfective past  

4. Existential 
past. I have never 
seen one like this 
before.  

English Present 
Perfect 

Indefinite past 
time anchor, past 
time related to 
present time, 
current relevance, 
stativising 

past to present time 
span, with current 
relevance, 
intermediate state. 

 Italian Perfetto 
Composto 

perfective, past 
time related to 
present time, result 

perfective past 
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The combination of data presented in this chapter gives some significant insight into 

the phenomenon of conceptual transfer. The data is rich, but at times equivocal, much 

like the effect under investigation. Interpretation is challenging as L2 interlanguage is 

subject to multifactorial influences which can serve to mask and/or interfere with 

conceptual transfer effects. The ideas garnered and conclusions drawn from the think 

aloud data presented here may not be considered definitive, but do shed some light on 

an elusive phenomenon which affects acquisition in L2, and confirm the areas of cross-

linguistic difference identified here worthy of further investigation.  

 

5.2.1. Categorisation and Inter-rater reliability 

The think aloud reports were transcribed, segmented and categories assigned as 

described in Chapter 4. The categories emerged from the generated material and were 

further elaborated and developed as coding progressed. The fully elaborated categories 

used in the analysis are available in Appendix 12. In order to test inter-rate reliability, 

18% of the verbalisations were selected at random and presented to an independent 

rater for categorisation, as recommended by Bowles (2010b:136). The independent 

rater holds a doctorate in psychology and has expertise in grounded theory. Inter-rater 

reliability was 81%, which indicates an acceptable level of inter-rater reliability 

(Lombard 2010)  
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5.2.2 Item 1 

 

 

 

Item 1 

Item 1 represents concept 2: temporary activity which started in the past and continues 

up to the recent past with an effect evident in the present, with the expected response: 

I have been waiting for ages. Figures 15 and 16 show the responses in English and 

Italian respectively, given across the four groups for Item 1. The tenses chosen are 

given along the x axis, while the percentage of participants who chose that tense is 

given along the y axis.  
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Figure 15. The responses given by the English L1 control, Italian L1 experimental 
group and Maltese L1 group in English for Item 1.  
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Figure 16. The responses given by the Italian L1 control group in Italian for Item 1.  
 

As can be seen in figure 16, the Italian L1 participants doing the cloze test in L1 Italian 

performed as predicted with 68% of the participants choosing the Presente Semplice 

for this concept in Italian, and 30% choosing the Presente Progressivo. This result 

seems to reflect an increase in use of the Presente Progressivo for functions such as 

these, as detailed in Chapter 3. However, this trend does not seem to be reflected in 

the data for the experimental group (Italian L1 working in English L2) as would be 

predicted by hypothesis 4: that there should be congruence between the responses of 

the experimental group and the Italian L1 control group working in L1. Only 4% of 

the Italian L1 respondents erroneously used a present tense, namely, the Present 

Continuous for this concept in English. The expected erroneous form would have been 

the Present Simple, used with the L1 conceptualisation of an imperfective present 

situation. 30% of the Italian L1 control sample used the Presente Progressivo in Italian 
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rather than a past and complete interpretation of the event, which, however, may not 

be excluded.   

Thus, the data collected for this item, do reveal some inter-group differences in tense 

choice, with the English L1 group favouring the Past Simple (64%), the Maltese L1 

the Present Perfect Continuous (88%) and the Italian experimental group also 

principally using the Present Perfect Continuous (56%) together with a spread of other 

tenses not seen in the English L1 or Maltese L1 responses.  

Considering this data in combination with the data from the think aloud reports can 

help to elucidate the meaning that these tenses hold for Italian L1 speakers and identify 

potential instances of cross-linguistic conceptual influence. . 

Table 9, below details the verbalisations made by all participants who verbalised for 

this item during the think aloud. The table shows the original verbalisation, usually but 

not always in L1 Italian; its English translation; the categories assigned to it; an 

analysis of the data based on the categories; and the answer given on the test by each 

participant.  Where the target verb is translated into L1 Italian in the think aloud report, 

the translation of the tense into English is made by giving the infinitive form of the 

verb in small capitals and the Italian tense in code. This is done because, as is evident 

in Chapter 3, translation equivalents in English assume a conceptual content and 

meaning which may not match that which exists in the mind of the L1 Italian speaker. 

The codes are as follows: PerfCOMP= Perfetto Composto, PRES= Presente Semplice, 

PRESprog = Presente Perifrasi Progressiva, IMP=Imperfetto, 

PPerfetto=Piuccheperfetto.  

For Item 1, all six participants verbalised. This is not the case for all items, where some 

participants did not verbalise, but simply wrote down their answer. Participants were 

not prompted to speak during the tests so as to maintain the integrity of the think aloud 
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procedure. Italics are used in the tables where participants read out parts of the test or 

refer to tense forms in either English or Italian to be given as possible answers.  
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5.2.3 Item 2  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Item 2 has been designed to represent the temporal concept of resultative past; concept 

3 -I have lost my iPhone.  Figure 17 shows the responses given by the Italian L1, 

Maltese L1 and English speaking controls for Item 2. Figure 18 details the responses 

given by the Italian L1 control working in Italian.  
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Figure 17. The responses of the Italian L1 experimental group, the English L1 control 
and Maltese L1 control groups for Item 2.  
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Figure 18.The responses of the Italian L1 control group in Italian for Item 2.  
 

Figure 18 shows that, when working in L1, Italian speakers unanimously chose the 

Perfetto Composto for this function, as predicted (Chapter 3). However, when using 

English L2, the results are principally split between the Present Perfect (31%) and Past 

Simple (67%). That the Italian L1 speakers would chose the Past Simple for this 

function is predicted by the Chapter 3 tense and aspect analysis showing that the 

internal makeup of the category (Perfetto Composto) which covers this function in 

Italian holds a past and finished meaning and, thus, this past and finished 

conceptualisation of the event may be transferred into the L2.  

The majority of the English L1 control and the Maltese L1 control groups also chose 

the Past Simple for this function, 78% and 90% respectively. The predicted use of the 

English Present Perfect here by the English L1 control, and corroborated by the pilots, 

are based on the assumed perception of a result state for this function in English: that 
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of being upset because of the lost iPhone. However, in this group, that does not appear 

to be the case, given the use of the Past Simple. This was further tested in the follow-

up online version of the test given to 27 native speakers (Appendix 15). Of those 27, 

17 (63%) chose the Present Perfect and 37% the Past Simple. This suggests that there 

may be specific issues in regard to the original group and testing set up, explored in 

chapter 6. The Maltese population are influenced significantly by American English 

and so there may be a predominance of the Past Simple for these functions in Maltese 

English (Bonici 2007:403). So, an alternative explanation for the results of the English 

speaking control is that the British English L1 speakers may be moving in the same 

direction.  

The verbalisations given in response to Item 2 for the think aloud reports are given in 

table 10 below.  
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Table 10. The verbalisations made by each participant for Item 2 of the cloze test 
 

Participant Verbalisation L1 
Italian 

English Categories Analysis Answer given 
on test 

7. Giovanni   I lost my phone,  
 
penso perché parla 
sempre del 
passato.  

 I lost my phone,  
 
I think because she 
is still talking about 
the past. 

