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TEACHING THE SPANISH PRETERITE TENSE THROUGH TEMPORAL ASPECTUAL
DISCOURSE

English-speaking students of Spanish as a second language frequently have difficulty
understanding the distinction between the two Spanish simple past tenses. Since English has only
one simple past tense, students must distinguish between two possible past tenses: the preterite
and the imperfect. In the present study the preterite tense, only, was taught to first- and third-
semester students to determine whether beginning and intermediate students may better
understand the functions of this tense through the use of a temporal discourse approach. To date
no study has examined the relationship between instruction at both the beginning and
intermediate levels using a temporal discourse approach. The significance of this study is that it
examines the potential effect of teaching with this approach to beginning and intermediate
students.

A total of sixty-three subjects participated in the investigation. One research cell of
twenty-one subjects was used in Instruction group 1 at the first-semester level. Two research
cells were used at the third-semester level: Instruction group 2 and No Instruction group. The No
Instruction group was included as a control group for the third-semester level. All subjects in
groups 1 and 2 received instruction; all subjects in all three groups received one pretest and three
posttests.

Findings reveal a significantly greater production of correct preterite tense verbs as
compared to learners receiving no instruction. Findings also reveal that learners receiving
temporal aspectual instruction maintained increases in correct preterite tense verb production
over time. Performance by both beginning- and intermediate-level learners receiving temporal
aspectual discourse instruction showed no significant difference in the pattern of change in
scores on the production of preterite tense verbs.

Results of the present study provide evidence that temporal discourse instruction

improves correct production of preterite tense verbs.
vii
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Chapter One — REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore potential advantages to teaching the
preterite tense, one of the Spanish past tenses, through temporal aspectual discourse.
Second language (L2) learners, after acquiring the ability to engage in discourse in the
present tense, move on the past tense discourse. This involves the ability to convey a
combination of ideas that are cohesive in form and coherent in their presentation. It is
important to note that discourse is an important skill for L2 learners. L2 learners who
have developed discourse competence are able to express ideas and determine
relationships among different ideas, and to use devices such as adverbs, conjunctions, and
transitional phrases in order to communicate (Widdowson 1978; Hatch 1978, 1983, 1992;

Larsen-Freeman 1991).

In a study of the use of verbal morphology in oral narratives, Liskin-Gasparro
(2000) evaluated the production of advanced learners when recounting the events in a
silent film and a personal experience. This research analyzed the production of preterite
and imperfect verb forms, the role of the narrator in constructing discourse, and the
impact of instruction. Liskin-Gasparro commented in regard to the pedagogical

implications of her study that,

A recurrent frustration of teachers and advanced students alike is the apparent



imperviousness of particular linguistic problems to repeated instructional
intervention. The appropriate of temporal aspect in narrative discourse is certainly
one such area. Three pedagogical observations emerge from the findings of this
study that are worthy of continued consideration: the linguistic input students
receive in upper-division courses; incorporating awareness of narrative structure
into tense and aspect instruction into tense and the disparity between the sequence
of acquisition of tense and aspect the approaches commonly taken in teaching. (p.

841)

While Liskin-Gasparros observations are made in regard to advanced learners,
they may have implications for the type of instruction provided for beginning and
intermediate learners, as well. The present study does not address factors related to the
contrast between the preterite and imperfect, but explores the presentation of the temporal
and aspectual properties of the Spanish preterite tense to L2 learners in a way that may
increase their perception of the preterite as the past tense that introduces new reference
times into narrative discourse. The aspectual properties of past tense verbs involve the
way time is organized in Spanish. In Spanish events and actions are viewed being a
beginning, a middle, or an end of an event (Bull 1965). Since the introduction of new
reference times into the discourse moves the timeline of the narration forward in time
(Westfall & Foerster 1996; Westfall 1995), L2 learners should benefit from becoming

more aware of the preterite functions and forms in discourse.



Second Language Teaching Theories

The importance of learner strategies and the type and level of instruction in the
classroom is essential. In order to gain a better understanding of language learner styles, |
will trace the principal theories of second language (SL) teaching. At the beginning of the
twenty-first century the L2 learner is the center of focus as the teaching profession seeks
to a better understanding of the theories behind L2 acquisition and to develop approaches
that make second languages more accessible. However, in understanding the
development of SL teaching, we must first focus on SL teaching in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. The dominant teaching method at that time was based
primarily on the Grammar-Translation Method (GTM) which had been developed to
teach Greek and Latin and was applied to the teaching of modern languages. Students
learned the grammar rules deductively from long lists of rules and their exceptions
followed by practice exercises. The students’ understanding of the rules was tested
through translation. VVocabulary was learned from bilingual lists of words pertaining to
the lesson. Native and target languages were compared frequently with the goal of being
able to translate from one to the other. Oral use of the language was normally limited to
reading translated passages and talking about the language rather than speaking in it.
There was no theory behind the Grammar-Translation Method or attempts made to relate
it to issues in other fields such as education, linguistics or psychology (Richards &
Rodgers 1986). The original objective of the GTM, to translate ancient and then modern
languages, was not effective in facilitating communication in general and speech in

particular in the target languages.



