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ABSTRACT

This study delves into the use of Spanish articles by Estonian students learning Spanish as their
third language (L3). This topic has received little attention to date, despite evidence that it
represents one of the greatest challenges Estonian learners of Spanish face, and it appears that
these difficulties persist even at higher levels of Spanish proficiency (Kruse 2018: 126). This article
aims to provide a comprehensive overview of how Estonian students use Spanish articles. 345
written texts from a learner corpus have been analysed. Results show that the most common error
among learners is omission of the article, in line with previous research, but also an unexpectedly
high incidence of morphological and syntactic errors. Moreover, it has been detected that there is
not a significant improvement in article acquisition between levels A1 and B1. By addressing
these objectives, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the specific difficulties faced
by Estonian learners and the broader landscape of article acquisition in a third language context.

KEYWORDS: article acquisition, learner corpus research, third language acquisition, longitudinal
approach, Spanish as a foreign language, error analysis.

ADQUISICIO D’ARTICLES PER PART D’APRENENTS ESTONIANS D’ESPANYOL COM
A L3: UN ESTUDI DE CORPUS

RESUM

Aquest estudi aprofundeix en 1'iis dels articles en espanyol per part d’estudiants estonians que
aprenen espanyol com a tercera llengua (L3). Aquest tema ha rebut poca atencié fins ara, malgrat
l'evidencia que representa un dels majors reptes a queé s’enfronten els aprenents estonians de
I'espanyol, i sembla que aquestes dificultats persisteixen fins i tot en nivells superiors de
competencia en espanyol (Kruse 2018: 126). Aquest article t€ com a objectiu proporcionar una
visi6 global de com els estudiants estonians utilitzen els articles en espanyol. S’han analitzat 345
textos escrits d’'un corpus d’aprenents. Els resultats mostren que l'error més comu entre els
aprenents és l'omissié de larticle, en linia amb investigacions anteriors, perd també una
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incidéncia inesperadament alta d’errors morfologics i sintactics. A més, s’ha detectat que no hi ha
una millora significativa en l'adquisicié d’articles entre els nivells Al i B1l. En abordar aquests
objectius, aquest estudi contribueix a una comprensié més profunda de les dificultats especifiques
dels aprenents estonians i del panorama més ampli de 'adquisicié d’articles en un context de
tercera llengua.

PARAULES CLAU: adquisici6 de l'article, recerca amb corpus d’aprenents, adquisicio de terceres
llengiies, enfocament longitudinal, espanyol com a llengua estrangera, analisi d’errors.

1. INTRODUCTION

A substantial and expanding body of research has explored the acquisition of the
L2 English article, yet the acquisition of articles in other L2 languages, such as
Spanish, has received comparatively little attention. While there exist some
studies dedicated to the acquisition of articles in Spanish L2 (AASL2), it is only in
the last two decades that a handful of research projects have begun to concentrate
on this area, but not much has been analysed about the acquisition of articles by
learners who speak Spanish as their L3. This study delves into the use of Spanish
articles by Estonian students learning Spanish as their third language, a topic that
has received little attention to date, despite evidence that it represents one of the
greatest challenges they face, and it appears that these difficulties persist even at
higher levels of Spanish proficiency (Kruse 2018: 126).

This article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of how Estonian
students use Spanish articles. To do so, we use the Corpus Longitudinal de Espatiol
de Aprendientes Estonios - CLEAE (‘Estonian Learners of Spanish Longitudinal
Corpus’) (Rapun Mombiela 2023), a learner corpus which has a subsection of 245
written texts produced by 15 Estonian students of Spanish as L3. Our study
underlines that errors found in the corpus show similar results to previous
studies, with omission being the most common error, and no significant
longitudinal improvement of the use of articles. Moreover, our results highlight
the relevance of analysing morphosyntactic errors. The results of this study
contribute to a deeper understanding of the specific difficulties faced by Estonian
learners and the broader landscape of article acquisition in a third language
context.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The efforts undertaken thus far in the field of L2 Spanish article acquisition stem
predominantly from heterogenous initiatives and lack a uniformity of
methodologies and theoretical frameworks. This diversity in approach has led to
arich tapestry of findings, yet it simultaneously poses challenges for synthesising
results and drawing comprehensive conclusions about the learning and
acquisition processes. To draw more generalisable conclusions about the
acquisition of Spanish articles by L2 learners within structured learning
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environments,! this literature review includes studies in which Spanish is taught
as a foreign language. Additionally, the informants in these studies share
homogeneous characteristics, primarily being adults who share the same first
language (L1).

The exploration of the use and acquisition of Spanish articles has been
conducted through two distinct methodological approaches: experimental
methods (Barrera Rodriguez 2008a, 2008b; Cuza et al. 2013; Ferndndez Lépez
1988; Furukawa & Okami 2016; Ionin et al. 2013; Kirova & Camacho 2021; Kobashi
2018; Montrul & Ionin 2012; Musto 2018; Nakagawa 2004; Prodanovic et al. 2023;
Santiago Alonso 2017a, 2017b; Testa 2020; Xiuchuan 2015, 2017, 2018) and learner
corpus research (Kruse & Rapun Mombiela 2023; Lee et al. 2018; Lin 2003; Rapun
Mombiela & Tramallino 2023; Rubinjoni 2017; Said-Mohand 2007; Santiago
Alonso 2009; Shen 2012; Testa 2019, 2020; Valverde & Ohtani 2014; Yonekawa &
San Mateo Valdehita 2022).

In the context of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), experimental methods
refer to a range of systematic and controlled techniques used to investigate how
individuals learn a second language. These methods are designed to test specific
hypotheses about the processes and factors that influence L2 learning. They often
involve manipulating one or more variables to observe their effects on language
learning outcomes.

In the domain of AASL2, various experimental methodologies have been
employed: to shed light on this complex area. Grammaticality or acceptability
judgement tasks, used to assess individuals’ intuitive understanding of the
correctness of sentences in a language, have been widely applied (Barrera
Rodriguez 2008a, 2008b; Ionin et al. 2013; Kirova & Camacho 2021; Kobashi 2018;
Montrul & Ionin 2012). Truth value judgement tests, employed to assess
comprehension, particularly in the domain of semantics and pragmatics, were
used by Ionin et al. (2013) and Montrul & Ionin (2012). Other methodologies
employed a context (Cuza et al. 2013) or used felicitousness tasks (Ardura 2004),
designed to assess a participant’s ability to judge the appropriateness or felicity
of a linguistic element within a given context.