Verbalises choice of 
structure in L2 in full 
sentence.  
Gives temporal 
reference.  

Giovanni uses the Past Simple in 
English to describe the situation. His 
explanation is that here the protagonist 
is still speaking about the past. In fact 
Giovanni uses I have wait, with a past 
and finished meaning for Item 1. 
Giovanni seems to perceive the past 
features of these actions of waiting and 
losing.  

I lost my iPhone 

8. Chiara Faccio la 
traduzione, 
 
ho perso il mio 
iPhone  
quindi siccome è 
un tempo verbale 
irregolare  
 
I lost.  

I do the translation,  
 
I LOSE 
(PerfCOMP) my 
iPhone 
so because it is an 
irregular past tense 
 
 I lost.  

Describes own 
strategy.  
Translates into L1. 
Choice of L1 
structure Ho perso.  
Gives explanation in 
terms of grammar 
rules.   
Verbalises choice of 
tense in L2.  

Chiara makes a translation, using the 
Perfetto Composto in Italian. She then 
substitutes it for the Past Simple in 
English, I lost. She is thinking about 
the form, reminding herself that to 
loose is an irregular verb and the past 
form is lost.  The use of the Past 
Simple here, suggests a past 
orientation and the possible entailment 
of the Perfetto Composto with a past 
and finished meaning.  

I lost 

9. Elena I lost my iPhone.  I lost my iPhone. Verbalises choice of 
tense in L2 in full 
sentence.  

Elena simply verbalises her response, 
use of the Past Simple for this action.  

I lost 

10. Silvia I lost my iPhone  
 
perché è una frase 
passata  
 

I lost my iPhone  
 
because the 
sentence is past  
 

Verbalises choice of 
tense in L2.  
Gives temporal 
reference. (PAST) 
 

Silvia uses the Past Simple, perceiving 
the action as past and finished. She 
says that this is a past sentence, which 
we could possibly equate with the 
perception of a past action.  

I lost 
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As can be seen here, all of the participants refer to the action of losing the iphone as 

past and finished, and give this as a reason for their choice of the English Past Simple 

lost in this context. This is, in fact, that which is predicted by the hypothesis. 

Moreover, Silvia, gives an interesting response. She justifies her use of the Past 

Simple, by saying that the sentence, by which we can infer the context, is past. She 

then goes on to mention that she cannot find the iPhone anymore. This statement seems 

to suggest that she does perceive a present result entailed by losing the iPhone but, 

regardless, she maintains her choice of Past Simple. Either Silvia sees the losing of the 

iPhone and the fact that she does not have it anymore as bound up together in the past, 

or she does not consider this present result feature of the situation salient. It is 

tentatively suggested therefore, that the Italian L1 speakers may perceive the result 

state feature, but do not consider it salient in terms of the expression of temporal 

meanings.  

As detailed above, the think aloud verbalisations, do give an indication of the past and 

finished orientation of the Italian L1 speakers to this situation. As a result, the 

hypothesis that the use of the Past Simple for this feature is bound up with L1 

conceptualisations and that use of the Past Simple here is a result of conceptual 

transfer, may not be rejected out of hand. However, the fact that both the L1 English 

and L1 Maltese speakers also do use the Past Simple for this function does lead to 

questions regarding both the design of the test, i.e. whether the results state is evident 

enough (discussed in chapter 6), and also the use of the Present Perfect for this function 

by native speakers of British English which may be falling in line with the American 

English pattern (Elness 2009: 242).  
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5.2.4 Item 3 (Picture for Item 2 above) 

 

This item, like Item 1, represents concept 2 temporary activity up to the recent past 

with effects evident in the present - I have been looking. It is evident from the context 

that Lucy has not yet found her iPhone, and the clock in the picture clearly shows that 

morning is not yet over.  This should elicit the use of the Present Perfect Continuous 

to show a past activity which is ongoing in the present as the iPhone has not yet been 

found.  

The responses for all groups for Item 3 are given in figures 19 and 20.  

 

Figure 19. Responses of the experimental group Italian L1 and the English L1 and 
Maltese L1 controls completing the tests in English for Item 3.  
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Figure 20. Results of the Italian L1 control group performing in Italian for Item 3. 
 
As can be seen in figure 20, the Italian L1 control group performed as predicted, using 

the Presente Semplice for the function temporary activity up to the recent past with 

effects evident in the present in 98% of the cases. The remaining 2% chose the Presente 

Progressivo (Perifrasi progressiva).  

Figure 19 shows that the majority of the Italian L1 group performing in English L2 

chose the Present Perfect Progressive for this function (57%), while a further 28% 

used the Present Perfect. With regard to the other responses, 7% used a present tense 

(Presente Progressivo) as predicted by the hypothesis, a potential example of 

conceptual transfer, which given the small number of participants making this choice, 

may only be supported through think aloud data8. 4% and 2% chose the Past Simple 

                                                           
8 There is some evidence of a present orientation to this concept in the think aloud data for this 
item.  
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The use of the Present Perfect Continuous for this concept in Item 3 by the Italian L1 

and Maltese L1 speakers, may also potentially be explained when the learner status of 

these two groups is considered. As learners, these two groups are accustomed to 

looking for clues in a text to help in decisions regarding the correct answer. In this 

case, the clock indicates that it is only 10am, and so by implication, the protagonist is 

still looking for the iPhone. English L1 speakers perhaps do not pay attention to these 

clues assuming that their native speaker knowledge will point them to the correct 

answer and this may have been the case for the original English L1 control group.  

However, to further explain the use of the Present Perfect by the Italian L1 speakers, 

it is helpful to consider the think aloud evidence given for Item 3 in table 11, below. 
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cognitive processes which come into play when an L2 speaker makes a particular 

construction choice.  

5.2.5 Item 4  

 

 

Item 4 tests concept 3: resultative past - I have asked. The cartoon should cue the idea 

that the act of asking and also looking for the iPhone is ongoing, and that the past 

action of asking is relevant to the present in that it has not yielded any positive results 

and as such Lucy is frustrated. The item refers to the state of having asked for 

something, but having obtained no result as yet.  

The cloze test results for Item 4 are given in figures 21 and 22.  
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Figure 21. The responses of the Italian L1 experimental group and the Maltese L1 and 
English L1 control groups for Item 4. 
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Figure 22. The responses given by the Italian l1 control group working in Italian for 
Item 4.  
 
As expected the Italian L1 control group used the Perfetto Composto for this concept, 

98% gave ho chiesto as the answer, a further 2% gave no answer. 

With regards to the results for Item 4 for the groups working in English, it is evident 

that the majority of all the groups used the Past Simple. The experimental L1 Italian 

group used it in 85% of cases, the English L1 in 82% of cases and the Maltese L1 

group in 75% of cases. For the most part, the remainder of each group chose the 

Present Perfect. That the L1 Italian group would err using the Past Simple for this 

concept was predicted by the hypothesis in that it reflects a past oriented view of this 

event. This is due to the fact that the tense used in L1 for this concept is the Perfetto 

Composto, which is semantically perfective. 