Audiolingual Method

During the mid- to late-nineteenth century, in order to make commercial and
social exchanges more effective, a need developed in European countries for proficiency
in foreign languages leading to the development of several teaching methods that stressed
speech as the primary form of language instead of the written language (Richard &
Rodgers 1986). In the United States, the Audio Lingual Method (ALM) (Cowan 1947) of
language teaching emerged and dominated the classroom from the mid-1940s to the mid-
1960s. It was based exclusively on structural linguistics and focused on the teaching of
grammatical structures (Bloomfield 1942; Fries 1945, 1957). Teaching stressed
memorization, pattern practice and drills, but included few grammar explanations.
Behaviorist psychology (Watson, 1925; Skinner 1957) also influenced this methodology
by supporting the hypothesis that learning occurred as a response to stimuli. The
materials were sociolinguistically appropriate, culturally accurate, and classroom
activities supported accurate pronunciation. The repetition of forms and patterns was

viewed as consistent with providing necessary conditioning for language learning.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s theorists in second language acquisition began
to favor two contrasting approaches to language learning. Naturalistic language
acquisition occurred in naturally occurring social situations, while instructed language
acquisition took place through study, instruction in the classroom, and with the help of
“guidance” from reference books (Ellis 1994). A similar distinction was made by Klein
(1986) who proposed that ‘spontaneous’ acquisition occurs incidentally, whereas

“guided” acquisition depends on the learner focusing on some aspect of the language.
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Universal Grammar

In contrast to the behaviorist theories of language learning, GMT and ALM,
Chomsky’s Universal Grammar (1957, 1965) proposed that humans are born with an
innate language learning system that leads to the development of language based on the
interaction between the biological “language acquisition device” and the specific input
from the language to which they are exposed. Chomsky supported the importance of
different types of knowledge. He defined “competence” as implicit or explicit knowledge
of a language, and “performance” as comprehension and production of a language.
Chomksy’s theories “created a crisis in Amercan language teaching circles from which a
full recovery has not yet been made” (Richards & Rogers 2001, p. 66) Chomksy’s ideas
had a strong influence on language teaching, drawing attention away from behaviorist
psychology and Audiolingualism and leading in part to cognitive code learning theory
(Richards and Rogers 2001). It is important to understand that Chomsky’s reaction to the
stimulus-response focus of behaviorist theories of SL acquisition had a strong influence

on the foundation of cognitive theory.

Cognitive Theory

As a result of research that viewed language as a cognitive system, changes in
language teaching and language learning began to develop with a modification in the
perception of how first and second languages are learned. Ausubel (1968) suggested that
learning occurs when new material can be integrated into the learner’s existing cognitive
structure. He proposed that learning takes place when meaningful material is presented in

a sequential order that can be related by the learner to previously learned material.
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The significance of learners’ errors was viewed by Corder (1967) as
representative of the learner’s effort to develop a system of the language being
learned. He characterized SL acquisition as a constantly changing “transitional
competence.” Along the same lines as Corder, Selinker (1972) proposed the concept
of an “interlanguage” as an intermediate system on a continuum between the native
language and the target language, governed by its own rules. This system would be
restructured as the learner approached, but seldom became congruent with, the second
language system. Selinker (1974) suggested that most learners would achieve a level
of similarity with the target-language speaker system at which he or she would
become “fossilized” and maintain that level of similarity with the L2 system,

regardless of age and in spite of further instruction.

Communicative Competence

Another component of Chomsky’s (1957, 1965) definition of grammatical
competence was sociolinguistic and contextual competence. Hymes (1972) expanded
on Chomsky’s definition of grammatical competence to include these. Campbell and
Wales (1970) proposed that appropriateness of speech and its sociocultural
significance in a particular context were of more importance than its grammatical

correctness.