The study of Ardura (2004) introduced a listening comprehension task and
examined the effect of the mass/count noun distinction and verb type on
intermediate L1-English L2-Spanish learners” interpretation of definite plurals,
using both psychological and non-psychological verbs to neutralise syntactic

11t is imperative to emphasise that studies on article acquisition not based on learner output,
presenting descriptive and contrastive approaches to interlanguage in a theoretical manner, are
excluded from this study. For those interested in a more descriptive approach, the following
sources are recommended: Bop (2023), Garachana (2008), Montero Galvez (2011, 2014), Rothman
et al. (2018), Santiago Alonso (2010, 2013, 2014, 2016, 2017b, 2022), Yang (2000). Additionally, other
works focusing on the general analysis of the entire Spanish interlanguage have also been
omitted. However, for those interested in this broader perspective, these are the recommended
references: Alarcon Moreno (2013), Fernandez Jédar (2006), Nergiz (2017), Kruse (2018).
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differences. Furthermore, the remainder of research conducted using
experimental methods has incorporated article-cloze tests or gap-fill exercises,
which involve asking participants to fill in blanks with appropriate articles,
thereby assessing their mastery of article usage in various contexts.

A corpus constitutes a collection of spoken or written texts, or both,
generated in natural contexts, encapsulating a language or a linguistic variety in
its entirety or specific aspects. These texts are digitally stored and encoded for
rigorous scientific analysis (Rojo 2014: 371). The distinguishing feature of a
learner corpus, as opposed to a general corpus, lies in its composition of
electronic texts from second language learners, created in natural or near-natural
settings (Granger 2008: 338). This differentiation pertains to the classroom’s
confined setting, where students are limited to performing a narrow range of
functions (Gilquin 2015: 9).

In contrast to experimental methods, learner corpora offer a fundamentally
different approach to understanding language acquisition. The most significant
difference lies in the nature of the language samples being analysed, since learner
corpora use samples from free language production. In these corpora, learners
are not directed towards any particular aspect of the language. Instead, they
produce text with a communicative purpose that extends beyond mere linguistic
objectives. This approach allows for the observation of language use in a more
authentic, unguided context, offering insights into how learners naturally use
and process the language. Such corpora capture the spontaneous, real-world
application of language, which can reveal patterns and nuances that controlled
experiments might overlook. Consequently, the integration of learner corpora
and experimental methodologies offers a holistic approach to SLA research, each
complementing the other to provide a comprehensive understanding of
language learning processes in diverse contexts.

Learner corpus studies frequently focus on examining accuracy, which
refers to the extent of deviation from a specific language norm (Housen & Kuiken
2009: 3). Accuracy is operationalised through Error Analysis (EA), which relies on
the systematic examination of learners” errors (Thewissen & Anishchanka 2022:
213). This approach enables researchers to not only identify and categorise errors,
as well as but also to infer the underlying processes affecting language
acquisition.

In AASL2, there is a substantial body of research particularly focusing on
learners whose L1 lacks articles, such as Japanese (Barrera Rodriguez 2008a,
2008b; Fernandez Lopez 1988; Furukawa & Okami 2016; Kobashi 2018;
Nakagawa 2004; Valverde & Ohtani 2014; Yonekawa & San Mateo Vadehita
2022), Chinese (Lin 2003; Shen 2012; Xiuchuan 2016, 2017, 2018) and Korean
learners (i.e., Lee et al. 2018). Additionally, there have been studies involving
Slavic languages users, such as Slovenian (Santiago Alonso 2009, 2017a), Polish
(Tarrés Chamorro 2002; Testa 2019, 2020; Zimny 2017), as well as Serbian
(Prodanovic et al. 2023, Rubinjoni 2017) and Russian (Denst 2006). Most recently,
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the field has expanded to include research on Estonian learners,? a group that has
only just begun to be explored (Kruse 2018, Nikitina 2019, Rapun Mombiela &
Tramallino 2023, Kruse & Raptin Mombiela 2023).

Languages with articles have been less frequently studied. There have been
investigations into Spanish article acquisition by L1 English users (Ardura 2014,
Cuza et al. 2013, Ionin et al. 2013, Kirova & Camacho 2021, Montrul & Ionin 2012).
However, studies focusing on users of Romance languages,® which typically
possess articles, are particularly rare.

Fernandez Lopez (1988) offers a contrast by examining the Spanish article
acquisition among student groups with different L1 backgrounds, including
Japanese, German, Arabic, and French. His results showed that Japanese
students faced more pronounced challenges, continuing to make errors even at
advanced levels of proficiency. Ferndndez Lopez attributed these persistent
difficulties primarily to language transfer, highlighting the significant impact of
L1 structure, especially in languages without articles. However, literature
underlines that L1 as well as L2 have an impact when acquiring the use of articles
in Spanish. Musto (2018) found that students often selected options in line with
the syntax of their L2, English, even though their L1, Italian, is typologically
closer to Spanish. This indicates a significant influence of their L2 in the learning
process.

In regard to the accuracy of Spanish article use, speakers of Slovenian
(Santiago Alonso 2009), Serbian (Rubinjoni 2017), Polish (Tarrés Chamorro 2002;
Zimny 2017; Testa 2019, 2020), English (Said-Mohand 2007), and Japanese
(Yonekawa & San Mateo Valdehita 2022) have been explored. These studies point
out that differences between L1 and Spanish influence the omission or incorrect
use of definite and indefinite articles in Spanish. Moreover, it seems that as
learners progress, there is a decrease in errors (Said-Mohand 2007; Testa 2019,
2020; Zimny 2017; Yonekawa & San Mateo Valdehita 2022), though this trend is
not always linear and may fluctuate. The relationship between articles and other
determiners is complex, with a tendency for learners to use demonstratives and
possessives to express referentiality (Lin 2003; Rubinjoni 2017; Barrera Rodriguez
2008a, 2008b). Despite these challenges, there is compelling evidence indicating
that learners progressively improve their command of Spanish articles as they
achieve higher proficiency levels, though the pace and degree of improvement

2 The Estonian language belongs to the non-Indo-European, Finno-Ugric branch of the Uralic
language family.

3 Please note that this study does not include findings from a separate investigation into the
acquisition and use of articles by students with Romanian as their first language (L1) and either
Catalan or Spanish as their second/third languages. This exclusion is due to the fact that the
participants in the referenced study are minors and are also in an immersion situation, being
immigrants. For those interested in this specific area of research, the study by Popa (2016) is
recommended for further reading.