However, that so many of the English L1 control group used the Past Simple here was 

not expected. The contextual cues to this item were designed to elicit the idea that the 
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act of looking for the cell phone is ongoing and that the act of asking is relevant to the 

present in that it has not yet obtained any positive results (Chapter 4). In the post-hoc 

online test the use of the Past Simple and Present Perfect was split almost equally in 

the English native speakers. 12/27 (44%) used the Past Simple, while 13/27 (48%) 

used the Present Perfect. Similarly to Item 3 for the resultative past concept, the 

English L1 speakers predominantly use the Past Simple, and in the follow-up the use 

of the Past Simple was almost equal to that of the Present Perfect. Again the 

explanations for this may be twofold: i) that the contextual cues are not effective 

enough, or ii) that the use of the Present Perfect for this concept in English is 

diminishing. In order to further clarify this it would be interesting to perform think 

aloud reports for the English L1 control. This would achieve the dual aim of testing 

the contextual cues developed in the test and could further shed light on changes in 

use for this construction. This will be discussed in Chapter 6.  

That the Italian L1 group, however, maintain a past and finished orientation to this 

action is to a certain extent also corroborated by the think aloud data detailed in table 

12 below.
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Figures 23 and 24 show the responses given by the participants for Item 6 of the cloze 

test.  

 
Figure 23. The responses of the Italian experimental group, the English L1 control 
and the Maltese L1 control groups for Item 6.  
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Figure 24. The responses given by the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for 
Item 6. 
 

As can be seen in figure 24, the Italian L1 controls unanimously chose the Presente 

Semplice for the concept state up to the present, as expected and detailed in the 

literature (Chapter 3).  

With regards to figure 23, it is evident that the majority of the participants over all 

three groups, experimental group 1, English L1 controls and Maltese L1 controls, 

favour the Present Perfect for this concept, with 72%, 90% and 83% using the Present 

Perfect respectively. For the experimental group, erroneous responses were split 

between the Present Simple 9%, the Present Continuous 2%, the Past Simple 9% and 

Present Perfect Continuous 6%. A similar picture emerges for the Maltese L1 group, 

with erroneous responses in the Present Simple 8%, and the Past Simple 2%; however, 
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Figure 25. The results for the groups working in English: the experimental Italian L1 
group, the English L1 and Maltese L1 controls for Item 7. 
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Italian caters for the past to 
present with the imperfective 
nature of the Presente Semplice, 
and so Giacomo erroneously 
believes he has captured this 
with the English Present 
Simple? 
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Figure 27. The responses of the three groups working in English: the Italian L1 
experimental group, the English L1 control and the Maltese L1 control for Item 10. 
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Figure 28. The responses for the Italian L1 control performing in Italian. 
 
Figure 27 shows that answers for this item for the groups working in English, were 

principally split between the English Present Perfect and Past Simple. The majority of 

the English L1 control used the Present Perfect (72%) with a further 24% using the 

Past Simple. In contrast to the English L1 control, more participants in the Italian L1 

and Maltese L1 groups used the Past Simple, 48% and 55% respectively, compared to 

their use of the Present Perfect at 42% and 37% respectively. This slightly increased 

use of the Past Simple by the experimental group is predicted by the hypothesis that 

Italian L1 speakers take a past oriented perception of the concept: existential past, and 

that this may be transferred into L2. However, numbers are small and therefore, can 

not be considered support for this hypothesis. Here, we also see some limited 

heterogeneity in performance between the English L1 control on one hand and the 
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Interestingly, these results would seem to suggest a past and perfect-in-past oriented 

perception of the situations described in Item 2 and Item 10, respectively, on behalf of 

the Italian L1 speakers in L1, reflected in the past reference point which emerges in 

the L1 control group responses to Item 10. This is not reflected in L2, where the Past 

Simple is preferred in both cases by the experimental group.  

This is also seen in the think aloud reports generated for Item 10 and detailed in table 

15. 
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English speakers predominantly use the Past Simple to describe losing the iPhone (I 

lost), their reference point appears to be the present as they use the Present Perfect to 

describe nothing like this having happened before. However, the Italian L1 speakers 

seem to perceive two past events, and this may be linked to a more specific sense of 

the past and finished feature of losing the iPhone compared to the English speakers.  

This implies the influence of the L1 tense and aspect system working as a whole, 

taking into account the entire sequence and context of the story, rather than conceptual 

and semantic content being brought into focus individually for an item by item level 

analysis. The answers to this item suggest that there may be a tendency towards 

differences in the way that events are perceived in terms of their temporal organisation 

and sequencing, and that the impact that any L1 tense and aspect system as a whole 

may have upon choices with regard to the expression of temporal concepts is an area 

which warrants further investigation.  

 

5.2.9 Item 11 
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Item 11 has been designed to target concept 1: state up to the present- I have only had 

it a week. As with Items 6 and 7, the different constructions used to cover this function 

in English and Italian are the Present Perfect and the Presente Semplice respectively.  

The cartoon was designed to portray the idea that the iPhone was not definitively lost, 

as the protagonist is in the process of looking for it, and, therefore, to generate the 

Present Perfect form of the verb to have: I have only had it a week. However, an 

alternative reading of the situation emerged as part of the post-hoc analysis. Should 

the participant understand that the iPhone is lost for good, they might use the Past 

Simple for this item, with the idea that the protagonist had the phone and will not get 

it back again.  

Figures 29 and 30 detail the responses of all four groups on the cloze test for Item 11.  

 
Figure 29. The results for the groups working in English: the Italian L1 experimental 
group, the English L1 control and the Maltese L1 control for Item 11. 
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Figure 30. The results for the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for Item 11.  
 

The Italian L1 control group were expected to use the Presente Semplice for this 

concept, as seen in the pilot test. However, the results are split between the Presente 

Semplice (26%) and Imperfetto (74%) (Figure 30). The use of the Imperfetto here is 

evident of a past reading of the situation described, as it is used to denote a past state 

which is now over; the Presente Semplice, in contrast is used for a present state which 

spans past and present. The implication, therefore, is that the majority of this group 

perceived the state of having the iPhone as over in the past.  

It is interesting to consider this evidence in the light of the results for the English L1 

control group. 46% of the group chose the Past Simple for this concept, suggesting 

they perceive the state as over in the past; however, 48% use the Present Perfect as 

predicted, which is indicative of a past to present orientation, that the state of having 

the iPhone is not yet over.  
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These results show that for these groups, where two alternative readings were 

available, the past and over orientation to the state was activated for 74% of the Italian 

L1 participants and 46% of the English L1 participants.  

Turning to the results for the experimental group, Figure 29 shows that 64% of the 

participants used the Past Simple in English L2 and 22% used the Present Perfect, 

while no answer was given on 9% of the scripts. The Present Simple was used by less 

than 2% of the sample. These results also point to a past and finished orientation to 

the state of having the iPhone in L2.  

The think aloud verbalisations given below in table 16 also bear testimony to a past 

and finished orientation to this concept in two cases and also show the type of 

reasoning which may result in the correct use (Elena) of the Present Perfect by L1 

Italian speakers for this function. 
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this point she looks for lexical cues in the text to point her in the right direction. She 

cannot find the type of cues that she has been taught to recognise for use of the Present 

Perfect such as for a week, so she remains in doubt. In short, Elena considers what is 

true of the situation, when the events happened and what she has been taught in terms 

of use of specific tenses and lexical cues to help her decide her answer. Interestingly, 

she does arrive at the correct conclusion, the Present Perfect I have had. 