ANU.FILOL.LLENG.LIT.MOD., 14/2024, pp. 87-112, ISSN: 2014-1394, DOI: 10.1344/AFLM2024.14.5



92 RAPUN MOMBIELA, CASTANAR RUBIO & TUDELA ISANTA

notably diverge among different learner groups (Rubinjoni 2017, Montrul &
Ionin 2012, Cuza et al. 2013).

However, errors, particularly omissions, are not only prevalent but also
tend to persist even at advanced stages of language proficiency (Rubinjoni, 2017,
Santiago Alonso 2016). Furthermore, the comprehension of the necessity of
articles is generally low, with learners often relying on context to identify noun
references. These errors tend to fossilise over time, showing minimal resolution
despite prolonged study (Reymodndez Ferndndez & Santiago Alonso 2004).

In the case of Estonian learners of Spanish, Rapin Mombiela & Campillo
(2023) and Kruse & Rapun Mombiela (2023) applied EA to assess the accuracy of
articles and prepositions in temporal expressions in Spanish produced by
Estonian students. Additionally, Kruse & Raptin Mombiela (2023) extended their
research to include the study of fluency* in written texts, utilising a keylogger for
detailed analysis. The outcomes of both studies indicated a significant
improvement in article use as the Estonian students progressed in their Spanish
language proficiency. Furthermore, it was found that students with a higher level
of proficiency in English tended to produce fewer deviant structures compared
to those with lower English proficiency. The fluency analysis revealed a direct
correlation between the level of linguistic competence in English and smoother
transitions in Spanish discourse among the students. This suggests a heightened
metalinguistic awareness and greater precision in the use of functional words.

In certain instances, Spanish has been approached as a second
language/foreign language (Barrera Rodriguez 2008a, 2008b; Cuza et al. 2013;
Fernandez Jodar 2006; Ferndndez Lopez 1988; lonin et al. 2013; Kirova &
Camacho 2021; Lee et al. 2018; Lin 2003; Montrul & Ionin 2012; Nakagawa 2004;
Said-Mohand 2007; Shen 2012; Valverde & Ohtani 2014; Xiuchuan 2015, 2017,
2018; Yonekawa & San Mateo Valdehita 2022) while other studies have
acknowledged that students of Spanish often have prior experience with learning
another foreign language before beginning their Spanish studies, thus treating
Spanish as a third language (Furukawa & Okami 2016; Kruse & Raptin Mombiela
2023; Musto 2018; Prodanovic et al. 2023; Raptin Mombiela & Tramallino 2023;
Santiago Alonso 2009, 2017a, 2017b; Testa 2019, 2020).

This shift towards treating Spanish as an L3 underlines the progression in
the evolution of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theories embodied by Third
Language Acquisition (TLA), which considers not only the learner’s first language
(L1) but also the entire linguistic spectrum that the student has been exposed to
throughout their life. There exists a broad consensus among scholars that any
prior linguistic knowledge can influence the learning of an additional language

¢ Fluency pertains to the ability to produce discourse smoothly and continuously, without
significant interruptions. Historically, fluency has been primarily associated with spoken
language (Thewissen & Anishchanka 2022: 210), but over the past decade, its importance in
writing processes has been increasingly acknowledged, recognizing its role in assessing
competence in a L2.
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(Aribas and Cele 2021, Cenoz 2001, De Angelis 2007, Odlin 2003, Williams &
Hammarberg 1998). Thus, the existing knowledge learners possess regarding
language use plays a crucial role in understanding TLA. This is due to the fact that
learners beginning L3 learning have already attained an understanding of
complex concepts and ideas expressed in their first and second languages
(McManus 2021: 8). Scholarly works on TLA have disclosed that, in the case of
multilingual learners, a significant portion of language transfer (particularly at
the foundational levels) appears to originate from the L2 (De Angelis 2007,
Williams & Hammarberg 1998).

Addressing the findings of such divergent studies, each anchored in distinct
perspectives and methodologies, poses a significant analytical challenge.
However, it is possible to discern a coherent narrative amidst this diversity.
Notably, the impact of the first language of learners, especially from languages
devoid of articles, emerges as a pivotal element that consistently introduces
prolonged obstacles in mastering article use in Spanish (Denst 2006, Fernandez
Lopez 1988, Rubinjoni 2017).

In AASL2, research has predominantly used learner corpora with written
samples. Exceptions to this norm include the studies by Said-Mohand (2007) and
Tarrés Chamorro (2002).

Regarding the classification of errors,” we can discern four types of
taxonomy, contingent upon the research questions posed: 1) descriptive, when
elucidating the nature of the error from a purely linguistic perspective (omission,
addition, inappropriate selection, morphological errors); 2) syntactic, when it
encompasses information about the syntactic function fulfilled by the analysed
noun phrase in the sentence, such as subject, for example; 3) functional or usage-
based, when it delineates the type of relationship established between the article
and its referent: generic, anaphoric, deictic, associative anaphoric, non-
anaphoric, or cataphoric; 4) etiological, in which the cause of the error is
described, which can be either interlinguistic, involving some form of transfer
from another language known to the learner to some degree, or intralinguistic,
involving simplification, overgeneralization or other aspects of language rules.

Although these classifications are not mutually exclusive and are perfectly
compatible, researchers tend to work either solely with the descriptive or with a
combination of the descriptive and another. An example of the combination of
descriptive and syntactic analysis can be found in Santiago Alonso (2009), and of
the descriptive and functional analysis in Barrera Rodriguez (2008), Rubinjoni
(2017), and Xiuchuan (2015, 2017, 2018).

Regarding the etiological analysis, the research landscape is diverse, with
some investigations focusing on crosslinguistic influence (Cuza et al. 2013;
Fernandez Lopez 1988; Furukawa & Okami 2016; Ionin et al. 2013; Kruse & Rapun

5 For a comprehensive taxonomy of errors in Spanish interlanguage, it is recommended to
consult Alexopoulou (2006).
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Mombiela 2023; Lee et al. 2018; Lin 2003; Montrul & Ionin 2012; Musto 2018;
Prodanovic et al. 2023; Raptin Mombiela & Tramallino 2023; Rubinjoni 2017; Testa
2019, 2020; Xiuchuan 2015, 2017, 2018). However, intralinguistic factors behind
errors have not been as thoroughly investigated, indicating a clear area for
further study.

While many authors propose some form of error taxonomy, it is challenging
to find studies that justify their taxonomy with a comprehensive report on the
intercoder reliability process. In many cases, it is not clear whether the study in
question has been conducted by more than one annotator to ensure reliability.
This lack of clarity raises questions about the consistency and reproducibility of
the findings. A notable exception to this trend is the work of Valverde & Ohtani
(2014), who proposed an annotation scheme based on a rigorous process of
design and evaluation. Researchers have primarily focused on the causes related
to interlanguage errors, including the aforementioned crosslinguistic influence
and intralinguistic factors (cases of reduction to a simplified system or
overgeneralization).

A minority of AASL2 studies have incorporated a semantic dimension into
their analysis, adding depth to the understanding of article use and acquisition.
In particular, two semantic parameters have been identified as pivotal in
understanding these linguistic phenomena: the Nominal Mapping Parameter
(NMP) (Chierchia 1998) and the Article Choice Parameter (ACP) (Ionin et al. 2004).
Cuzaet al. (2013) examine how advanced English-speaking learners of L2 Spanish
grasp the semantic properties of Spanish definite plural and bare plural subjects.
They address the transfer from English to Spanish, which poses a learnability
challenge due to differences in how the two languages use articles with plural
noun phrases for generic or specific interpretations. The study suggests that
learning difficulties might be mitigated by recasting the subset/superset
relationships in terms of the NMP settings for [+argument] and [+predicate]. It
proposes that advanced learners might need substantial exposure to the target
language to overcome initial L1 specifications and achieve full NMP resetting.

Building on the Article Choice Parameter framework, Furukawa & Okami
(2016) and Lee et al. (2018) predict that the use of Spanish articles by Japanese
students (whose L1 does not have articles) will fluctuate between an overuse of
definite articles in indefinite contexts and a use more closely aligned with the
target language. Both studies agree that proficiency level in Spanish will allow
for improvement in accuracy and the ability to produce language segments more
closely resembling those of the target language. However, in the discussion
section both studies refrain from attributing the excessive use of definite articles
in indefinite contexts to a misalignment of a semantic parameter. Rather, they
suggest that the influences of the learners’ L1 and L2, along with a shortfall in
specialised instruction on article use, are the primary factors of the errors. In
contrast, Xiuchuan (2015), in her study of L1 Chinese learners, does attribute the
initial unstable state in the use of articles to the fluctuation parameter, wherein
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the concept of specificity plays a significant role. This is identified as the foremost
cause in the emergence of deviant structures.

This review underscores the imperative for further research that delves into
semantic frameworks and advocates for refined error annotation methodologies
underpinned by rigorous inter-coder reliability. It also highlights the necessity
for a deeper examination of both inter- and intralingual error causes and
emphasises the importance of specialised instructional strategies explicitly
designed to address the nuances of article use.

3. STUDY GOALS

This study aims to provide an initial overview of the use of articles by Estonian
students of Spanish. After reviewing the existing literature in the field of Spanish
article acquisition, we aim to verify whether, as other studies have shown,
omission errors are also the most common in the interlanguage of Estonian
students and whether these errors persist over time or are overcome as a more
advanced language level is reached. To this end, a longitudinal learner corpus
will be used, and the annotation scheme will be tested with a rigorous inter-rater
validation analysis to qualify it for use in future studies. As this is a preliminary
approach, we will not focus on a single feature but will instead aim to provide as
detailed a description as possible of the use of the Spanish article over time by
Estonian students.

4. DATA AND SAMPLE DESCRIPTION

The longitudinal corpus used for this study is a subsection of 345 written texts
from the Corpus Longitudinal de Espariol de Aprendientes Estonios - CLEAE (‘Estonian
Learners” of Spanish Longitudinal Corpus’) (Rapun Mombiela 2023). The set of
samples used in this study contains a total of 58.729 words and 65.690 tokens. Of
these, a total of 14.440 items have been analysed. These items consist of all the
noun phrases in the corpus as well as those categories that would require an
article, such as some adverbial or prepositional phrases.

The productions come from 15 Estonian students (all women) of Spanish
during their first two years of their degree in Romance Studies, specialising in
Spanish. The participants’ ages range from 19 to 38 years. The only L1 for all
participants is Estonian. They all have high proficiency in English (6 participants
have a B2 and 9 participants have a C1 level) and consider this language their
dominant L2. They all have some experience studying other foreign languages
(German, Russian, Finnish, Swedish, French, and/or Italian). At the beginning of
their studies, 6 of the 15 participants had previous experience learning Spanish,
and 9 did not. Students of Spanish Studies at the University of Tartu with prior
knowledge of Spanish take a placement test before starting the first course. All
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the participants in this study who took the test were placed at a false beginner
level (i.e., they had some knowledge of Spanish but did not reach level Al),
except for one student who demonstrated a slightly higher level and was
assigned level A2.1. None of the participants had spent more than a month living
in a Spanish-speaking country.