To sum up, evidence from this item points to cross-linguitic differences with regard to 

the interplay of temporal reasoning and differing available constructions in the tense 

and aspect systems of L1 and L2 as having an influence on L2 tense and aspect 

choices. It also highlights the depth and bredth of the knowledge that is drawn upon 

by L2 speakers as they make decisions with regard to the representation of distinct 

temporal concepts in L2.  

 

5.2.10 Item 15 
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Item 15, like Item 10 represents concept 4: existential past - I have not seen this model 

before. The results for this item on the cloze test are given in Figures 31 and 32.  

 

 
Figure 31. The results for the L1 Italian experimental group, the English L1 control 
and Maltese L1 control for Item 15. 
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Figure 32. The responses given by the Italian L1 control working in Italian for Item 
15. 
 

As can be seen in Figure 31, the preferred tense for all three groups working in English 

(Experimental group, English L1 control, Maltese third language control) is the 

English Present Perfect. In contrast, the Italian L1 control group results are split 

between the Piuccheperfetto and the Perfetto Composto (Figure 32). The majority of 

the sample, 60%, use the Piuccheperfetto. The Piuccheperfetto is a relative tense, 

which presupposes a past reference point, before which the action which is referred to 

happened. In contrast to the Perfetto Composto, the Piuccheperfetto does not entail 

any relation with the speech time. This is interesting because the past reference point 

before which the participants perceived the seeing to have happened is not 

immediately apparent in the context of the cartoon, as for Item 10 where the 
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Figure 33. The Italian version for Items 15, 16 and 17.  

 

A possible explanation for these results may be deducted from contrasts in the English 

and Italian tense and aspect system with regards to the concepts represented and how 

they are represented. The English tense and aspect system provides specifically for the 

representation of a temporal meaning from past to present which can go up to and 

include the speech time in the form of the Present Perfect. This makes it a natural 

choice for the existential past concept which entails an intermediate result state in the 

present (Michaelis 2004:14). In Italian, the expected choice here was the Perfetto 

Composto, which while perfective, even up to the point of holding aoristic meaning 

(Bertinetto1991:89) may also entail relevance at speech time. In fact, 38% of the 

Italian L1 sample chose this tense. However, there seems to be a tendency in the group 

to see the activity of seeing the car before as separate from the speech time, through 
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the use of the Piuccheperfetto. 60% would seem to perceive two events of i) seeing 

the car and ii) not seeing it before as before speech time, the latter prior to the former.  

The think aloud data in table 17 do not give us any real clue as to whether this type of 

thinking, generated in L1 through use of the Piuccheperfetto, influences tense choice 

in L2.  
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Item 18 tests concept 3: resultative past. - Maybe someone has found it by now.  

Figures 34 and 35 detail the responses across all four groups for Item 18.  

 
Figure 34. Figure shows the results for the experimental group Italian L1 working in 
English L2, the English L1 control and the Maltese L1 control for Item 18. 
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Figure 35. The results for the Italian L1 control group for Item 18.  
 

Figure 35 shows that 100% of the Italian L1 group used the Perfetto Composto for this 

concept as expected.  

Figure 34, however, shows a rather different picture. While the results for the English 

L1 control and Maltese L1 third language control are split principally between the 

English Present Perfect and Past Simple, the experimental group results cover a 

number of different tenses.  

66% of the English L1 control group used the Present Perfect for this concept, 26% 

used the Past Simple and 8% the Future Perfect. Therefore, 74% of the English L1 

control group used a perfect tense entailing a present result state, as expected. The 

Maltese L1 group results are also principally split between the English Present Perfect 

and Past Simple; however the Maltese L1 group seem to favour the Past Simple, 53% 

compared to the Present Perfect 37%.  
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concepts where the Present Perfect would be used in L1 and also to use the Present 

Perfect with a past and complete meaning, similar to the meaning of the L1 structural 

equivalent the Perfetto Composto. Thus, the possibility of conceptual transfer where a 

past and finished orientation to the event is present in L1 and transferred to L2 for this 

item may not be dismissed, and could be worthy of further investigation.  

 

5.3 Non Conceptual Difference Items.  

The non-Conceptual Difference (NCD) items on the cloze test, are the items listed 

here below (target forms are in bold):  

5) He works for security. 

8) I sat here.  

9) I never go there.  

12) It cost me a lot.  

13) I bought it last week. 

14) This was a real bargain.  

16) My boyfriend also had a Mercedes.  

17) He crashed it.  

19) I will call you.  

20) It was/has been in my bag all the time.  

 

As can be seen from Figure 35. The number of errors made on the NCD items for both 

the experimental group (Italian L1) and the third language control group (Maltese L1) 

is significantly less than the number of errors made for the CD items in each group. 

This has been discussed in section 1.  
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Figure 36. The total number of errors for CD and NCD items for the experimental 
group and Maltese L1 control. 
 

Figure 37 shows the number of errors made for each NCD item by the Experimental 

group (Italian L1). As can be seen from the chart, there are two items which produced 

more errors than the others, Item 9 and Item 19. With regards to Item 9: I never go 

there, the increased number of errors is due to the use of the Past Simple, giving the 

answer: I never went there. While the test was designed to elicit the Present Simple for 

a habit; that of never going to the library, some of the sample interpreted the text to 

refer only to the day in question, and therefore, the use of the Past Simple: went.  

Should this prove to be the case, a further example of conceptual transfer may be 

hypothesised, with Past Simple: I went denoting a past and finished action being used 
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in a situation which would, in English require the Present Perfect as the time frame 

within which the event occurs, i.e. today, is not yet over.  

Item 19, I will call you, also resulted in slightly more errors than the other items, but 

not as many as Item 9. These errors are a result of the use of the Present Simple I call 

you, for this function. This would appear to be influence from L1, where the Presente 

Semplice: Ti chiamo, is used to denote a decision taken at the time of speaking leading 

to an immediate future action. The representation for future temporal concepts has not 

been covered by this study, which is limited to past and present. Nevertheless, this 

error may point to some conceptual difference with regard to the expression of: 

decisions regarding immediate future action taken at the moment of speaking, a 

concept which potentially could be investigated further in future work.  
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Figure 37. Figure shows the number of errors for each NCD item for Experimental 
Group 1 (Italian L1).  
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Figure 38. The number of errors made for each NCD item by the Maltese L1 third 
language control group. 
 

Figure 38 represents the number of errors for each NCD item for the third language 

control group 4 (Maltese L1). The highest number of errors occurs for Item 16: My 

boyfriend also had a Mercedes. There is an increased use of the Present Simple for 

this function, which would appear to be a misreading of the text, as the following 

sentence clearly implies that having the Mercedes is over as the boyfriend crashed it 

and the fact that he no longer has it is implied by him now traveling by bus. The high 

number of erroneous responses for Item 9 are of the same type as Group 1, detailed 

above, with the use of the Past Simple instead of Present Simple. 