5. METHODOLOGY

In a study where the information comes from a learner corpus, the first step is to
verify whether a certain feature has a different frequency of use in the students’
language compared to L1 speakers’ language. If this comparison shows that the
feature is indeed less or more frequent in the interlanguage, it may indicate
underuse or overuse due to transfer effects (Osborne 2015: 339) or intralinguistic
causes. To do this, we compared our corpus with a selection of texts from the L1
Spanish corpus from CEDEL2 (Lozano 2022),° a large database containing the
language produced by learners of Spanish as a second/foreign language (L2). For
comparative purposes, CEDEL2 also contains data from native speakers whose L1
is Spanish. Below, we present a comparison of article usage in the two corpora.’

Graph 1 shows the absolute number of occurrences of each grammatical
form in both corpora. It is evident that the L1 Spanish corpus (CEDEL2) has a
significantly higher number of occurrences for almost each form compared to the
L3 Spanish corpus (CLEAE). The form la is the most frequent in both corpora, but
its frequency is much higher in the L1 corpus.

1500
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2 1000 Corpus
f=]
Z I ceoena
=
5 . CLEAE
=
S sw0
z i .

0 L . ==
el la lo= las o un una unes unas

Articles

GRAPH 1. Number of occurrences of articles in CLEAE vs. CEDEL2.

¢ For this study, we selected texts produced by women with Spanish as their L1, aged between
19 and 30 years, and only the descriptive texts that closely resembled those produced by our
informants.

7 To carry out the comparison, we used the Sketch Engine tool (Kilgarriff et al. 2014).
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Graph 2 presents the relative frequency per million tokens for each
grammatical form. The forms la and el remain very frequent in both corpora.
However, other forms like lo, unos, and unas have a significantly lower relative
frequency in L3. The L3 corpus shows lower values compared to the L1 in all the
forms except from los and Ias.

:

Corpus

B cepm2

. CLEAE
lm i
0 L . e s
el la lo= lasz lo un una hi%ite unas

Articles

Occurrences per million tokens

GRAPH 2. Occurrences per million tokens in CLEAE vs. CEDEL2.

The third graph represents the percentage each form constitutes of the
entire corpus. The forms la and el make up a larger percentage of the L1 corpus
(3,69 % and 2,02 %, respectively) than the L3 corpus (2,13 % and 1,67 %,
respectively). This indicates that experienced users of Spanish use these forms
more consistently in the natural flow of discourse.

2

Corpus

B cepm2

el la los las lo un una unos ufas

Articles

1

Percentage of the entire corpus

0

GRAPH 3. Percentage of the entire corpus in CLEAE vs. CEDEL2.

After comparing the two corpora, an underuse of the article by Estonian
informants can be confirmed. Interestingly, while the use of plural definite
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articles was more frequent among these students —unexpectedly so— this also
highlighted a noteworthy difference in this regard.

5.1. Annotation system

This section discusses an annotation scheme that would allow researchers to
categorise the students’” use of the article as comprehensively as possible. To do
so, each item was annotated with a series of labels. Firstly, the category of the
linguistic element that the noun accompanied was defined, followed by the
syntactic function that the phrase containing the article had in the sentence. The
type of article used was then tagged, along with an indication of whether it was
correct or incorrect. If the article was incorrect, the cause (interlinguistic or
intralinguistic) was specified, and if it was interlinguistic, the source of the
transfer was assigned.

5.2. Inter-coder reliability

The reliability of the scheme was tested® on different levels: modified by the
article linguistic element categorization, error identification, error labelling, and
error correction. This approach had multiple purposes, such as validating the
annotation scheme, identifying ambiguities in the source texts, or adequately
evaluating interpretations (Artstein 2017: 2).

First, the three coders conducted a preliminary study in which they coded
60 items. Subsequently, they met for a joint qualitative analysis, discussing each
of the categories and the discrepancies found. In this initial analysis, it became
quite evident that the divergences, in most cases, laid in understanding whether
the errors had an interlinguistic or intralinguistic nature. Next, the three coders
proceeded to analyse 436 items. The selection of these items considered examples
of all article usages intended for study, in all possible syntactic contexts, as well
as examples of all errors represented in the corpus. Language samples were
selected from all tasks and all participants.

Once the coding was completed, a quantitative study was conducted. For
this, each variable under study was analysed using cross tables, which allowed
for comparing the values corresponding to the relative assignment according to
the different possible response categories per column. From this comparison,
along with Chi-Square tests and effect size measured through Cramer’s V, it was
determined whether there was statistical evidence to confirm that the
measurements from different observers were in agreement. The results of the
statistical analysis of the inter-observer validation are presented below.

First, the categorisation of the noun was analysed. This analysis yielded
disparate results (the p-value was .001 with a x? statistic of 32.00, indicating a

8 This inter-rater validation analysis was conducted as part of the first author’s doctoral project,
and a more detailed version of it can be seen in her doctoral thesis once it is published.
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highly significant alternative result), unexpected to the coders, who thought
there was strong consensus regarding the nature of nouns, as shown in table 1.

Coder
Noun
Cod 1 Cod 2 Cod 3
Uncountable 20,6 % (90) 11,1 % (48) 20,9 % (91)

Singular countable 49,8 % (217) 59,7 % (259) 48,2 % (210)
TABLE 1. Categorisation of nouns as uncountable or singular countable according to the three

coders.

As can be seen in this table, Coder 2 did not categorise singular countable
nouns and uncountable nouns in the same way as Coders 1 and 3. Therefore, a
small investigation was needed to understand this discrepancy. Nueva Gramatica
de la lengua espariola (Real Academia Espanola 2016: 1544-1552) proposes various
semantic classifications for uncountable nouns, but there is no consensus among
them. This lack of agreement is due to the difficulty of establishing precise
boundaries between subgroups and the fact that existing classifications do not
cover all uncountable nouns in Spanish. Additionally, uncountable nouns can be
both abstract and concrete, which adds another layer of complexity to their
classification. In Spanish, some nouns can be used as both countable and
uncountable in different syntactic contexts, which is a notable characteristic of
the language. This linguistic flexibility allows the same word to adapt according
to the communicative need, without strictly following the typical rules of
countable or uncountable nouns in other languages. Referring to our corpus, we
found nouns, as highlighted in the following example, that were categorised as
uncountable by Coders 1 and 3, but Coder 2 considered them countable: Es pasta
con crema y con pollo.

A noun like crema (‘cream”) can be difficult to categorise and may also be
interpreted as a countable noun since there are contexts in which it can be used
as such (Davies 2016). However, working with a methodology as Ea, it is
necessary for coders to always consider the context in which the words under
study are found. Thus, in the example at hand, we would label the word crema as
an uncountable noun because in the context it is used, it denotes a substance (Real
Academia Espafiola 2016: 1545). Nueva gramdtica de la lengua espaiiola (Real
Academia Espafiola 2016: 1529-1543) gives certain guidelines that can help
discern the countable or uncountable nature of a noun. By following these
guidelines, the coders re-coded all the problematic items and achieved
consensus. The quantification of errors was a relatively straightforward variable
to code, as identifying errors related to the use of articles at beginner and
intermediate levels does not pose a problem for experienced users of Spanish. In
fact, the statistical analysis (x? = 5,81, p = .214, V = .047) showed that there were
no significant statistical differences between the three coders. However, when
categorising the type of error, significant differences were found (x2=32,25,
p =.004). Although the effect size indicated that these differences were not large
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(V =.177), the coders decided to discuss the discrepancies. The main divergence
was caused by errors involving the presence of an unnecessary definite article.
The first coder had categorised this type of error on 44 occasions, while the
second had assigned this error to 34 items, and the third to only 26.

After reviewing the items in context, the annotators concluded that they
had not interpreted them in the same way and decided to follow a principle of
minimal change as recommended by Valverde & Ohtani (2014: 239): sentences in
which the student’s choice is acceptable, even if not the best option, should not
be marked as errors. That is, the annotator’s goal should be to produce an
acceptable result rather than a perfect one. If the coder cannot decide whether an
item contains an error or not, it should be considered correct. With this
adjustment in mind and after a new coding, an optimal result was obtained, and
the inter-rater validation analysis (x?=.713, p = 8.88) showed that there were no
significant statistical differences from the perspective of the coders.

The etiological study of errors was more complicated, and the coders could
not reach an agreement. The main problem lies in the difficulty of discerning the
error cause of a bare noun phrase. On the contrary, in cases where the student
incorporates an unnecessary article into the phrase, it is easier to understand
whether transfer has occurred or not. The inter-rater validation analysis, as we
can see below in table 2, yielded unacceptable results.

Coder
Cause
Cod1 Cod 2 Cod 3
Intralinguistic 62,2 % (107) 31,5 % (53) 37,0 % (64) 43,7 % (224)
Interlinguistic 37,2 % (64) 59,5 % (100) 63,0 % (109) 53,2 % (273)
Unclear 0,6 % (1) 8,9 % (15) - 3,1 % (16)
total 33,5 % (172) 32,7 % (168) 33,7 % (173) (513)
P-value Est. Result
x> .001 85,13 highly significant
value

A% .396 moderate

TABLE 2. Results of the inter-rater validation analysis.

Upon closer examination of the samples, we realised that it was difficult to
discern those instances where the error was due to the transfer from the L1/L2 or
to the simplification or lack of knowledge of L3 rules. Scientific investigation of
transfer has found it to be a challenging phenomenon to precisely identify
(Osborne 2015: 334). We decided to differentiate between cases where English
differs from Spanish in that the former does not use an article while the latter
does, and other cases where both English and Spanish do use the article. If the
analysed item was in a context that had been provided during instruction, and
where English does not use an article but Spanish does, we concluded that
crosslinguistic influence must be very strong. This is because if a person speaks
two languages that do not use articles in that context, it is not surprising that they
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omit the article in their third language as well. Therefore, we marked these
instances as interlinguistic errors. In contrast, for omission errors where English
also uses an article, we labelled them as “unknown cause” because we cannot
determine whether they are due to L1 influence or a lack of knowledge of the L2
and L3 rules.

5.3. Analysis

The tabulation, sorting, and cleaning of the database were performed using
Microsoft Excel. The statistical analysis was conducted with the software
application IBM SPsS Statistics version 28. The statistical techniques and tests
employed were:

1. Descriptive analysis of qualitative variables using frequency and
percentage tables for the cross-tabulation of two such variables.

2. For the cross-tabulation of categorical variables, contingency tables
were used along with the Chi-square test of independence and the
estimation of effect size using Cramer’s V coefficient.

3. To measure the time variable (i.e., the difference in error rates across
semesters), we used adjusted rates and applied the Kruskal-Wallis test.

6. Results

We begin by offering a general descriptive analysis. Table 3 indicates that 20,8 %
of the analysed structures contain some type of error that renders the
construction unacceptable.

Category Frequency

Type of determiner

Definite article

30,4 % (4.384)

Indefinite article

7,8 % (1.124)

Absence of article

43,1 % (6.230)

Other determiner

18,4 % (2.658)

Other word

0,3 % (44)

Type of linguistic item

Singular countable noun

36,8 % (5.314)

Plural countable noun

30,40 % (4.390)

Uncountable/abstract noun

16,71 % (2.413)

Proper noun

10,31 % (1.489)

Other category 5,78 % (834)
A cabilit Acceptable 79,2 % (1.1439)
cceptablity Unacceptable 20,8 % (3.001)

TABLE 3. Categories of errors and frequency of appearance.

Of the 3,001 unacceptable instances, the most common error is omission, as

shown in graph 4.
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147% 11.1%

B Addition of article

. Error in other determiners

. Morphological or syntactic error
Omission of article

. Selection of article

5%

20.4%
48.8%

GRAPH 4. Distribution of error types in unacceptable instances.

The high incidence of omission errors was pointed out in previous research
in the field of Spanish article acquisition (Rubinjoni 2017, Reymdndez Ferndndez
& Santiago Alonso 2004, Santiago Alonso 2016). However, the morphological and
syntactic errors are noteworthy, as such a high incidence was not expected.

Both Estonian and English lack gender marking, so gender errors could be
attributed to interlinguistic influence. This hypothesis is further supported by the
fact that these errors are the most frequent among the morphological and
syntactic ones, as shown in table 4.