Interestingly, the higher number of errors for Items 12 and 20, stem from the use of 

the Past Perfect for this function, which is not seen in the Italian L1 group. The use of 
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in the use of the Present Simple instead of the Present Perfect for the past to present 

state: I have known, consistent with the L1 construction (Presente Semplice) used in 

this context (Items 6 and 7). The think aloud reports reveal tentative evidence for a 

present orientation to this situation past to present state leading to the erroneous choice 

of English Present Simple in L2.  

With regard to the first example of conceptual transfer, use of English Present Perfect 

with a past and finished meaning, the conceptual difference which precipitates the 

transfer would seem to pertain to the internal make-up of the categories Perfetto 

Composto and Present Perfect. The learner seems to be using the Present Perfect with 

Perfetto Composto category conceptual structure and semantics (Giovanni and Silvia 

Item 1) and this could potentially point to concept transfer as defined by Jarvis 

(2011:4). The use of the think aloud reports in this case has been essential in ruling out 

formal transfer (Perfetto Composto: Io ho comprato for Present Perfect: I have bought 

for example) as the reasoning given by the participants for their choice is indicative of 

cross-linguistic contrasting viewpoints, construction semantics and conceptual 

structure which influence L2. This area warrants further exploration to confirm 

concept transfer and rule out semantic transfer (see footnote page 51) with tests which 

assess the categorisation of target situations in L2 compared to L1. In contrast, the 

further two examples, use of Past Simple for Present Perfect for resultative past 

meanings, and Present Simple for Present Perfect for past to present state meanings, 

reflect a difference in perspective taking, a past and finished orientation compared to 

past to present and result state for the former, and present oriented compared to past to 

present for the latter (Giovanni and Chiara Item 6). These differences in temporal 

perspective taking which are manifest in the grammaticalisation of these concepts in 
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Chapter 6 

Discussion 

6.0 Overview 

This research project looking at the role of L1 conceptual transfer in errors made by 

Italian L1 speakers of English L2 was designed with the aim of exploring the following 

three research questions, as detailed in Chapter 2.  

 

1) The tense and aspect systems of English and Italian diverge in their 

grammaticalisation of temporal concepts.  Do these point to underlying 

conceptual difference?  

 

2) Italian L1 learners of English L2 predictably make production errors when 

expressing distinct aspects of temporality which are realised by the Present 

Perfect in English. Is this the result of transfer at a conceptual level? 

 

3) Can evidence be obtained to distinguish between concept and 

conceptualisation transfer? 

 

The answers to questions 1 and 2 were sought together using the full cognitive analysis 

of the systems of tense and aspect in English and Italian (Chapter 3) which was 

performed drawing on authoritative sources in the literature (Chapter 3) and the 

descriptive methodology of RCG; semantic maps (Croft 2003) and the testing 

instruments developed as a result.  The cognitive analysis highlighted four areas of 
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6.1 Concept and Conceptualisation transfer  

 

In answer to research questions 1 and 2, some tentative evidence for conceptual 

transfer has been obtained using think aloud reports and is detailed in Chapter 5. The 

third research question addressed in this thesis is whether or not it is possible, with the 

methodology employed, to distinguish between concept and conceptualisation 

transfer. In this section some of this data is examined particularly with concept and 

conceptualisation transfer in mind, looking for evidence that might distinguish the two. 

As described in Chapter 2, concept transfer refers to the transfer of the mental 

representation of a perceivable phenomenon such as an event, situation or object which 

has been categorised and stored in long-term memory (Jarvis 2011:4), this mental 

representation is conceived as a form/meaning pairing or construction which contains 

semantic, conceptual and structural information (See Chapter 2); on the other hand, 

conceptualisation transfer refers to the process of selecting and organising concepts 

for verbalisation (Jarvis 2011:4). According to a cognitive linguistics model, this 

would occur at the level of construal operations, and in the case of temporal concept 

representation, be manifest in perspective taking. The think aloud data does provide 

some evidence for L1 rooted perspective taking; however, this often occurs as an initial 

step, before the influence of L2 knowledge comes into play. 

 

Concept and Conceptualisation Transfer 

In order to make a case for concept transfer, it is necessary to find evidence in the think 

aloud data where the semantic and conceptual content of a particular construction is 
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language specific conceptualisation for the former, and stored conceptual knowledge 

referenced in the form of construction categories and their conceptual content for the 

latter as seen above. Conceptualisation transfer is suggested where a description of the 

situation to be described is consistent with the L1 conceptualisation which is derived 

from the core semantics of the construction used to cover the particular function in L1. 

It is revealed in differing viewpoints or perceptions of an event or situation which are 

consistent with L1 and divergent from L2, and perhaps, as suggested here which 

involves two different conceptual categories with fully contrasting associated 

conceptual content and invoked conceptualisations: the use of the Present Simple by 

Italian L1 speakers for state up to the present, where the present oriented 

conceptualisation of the L1 is drawn from the Italian Presente Semplice and English 

Present Simple is used in error. For concept transfer, interference arises from 

contrasting stored conceptual category content where the content of the specific inter-

linguistic categories is conceptually related; such as the English Present Perfect, Italian 

Perfetto Composto and English Past Simple (See Chapter 3 sections 3.5.1, 3.6.5, 

3.6.1). In cases of concept transfer, reference should be made to the form or 

construction being used and its conceptual meaning or use for the speaker, these should 

correspond with the L1 pattern.. As has been seen in this thesis, this may or may not 

result in the use of a non-predicted or inappropriate form in L2 as concept transfer may 

underly the use of a required form in L2, but with the L1 constrained conceptual 

content.   

As is evident, this is an area which warrants expansion and would benefit from further 

exploration. This may be achieved through obtaining more detailed and more 

numerous think aloud reports, with a refined testing instrument (See limitations section 
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6.3 below). This is also an area in which it would be beneficial to obtain think aloud 

reports from native speakers of the languages under investigation, so that concepts and 

conceptualisations revealed may be cross-referenced and compared. With regards to 

conceptualisation transfer especially, it may be interesting to look at responses from 

participants with a lower level of English such as B1, as evidence for L1 

conceptualisations is found in the least competent of the L2 speakers and is often 

pushed aside as L2 knowledge comes into play (Chiara, Giovanni at a lower level vs. 

Silvia and Elena who are more proficient).  

The idea that L1 conceptualisations manifest principally in the L2 production of 

speakers with a lesser competence (Chiara, Giovanni) and concept transfer with more 

proficient speakers (Silvia and Elena), suggests that there could be progression in 

interlanguage error where conceptualisation transfer is gradually phased out as the 

acquisition of L2 constructions progresses towards a more effective L2 system, where 

constructions are applied to etic situations consistent with the L2 conceptualisation. 

This is a notion which could be very interesting to explore further in terms of its impact 

on language acquisition in general and, in particular, the learning and teaching of 

second languages.  

 

6.2 Contribution to the research field of conceptual transfer 

 

As with the studies of Bylund and Jarvis (2011), this study takes a cognitive linguistics 

approach to the phenomenon of conceptual transfer and explores the topic under the 

auspices of the conceptual transfer hypothesis (CTH. Jarvis 2011). It draws on the 

notion of the construction as a unit which holds semantic, conceptual and 
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morphological information which drives construal to produce distinct 

conceptualisations (Evans 2012:78) to which speakers become sensitized. As 

constructions differ cross-linguistically in terms of their semantic and conceptual 

content, so may the conceptualisations they evoke, and this leaves room for conceptual 

transfer of two sorts in L2 interlanguage.  