Definite article
35,23 % (216)
Gender errors Indefinite article
79,77 % (489) 14,85 % (91)

Other determiners
26,69 % (182)

Morphosyntactic errors Definite article
100% (613) Number errors 6,68 % (41)
10,6 % (65) Other determiners
3,92 % (24)
Definite article
Word order errors 1,63 % (10)
9,62 % (59) Other determiners

7,99 % (49)

TABLE 4. Types and frequency of morphosyntactic errors.

However, when examining students” productions, it becomes clear that the
issue does not always stem from transfer. Instead, it often arises from the
overgeneralisation of certain rules, either by analogy or due to a lack of
knowledge of grammatical norms, as seen in the following examples.

(1)  Por ejemplo recuerdo que {*el sal ~ la} era muy caro. (‘For example, I remember that
salt was expensive’.)

(2) Y en {*los ~ las} manos de chica es un arma. ("And in the girl’s hands there is a
weapon’.)
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(3)  Es {*un~una} celebracién muy alegre y un poco triste porque es {*la ~ el} tltima dia.
('It is a very joyful celebration and a bit sad because it is the last day’.)

Thus, it seems that difficulties related to gender are caused by a dual
influence, both interlinguistic and intralinguistic, which explains the high
number of gender errors in the corpus. While gender errors are numerous
enough to warrant attention, it is important to emphasise that they do not
necessarily stem from a lack of understanding in the use or interpretation of
articles. The learner must realise that the language they are acquiring includes
inherent gender characteristics and must learn the gender of each new noun.
Although L2 learners whose L1 has grammatical gender might reach the
conclusion more quickly that the L2 is a gendered language, determining the
gender of each noun is not necessarily straightforward.

In addition to realising that nouns have gender, learners must also learn
that gender agreement occurs in articles and adjectives, along with the
appropriate morphological realisations of gender (Bruhn de Garavito 2002: 22).
This requires a certain amount of time for assimilation, practice, and adaptation
to this feature of the Spanish language, regardless of the learner’s L1.

As shown in table 5, the highest frequency of errors occurs in the
prepositional phrase term category, where 41,3 % of all errors are concentrated.
The direct object and subject categories also show significant error rates,
accounting for 26,9 % and 18,1 % of the errors, respectively. Omission errors are
the most prevalent, comprising 48,8 % of all errors, but morphological and
syntactic errors also represent a great challenge making up 20,4 % of the total

The chi-square test result (x2 = 277,39, p = .001) indicates that the differences
in error frequencies across categories are highly significant. This means that the
observed distribution of errors is unlikely to be due to chance and reflects a real
pattern in learner behaviour. Although the Cramer’s V value of .152 suggests a
small effect size, the pedagogical implications of these findings cannot be denied.
The high incidence of omission errors and the concentration of errors in the
prepositional phrase term category highlight specific areas where learners
struggle the most.

It has been demonstrated that prepositions are also a particularly
problematic aspect for Estonian students (Kruse 2018, Kruse & Raptin Mombiela
2023, Rapun Mombiela & Tramallino 2023) since Estonian has very few
prepositions and instead favours the use of postpositions (Kruse 2018: 118).
Studies in this area have shown that difficulties with prepositions do not
diminish over time. Prepositional phrases therefore present a dual challenge, as
they contain two elements absent in Estonian: articles and prepositions.
Transfer from English can be a negative influence in the case of prepositions, as
these often do not have a direct translation. This is particularly true for
locative and directional prepositions, of which English has an abundance to
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express different nuances. Spanish, however, is much vaguer in this regard
(Butt et al. 2019: 481).

Type of error
Function o
Addition Omission | Selection Morph Other det.
synt.
. 2,7 % 23,8 % 11,1 % 16,3 % 30,5 % 18,1 %
Subject
(12) (348) (37) (100) (46) (543)
Direct obiect 39,1 % 19,5 % 32,2 % 35,6 % 15,9 % 26,9 %
) (173) (286) (107) (218) (24) (808)
1,8 % 4,2 % 3,9 % 1,3 % 2,1%
Circumst. 1,1 % (16
® O ay | e @ (64)
P 7,9 % 7,3 % 6,6 % 6,5 % 7 % 6,8 %
(35) (107) (22) (40) @ (205)
Pren.oh. term 43,7 % 43,0 % 40,4 % 34,6 % 46,4 % 41,3 %
P-pR- (193) (629) (134) (212) (70) (1238)
2%
Modifier 0 2% (3) 3% 1) | 2% (1) - 2% (6)
2,5 % 51 % 2,6 % 53 % 4,2 %
1 t % (73
Complemen (11) 507% (73) 17) (16) ®) (125)
2,0 % 1% 3% 4%
Other - -
) O 2) (12)
14,7 % 48,8 % 11,1 % 20,4 % 5,0 %
T .001
otal (442) (1.463) (332) (613) (151) (3.001)
p-value Statistic Result
x> .001 277,39 ** Highly significant
value Interpretation
Vv 152 Small

TABLE 5. Frequency of errors by function.

We observed a high number of errors (366) caused by the omission of the
article in noun phrases functioning as the term of a prepositional phrase due to
interlinguistic transfer. It is not difficult to assume that if Estonian speakers must
produce prepositions and articles, two linguistic elements that are absent in their
native language, they will find this task challenging and will likely seek
assistance from their source language, which in this case is English, a language
that has both elements. We found numerous English-influenced structures
missing an article, as seen in the following sentence: [...] era posible chatear con mis
amigos gracias a {*@ ~ las} redes sociales (‘it was possible to chat with my friends,
thanks to social media’).

After identifying the most common types of errors, we proceeded to analyse
the different semesters to determine whether there were any statistical
differences that would allow asserting that changes occurred over time. Results

are summarised in table 6.
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Acceptability
Semester
Acceptable Unacceptable
1 23,2 % (2.656) 18,3 % (548) 22,2 % (3.204)
2 16,9 % (1.938) 17,1 % (514) 17,0 % (2.452)
3 24,4 % (2.793) 28,1 % (842) 25,2 % (3.635)
4 35,4 % (4.052) 36,6 % (1.097) 35,7 % (5.149)
Total 79,2 % (11.439) 20,8 % (3.001) (14.440)
P-value Statistic Result
X2 .001 39.76** Highly significant
Value Interpretation
\% .052 insignificant

TABLE 6. Acceptability of Spanish article structures by semester.