Drawing on this cognitive framework and previous research work in the field, this 

study uses a novel approach to the investigation of conceptual transfer: firstly in its 

utilisation of a full cognitive analysis of tense and aspect systems in order to uncover 

areas of cross-linguistic conceptual difference; and, secondly, in its use of think aloud 

reports analysed with reference to the aforementioned cognitive analysis of tense and 

aspect systems to reveal the impact of these differences on learner production of target 

concepts. 

So far, the influence of L1 concepts and conceptualisations in learner production and 

bilingualism has principally been investigated quantitatively, using external stimuli 

such as film to prompt verbal production of target forms which are counted and 

compared with monolingual or bilingual controls (Brown and Gullberg 2011; Bylund 

and Jarvis 2011; Daller et al. 2011). The field has recently seen the addition of eye-

tracking and speech onset time data providing evidence for the influence of L1 in 

online processing (Flecken 2011; Schmiedtová  et al 2011). This research has 

produced convincing statistical evidence for the influence of cross-linguistic 

differences in conceptualisation manifest in the verbal production of bilinguals and 

language learners. However, this type of data works through inference, it is a covert 

measure, and does not show how these differences manifest themselves in the 

cognitive processes which accompany decision making for the representation of 
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and divergence in the minds of the speakers of different languages in a systematic way 

in relation to the etic concepts being expressed. Congruence may therefore, be 

considered more consistent in this approach.  

According to Jarvis, once CLI has been established by addressing the criteria listed 

above, researchers may ask three questions about the potential conceptual influence 

exerted by L1 in the target area which need to be reflected in verbal data obtained: 1) 

Does language use reflect different conceptual meanings cross-linguistically? 2) Does 

language use suggest that speakers of different languages perceive, recognise or 

evaluate situations differently? 3) Is the CLI reflected in performance on non-verbal 

tasks assessing behavioural patterns? (Jarvis 2015:13). 

First of all, question one means that, when describing a given situation, the forms used 

in each language express different conceptual meanings and, for conceptual transfer to 

be verified, these different meanings must be evident in verbal data. Conceptual 

meanings are part of the stored knowledge of conceptual categories present in long-

term memory. L1 influence stemming from differences in such category content has 

previously been described as concept transfer (Jarvis 2011:4). In this study the 

existence of different conceptual meanings has been suggested through the cognitive 

comparison of the tense and aspect systems of English and Italian where, using RCG, 

different constructions with potentially different conceptual meanings are shown to be 

used for the same etic contexts cross-linguistically. A conceptual base for cross-

linguistic difference is then supported in this study as the prevailing conceptual 

meaning of the Italian Perfetto Composto, past and perfective, is evident in the think 

aloud reports of Italian L1 speakers as they express certain temporal concepts which 

would usually be covered by the Present Perfect in English such as the resultative past: 
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concept and conceptualisation in L2 production consistent with Jarvis questions 1 and 

2 above; the temporal perspective task was included as a behavioural measurement to 

assess any difference in the perception of the passing of time.  

In sum, this project makes an important contribution to the field of conceptual transfer 

research today. Through its cognitive approach and the application of a novel and 

robust methodology, this study offers new insights into the underlying conceptual 

differences which need to be present for conceptual transfer to occur, and further sheds 

light on the cognitive processes which are involved in both concept and 

conceptualisation transfer when learners express distinct temporal meanings in L2, 

allowing for them to be differentiated.  

 

6.3 Limitations and Future Directions 

 

English L1 Control Group data 

i) As discussed in Chapter 5, for some cloze test items, the responses of the L1 English 

control were unexpected, and not consistent with the pilot study. The original L1 

control group were English L1 medical students in their first year of medicine at the 

University of Malta. All of the students had completed their secondary education in 

the UK. It is unclear what led to this anomaly; however, two possible reasons have 

emerged. The group had been living in Malta for over a year, and as such their English 

may have changed to reflect usage patterns in the prevailing culture; however, this 

would seem unlikely as their usage in this case does not seem to reflect patterns typical 

of Maltese English. In fact, for the items in question (Items 1-4) the Maltese third 

language control performance was consistent with the English L1 pilot. A possible 
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English control group in the first instance. The register of the text is informal, pitched 

at a European Framework B2 language level, and as such should have been easily 

understood, recognised and accepted by all three groups.  

A final factor which may have affected responses is that of the syntagmatic 

relationship of linguistic features in the text. This is relevant to use of the Present 

Perfect and Past Simple in English as sequentially the former usually occurs before the 

later in a text. This could be avoided in future research through a careful consideration 

of the syntagmatic features of the cloze test text during design.  

 

Think aloud reports for Control Groups 

iii) As discussed above, previous evidence for conceptual transfer research has been 

obtained by quantifying the incidences of target forms in verbal production. The aim 

of this study was to further elaborate upon this in terms of looking at how particular 

concepts are represented cognitively, and how they impact upon processing for 

temporal concept representation in L2.  As detailed above, this approach has been 

particularly fruitful and led to some interesting conclusions with regards to the nature 

of conceptual transfer in the sample population and how it affects L2 interlanguage 

production.  

As analysis of the think aloud data progressed, it became evident that further think 

aloud reports, performed with native Italian L1 and English L1 speakers, would 

provide further insights and perspectives on concepts and conceptualisations related to 

the target concepts in L1 English and Italian. This would add further evidence about 

the representation of target concepts in the minds of speakers of the two languages, 

already reproduced theoretically through the semantic maps, and inform us with regard 
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Chapter 4 (4.4) and Chapter 5 (5.4.1) for full explanation). While not significant, the 

results of the temporal perspective task do indicate a difference in perspective and one 

which warrants further investigation, perhaps with refinements to the testing 

instrument.  

It could be argued, for example, that the salience of the figure, placed at the forefront 

of the testing instrument, as well as the requirement to move something, predisposed 

participants to move the figure therefore affecting scores. However, it is interesting to 

note that only participants in the L1 Italian group chose to move both the figure and 

the background, pointing to an inclination to include the background in their 

representation of time passing in this context. Moreover, it is not only the figure, 

representing agency, that it important, but also the directionality of the flow of time 

that may differ between these groups. In this model, moving the background forward 

and leaving the figure, would actually indicate the figure moving back in time while 

moving both together would give the effect of time standing still. According to 

Hewson (1991:512), ascending time means the flow of time moves from the present 

into the future. The model should also include an option where participants are able to 

move the background to show time moving from the present into the future. 

Participants could be given a choice to move the background only, in one of two 

directions, either forward into the future or backwards into the past, with the figure 

still in the centre of scene. This could help to establish whether there is a difference in 

perspective on the flow of time in these two language groups, avoiding the issue of 

figure salience.   

 

Non-Conceptual Difference (NCD) items.  
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Perfect in English for resultative past or past and finished concepts where the Present 

Perfect of Past Simple are used in English, respectively. This is thought to be influence 

from L1 which was confirmed in a personal communication by Prof. Ray Fabri of the 

University of Malta (2014) (Chapter 4).  