The chi-square test result (x? = 39,76, p <.001) indicates that the differences
observed across semesters are highly significant. However, the Cramer’s V value
of .052 suggests that the effect size is insignificant, meaning that, while there is a
statistically significant difference, the practical impact of these differences across
semesters is minimal. This implies that the change over time in the acceptability
of structures with articles is statistically noticeable but not strong enough to
indicate a substantial shift in learner performance.

As seen in graph 5, the number of analysed expressions was higher in some
semesters. This is due to two main reasons. Firstly, the nature of the tasks. In
Semester 2, the tasks were descriptive, which encouraged the use of many noun
phrases (Gutiérrez 2002: 80) but also led to the use of more stereotypical and
simple structures. On the other hand, in Semesters 3 and 4, we observed a
significant number of expository and argumentative tasks, which involved a
greater presence of abstract nouns.

Acceptability
. Aceeptable
. . :
0
1 2 3 4

Semester

Percentage (%)
[ =]
=]

-
=

GRAPH 5. Acceptability of Spanish article structures by semester.

Secondly, as the students progressed in their language competence, they
became increasingly capable of writing longer texts. This development meant
that in the third and fourth semesters, we had a greater number of words and,
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consequently, more structures to analyse. The growing length and complexity of
students” writings reflect their advancing skills, which naturally led to an
increase in the volume of data available, and in the number of errors because they
were using more complex structures, in the later semesters.

Once the preliminary results from our contingency table were obtained, an
analysis of adjusted error rates was applied to achieve a more accurate
interpretation of the data. Since the number of words varies significantly between
the different semesters, it was necessary to adjust the observed errors according
to this factor to allow for fair comparisons between the groups. As graph 6
indicates, the error rates vary across the semesters, with certain fluctuations in
some errors, such as addition or omission, but no clear or consistent trend
indicating an increase or decrease in error rates as language competence
progresses.

To compare the differences in adjusted error rates between the semesters,
the Kruskal-Wallis test was applied. This non-parametric test is appropriate for
comparing medians across multiple groups when the normality of the data
cannot be assumed and when group sizes are unequal. The results of the Kruskal-
Wallis test were as follows: x2=3, df =3, p-value = 0.3916. This indicates that there
are no statistically significant differences in the adjusted rates between the
semesters for each type of error. The p-value is higher than the common
significance level of 0.05, suggesting that the null hypothesis cannot be rejected.
The lack of statistical significance (p > 0.05) indicates that, after adjusting for the
number of words, the error rates in the use of articles do not vary significantly
across the four semesters. In practical terms, this suggests that Estonian students
of Spanish are not making more or fewer article-related errors as their language
competence advances.

Type of error

(%]
1

= @ Addition
% @ Morph-synt
g “®  Omission
= Other det.
4 .
Selection

Semester

GRAPH 6. Error rate by semester.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

This study aims at conducting an in-depth study of the use of Spanish articles by
Estonian students learning Spanish as their third language (L3). Although this
topic poses major difficulties for Estonian learners of Spanish, it has received little
attention to date. This article aims at achieving two main objectives. Firstly, it
seeks to explain the methodologies and theoretical frameworks that have been
employed in the field of Spanish article acquisition among L2/L3 learners.
Secondly, it aims at providing a comprehensive overview of the usage of Spanish
articles by Estonian students. By addressing these objectives, this study
contributes a deeper understanding of the specific difficulties faced by Estonian
learners and the broader landscape of article acquisition in a third language
context.

Regarding the first goal, a thorough literature review is presented. It is
claimed that the efforts undertaken thus far in the field of L2 Spanish article
acquisition consist of heterogenous initiatives that lack a methodological and
theoretical uniformity. This overview reveals a need for further investigation in
the field of semantic frameworks, and advocates for improved error annotation
methodologies backed by rigorous inter-coder reliability. It also highlights the
necessity of a deeper examination of both inter- and intralingual error causes and
emphasises the importance of specialised instructional strategies designed to
address the nuances of article use.

In order to attain the second goal, 345 written texts from the CLEAE corpus
were analysed. This analysis shows that the most common error among learners
is the omission of articles, in line with previous research. This finding is not
exclusive to Estonian learners of Spanish, but a characteristic shared by many
learners of Spanish with an L1 that does not use articles (Rubinjoni 2017; Santiago
Alonso 2016; Tarrés Chamorro 2002; Zimny 2017; Testa 2019, 2020; Yonekawa &
San Mateo Valdehita 2022) or uses them differently (Said-Mohand 2007).
However, this study found an unexpected high incidence of morphological and
syntactic errors. More precisely, the highest frequency of errors occurs in the
prepositional phrase term category. This indicates that prepositions are another
difficult aspect for Estonian learners of Spanish that deserves further
investigation.

Moreover, it is observed that there is not a substantial improvement in the
use of articles in the earlier stages of instruction (A1, A2 and B1). While previous
studies indicate that errors in the use of articles decreases as learners progress
(Said-Mohand 2007; Testa 2019, 2020; Zimny 2017; Yonekawa & San Mateo
Valdehita 2022; Kruse & Rapin Mombiela 2023), this evolution is not always
linear (Rubinjoni 2017, Montrul & Ionin 2012, Cuza et al. 2013). In fact, previous
literature states that inaccuracies when using the article even persist even among
advanced learners of Spanish (Rubinjoni 2017, Santiago Alonso 2016) and some
of these errors might fossilise over time (Reymondez Fernandez & Santiago

ANU.FILOL.LLENG.LIT.MOD., 14/2024, pp. 87-112, ISSN: 2014-1394, DOI: 10.1344/AFLM2024.14.5



108 RAPUN MOMBIELA, CASTANAR RUBIO & TUDELA ISANTA

Alonso 2004). This underlines the need for research to be carried out in further
levels (B2 and C1) to observe how the acquisition of articles evolves among
Estonian learners of Spanish.
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