As mentioned above, think aloud reports and a cognitive analysis of the third language 

control tense and aspect system would help to shed light on such examples ensuring 

that they are of the type that are most likely to reveal theoretically robust inter-

language heterogeneity within a much wider study.  

Whole tense system involvement in temporal anchoring and temporal perception.  

This study also reveals a role for the tense and aspect system working as a whole with 

regard to temporal anchoring and perception of temporal concepts in a narrative 

context, where the temporal organisation of concepts may tend to differ cross-

linguistically. This is an area which warrants further investigation using a test which 

targets temporal anchoring in a narrative discourse context in relation to the 

organisation of the representation temporal concepts cross-linguistically in the minds 

of different language speakers, and elicits qualitative data revealing potential contrasts 

in the relevant cognitive processes cross-linguistically.  

 

 

 

 

6.4 Conclusions 

 



386 
 

This study represents a new and innovative approach to the study of L1 conceptual 

transfer which has a strong theoretical and methodological base. It has been 

instrumental in identifying examples of conceptual transfer and further distinguishing 

concept and conceptualisation transfer in the errors made by Italian L1 learners of 

English L2 as they express distinct temporal concepts, as well as delineating the 

cognitive processes involved. As discussed above, it contributes significantly to the 

current state of the art of conceptual transfer research to date both in terms of what has 

been shown and the methodology used to do so. Looking to the future, the next steps 

would involve exploring the possibilities of the approach further through an expansion 

of the analysis to reveal further areas of cross-linguistic conceptual difference and the 

comparison of think aloud reports between language groups for a more fine-grained 

analysis of the cognitive processes that underlie concept and conceptualisation transfer 

in interlanguage.   
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10 è mai 
successo 

è mai 
sucessa 

è mai successa è mai successa è mai 
successa 

20 è sempre 
stato 

è sempre 
stato 

è stato 
sempre 

è 
sempre 
stato 

è sempre stato 
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Appendix 11.  

Figure 1 shows the temporal persepctive task as presented to particpants at the start 
of the test. The experimenter explained the following:  

This is Mark, he lives on this road, over the last few years there have been a few 
changes. A new black of flats has been built, for example. Show the passing of time 
by moving either Ben or the background.  

 

Figure 1. Temporal Perspective Task 
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Figure 2. The temporal perspective task with movement of the figure.  

 

 

Figure 3. The temporal perspective task with movement of the background.  
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Appendix 13 
 
Appendix 13 provides the full analysis of congruence for CD items between the Italian 

L1 experimental group working in English and the Italian L1 control group working 

in Italian. Results are shown numerically in figures below and full explanations are 

given for each CD item. For each item there are two figures, one showing the results 

for the experimental group and one showing the results of the Italian L1 control group. 

The graphs pertaining to the Italian L1 control groups are those which also appear in 

Chapter 5 and are numbered according to their appearance in chapter 5. The other 

graphs continue in the numerical order of the thesis.  
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Item 1 - Figures 16 and 39  

 

Figure 16. The responses given by the Italian L1 control group in Italian for Item 1.  
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Figure 39. The experimental group responses to item 1. 

 

Figure 16 shows the responses given by the Italian L1 control group working in Italian 

for Item 1. The concept being tested is Concept 2: temporary activity up to the recent 

past with effects evident in the present - I have been waiting for ages. Responses given 

in Italian are as expected, the majority chose the Presente Semplice 68%, followed by 

the Presente Progessivo 30% and 2% the Perfetto Composto.  

Figure 39 shows the responses given by the experimental group for the same concept 

in English. Hypothesis 4 predicts that the experimental group, working in English, will 

use the equivalent L2 form to the form used in L1; in this case either the Present Simple 
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of Present Continuous. This does not appear to be the case for this sample. Only 4% 

of the sample erred using the Present Continuous, otherwise results were principally 

split between the Present Perfect Continuous 56%, the Present Perfect 26%. Thus, the 

responses given by the two groups would not appear to be congruent for this item.  

Item 2 - Figures 18 and 40. 

 

Figure 18. The responses of the Italian L1 control group in Italian for Item 2.  
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Figure 40.Figure shows the experimental groups responses to item 2. 

Figure 18 shows the responses given by the Italian L1 control group working in Italian 

for tem 2. The concept being tested in Concept 3: Resultative Past - I have lost my 

iPhone.  This group respond as expected with 100% of the sample using the Perfetto 

Composto.  

In contrast, figure 40 details the results for the experimental group for the same item 

working in English. Results are principally split between the Past Simple (67%) and 

the Present Perfect (31%). 2% used the Present Simple. Hypothesis 4 predicts the use 

of an equivalent structure in L2, to that used in L1. The issue here is deciding on an 

equivalent for the Perfetto Composto in English. The Perfetto Composto covers 
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functions which in English may be expressed using both the Past Simple and Present 

Perfect; however, if we consider the prevailing perfective nature of the Perfetto 

Composto, the Past Simple may be considered its closest equivalent in English. If this 

is the case, then we can see some congruity between L1 and L2 where the Past Simple 

is used here in 67% of responses. The correct English form would be the Present 

Perfect entailing a result state. Instead, the perfective reading given to situations 

usually covered by the Perfetto Composto in Italian and potentially transferred here 

resulting in the use of the English Past Simple is highlighted in the think aloud data in 

section 5.2.  
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Item 3 - Figures 20 and 41 

 

Figure 20.The results of the Italian L1 control group performing in Italian for Item 3. 
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Simple 4% and Past Perfect 2%. Therefore, it cannot be stated that responses in this 

case are congruent with L1 use of the Presente Semplice. On the contrary, the 

experimental group participants overwhelmingly chose constructions with perfect 

aspect (Present Perfect or Present Perfect Progressive) which hold as part of their 

meaning a past to present time frame which is qualitatively different to the 

imperfective aspect held by the Italian Presente Semplice (Chapter 3).  

Item 4 - Figures 22 and 42 

 

Figure 22. The responses given by the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for 

Item 4.  
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its nearest semantic equivalent in L2. In this case, the congruence between L1 and L2 

is high with 85% of the experimental group using the English Past Simple.  

  

Item 6 - Figures 24 and 43 

 

Figure 24. The responses given by the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for 

Item 6. 
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for this item. 100% of the Italian L1 control group used the Presente Semplice, 

whereas only 9% of the experimental group used the Present Simple.  

Item 7 - Figures 26 and 44 

 

Figure 26. The results for the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for Item 7.  
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usage for this item for these groups. The think aloud data in section 2 does however, 

reveal how L1 may impact upon L2 in this context.  

 

Item 10 - Figures 28 and 45.  

 

Figure 28. The responses for the Italian L1 control performing in Italian for Item 10. 
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Figure 45. The experimental group responses to Item 10. 

Figures 28 and 45 detail the results for the Italian L1 control group (Figure 28) and the 

experimental group (Figure 45) for item 10. The concept represented is number 4: 

existential past- nothing like this has happened to me before. The results for the Italian 

L1 control group are split between the Perfetto Composto (60%) and the Trapassato 

Prossimo (40%). The experimental group responses in contrast are principally split 

between the Present Perfect (42%) and Past Simple (48%). With regards to congruence 

between L1 and L2, slightly more respondents use the erroneous Past Simple than the 

Present Perfect, in line with the use of Perfetto Composto for a past and finished action 
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in L1 but not with its inclusive/result meaning. However, from this data, congruence 

between L1 and L2 would appear to be limited. 

It is interesting, however, to consider the think aloud data here and the light that it 

sheds of the use of the Trapassato Prossimo by the Italian L1 control group for this 

concept. This is further explored in section 5.2.  

Item 11 - Figures 30 and 46.  

 

Figure 30. The results for the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for Item 11.  
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Figure 46. The experimental group responses to Item 11.  

Figure 30 shows the results for the Italian L1 control group working in Italian for Item 

11. The concept is concept 1: state up to the present - I have only had it a week. 

Responses are split between the Italian Presente Semplice (26%) and Imperfetto 

(74%). As discussed in section 2 this is a result of either a present or past orientation 

to the concept of having the iPhone when competing conceptualisations are available: 

the state may be read as either past and finished (Imperfetto) or ongoing in the present 

(Presente Semplice). Responses from the experimental group working in English are 

given in Figure 45. 64% of the group use the English Past Simple, where 22 % of the 

group use the Present Perfect. Considering that the English Past Simple is used to 
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denote a past and finished state, like the Imperfetto in Italian, we can claim some 

congruence here between responses in L1 and L2. 74% of the Italian L1 control group 

used the Imperfetto and 64% of the experimental group using the Past Simple.  

Item 15 - Figures 32 and 47. 

 

Figure 32. Figure details the responses given by the Italian L1 control working in 

Italian for Item 15. 
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Item 18 - Figures 35 and 48.  

 

Figure 35 The results for the Italian L1 control group for Item 18.  
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Thus, congruence between L1 and L2 represented by an increased number of 

respondents in the experimental group using the Past Simple in L2 is not evident from 

this data.  
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Appendix 14 
 
Tables 1 and 2 show the raw data (error rates) collected on the cloze tests, for groups 
1 and 4.  
Table 3 shows the average length of verbalisation for each item on the cloze test.  
 
 
Table 1. The errors made by each participant in Group 1 on CD, NCD, CDT, CDT 
items and total number of errors made on the cloze test.  

Participant CD errors NCD errors Error Total CDT errors CDR errors 
1 9 8 17 5 4 
2 4 8 12 2 2 
3 8 6 14 4 4 
4 6 6 12 4 2 
5 7 10 17 5 2 
6 5 6 11 2 3 
7 4 6 10 3 1 
8 1 5 5 1 0 
9 4 9 13 3 1 

10 3 5 8 2 1 
11 1 5 6 0 1 
12 6 9 15 3 3 
13 4 8 12 2 2 
14 6 7 13 4 2 
15 3 5 8 2 1 
16 8 6 14 4 4 
17 7 6 13 4 3 
18 8 8 16 4 4 
19 5 8 13 3 2 
20 4 6 10 3 1 
21 3 8 11 1 2 
22 2 7 9 1 1 
23 5 5 10 3 2 
24 6 7 13 4 2 
25 7 7 14 5 2 
26 6 8 14 3 3 
27 2 7 9 1 1 
28 6 8 14 4 2 
29 6 9 15 3 3 
30 6 7 13 4 2 
31 3 6 9 2 1 
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32 5 7 12 4 1 
33 4 7 11 1 3 
34 5 9 14 4 1 
35 5 9 14 4 1 
36 4 7 11 2 2 
37 7 7 14 4 3 
38 3 8 11 3 0 
39 8 7 15 4 4 
40 7 7 14 4 3 
41 5 9 14 4 1 
42 4 5 9 3 1 
43 7 7 14 4 3 
44 5 7 12 3 2 
45 7 9 16 3 4 
46 7 9 16 3 4 
47 5 9 14 3 2 
48 7 8 15 4 3 
49 7 10 17 4 3 
50 10 10 20 5 5 
51 7 7 14 4 3 
52 3 8 11 2 1 
53 4 7 11 1 3 
54 7 9 16 3 4 
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Table 2.  
The errors made by each participant in Group 4 on CD, NCD, CDT, CDT items and 
total number of errors made on the cloze test. 

Participant CD errors NCD errors Error Total CDT errors CDR errors 
1 5 8 13 4 1 
2 0 5 5 0 0 
3 4 9 13 3 2 
4 6 5 11 4 2 
5 4 9 13 3 1 
6 0 4 4 0 0 
7 7 8 15 4 3 
8 6 8 14 4 2 
9 5 8 13 3 2 

10 2 7 9 0 2 
11 6 9 15 4 2 
12 5 9 14 4 1 
13 4 9 13 4 0 
14 8 4 12 5 3 
15 4 7 11 3 1 
16 8 8 16 4 4 
17 6 9 15 5 1 
18 3 8 11 2 1 
19 6 8 14 4 2 
20 5 9 14 4 1 
21 8 8 16 4 4 
22 8 8 16 5 3 
23 4 8 12 3 1 
24 5 9 14 4 1 
25 7 9 16 5 2 
26 5 10 15 4 1 
27 7 9 16 4 3 
28 5 8 13 4 1 
29 7 9 16 4 3 
30 4 10 14 3 1 
31 9 10 19 5 4 
32 5 9 14 4 1 
33 9 8 17 5 4 
34 7 7 14 4 3 
35 10 8 18 5 5 
36 6 8 14 5 1 
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37 9 7 16 5 4 
38 7 7 14 4 3 
39 8 10 18 5 3 
40 3 10 13 3 0 

 
 
Table 3.  
The average length of verbalisations in seconds on conceptual difference (CD) and 
non-conceptual difference (NCD) for the participants on the think aloud reports.  

CD items 

Average length of 
verbalisation 
(seconds) NCD items 

Average length of 
verbalisation 
(seconds) 

Item 1 29 5 6 
Item 2 12 8 15 
Item 3 29 9 13 
Item 4 15 12 5 
Item 6 14 13 5 
Item 7 19 14 11 
Item 10 9 16 9 
Item 11 29 17 9 
Item 15 18 19 7 
Item 18 14 20 9 
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Column1 Column2 

Question 1 
Number of 
responses 

  
I have waited for ages. 1 
I waited for ages.  1 
I have been waiting for ages.  24 
I had waited for ages.  0 
No answer 1 

Total 27 

  
  
Question 2   
I lost my iphone.  8 
I have lost my iphone.  17 
I lose my iphone.  0 
I will lose my iphone.  0 
No answer  2 

Total 27 

  
Question 3  
I looked for it all morning.  2 
I have looked for it all morning.  1 
I have been looking for it all morning. 22 
I had looked for it all morning.  0 
No answer 2 

Total 27 

  
Question 4  
I asked the security guards.  12 
I have asked the security guards.  13 
I have been asking the security 
guards.  0 
I had asked the security guards. 0 
No answer  2 

Total 27 

  
  
Question 5  
He is working for security.  1 
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He works for security.  23 
He has worked for security.  1 
He worked for security.  0 
No answer  2 

Total 27 
 