Savignon, who compared several types of practice on the development of
communicative skills, stated that “Communicative competence (Hymes 1971) may be

defined as the ability to function in a truly communicative setting — that is, in a



dynamic exchange in which linguistic competence must adapt itself to the total
informational input, both linguistic and paralinguistic, of one or more interlocutors”
(1972, p. 8). In order for the learner to communicate successfully, he or she needed to
be willing to take risks and use the grammatical structures and vocabulary they knew
in order to make themselves understood. Savignon (1983, 1997) emphasized the
interpersonal nature of learners negotiating meaning in order to communicate. The
contexts in which learning is taking place should be taken into account so that the
interests and needs of the learners are addressed. In this way, the learning process is
focused on meaning rather than grammatical structure isolated from context, which
leads to opportunities for learners “to interpret, to express, and to negotiate meaning

in real-life situations,” (1983, p. vi).

Because the focus of this study is language learning and SL teaching, | now
turn to look at its potential applications of in SL acquisition theory to instruction
approaches. In order to define communicative competence for application to teaching
approaches, Canale and Swain (1980a) drew on the work of researchers including
Campbell and Wales (1970), Hymes (1972), Savignon (1972), Charolles (1978),
Munby (1978), and Widdowson (1978), to arrive at a theoretical framework for
communicative competence. This framework Canale (1983a) summarized as:

(1) grammatical competence, (2) sociolinguistic competence, (3) discourse
competence, and (4) strategic competence. All of these concepts are related to the
instructional materials in the present study which encourage grammatical competence

through focus on form, include situations in the teaching materials that take into



account cultural issues in Hispanic societies that are different from those typical of
the learners’ environment, begin to develop the ability to express themselves in
speech and writing choosing lexical and grammatical forms that reflect accurately

what they intend to communicate in a manner appropriate to the situation.

Classroom research carried out initially in ESL classrooms led to a shift in the
focus of research and its pedagogical implementation for second language researchers
and teachers. This came about with a move from a classroom emphasis on the
instructor as the central figure to an emphasis on the language learner, the language
used by learners, and the process of second language acquisition (Woods 1996).
Focus on the Learner: Pragmatic Perspectives for Language Teacher (Oller and
Richards 1973) explored theory and causal factors in second language acquisition

with the intention of applying the information gathered to the classroom.

Monitor Theory, Natural Order of Acquisition, and Affective Filter
The research carried out by Krashen (1981) had long-term influence on language
learning research and approaches to teaching. He pursued the concept of a natural order
of acquisition and the existence of a cognitive mechanism that controlled acquisition. He
observed that learners seldom benefited from error correction and that they appeared to
know the language without consciously being aware of the rules. In his Monitor Model
Krashen, proposed that the ‘natural’ process of language acquisition and the learning of

rules operate independently and do not interact. An important aspect of his theory was the



concept that learners who are exposed to understandable language that is just beyond
their existing level (i + 1) will acquire new syntactical items. His Monitor Theory stated
that conscious learning of rules, on the other hand, would only be useful to learners in
situations when they were able to control and monitor their speech. Krashen suggested
that the language classroom should offer abundant opportunities for communication
similar to that encountered in life outside the classroom. While some second language
acquisition researchers criticized Krashen’s ‘comprehensible input hypothesis’, many
teachers interested in placing more emphasis on communication and less on syntax
welcomed elements such as the use of simplified syntax, slower speed, and repetition to
make input more comprehensible. The Natural Approach teaching methodology was
developed by Terrell (1977, 1982) based on Krashen’s theory of language acquisition.
Terrell’s stated goal was:
that a student ...understand the essential points of what a native speaker says to
him in a real communicative situation and ...respond in such a way that the native
speaker interprets the response with little or no effort and without errors that are
so distracting that they interfere drastically with communication (1977, p. 326).
Long (1981) added to these ideas by focusing on the ‘negotiation of meaning’
carried out in conversations between native and non-native speakers. He proposed that
the effect of interactional input was of primary importance for second language
acquisition. Commenting on Krashen’s Monitor Theory, Long (1983), suggested that the
function, rather than the simplification of speech, made the utterances comprehensible
and useful to the learner for acquisition. Long (1983, 379) proposed a broader definition

of learning, “by upgrading the definition of learning, and thereby the importance of
9



instruction” in order to indicate that learning through instruction can become acquisition.
In his Natural Order Hypothesis, Krashen proposed that grammatical structures, primarily
morphemes, are acquired following a predictable order when acquisition is natural.

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis (1982) is based on L2 learners being exposed to
“comprehensible input” that consists of structures that are “a little beyond” their current
level of competence (i + 1) but can be understood from the context, world knowledge and
other cues.

Pienemann (1984) determined in a study of children learning German.

that the acquisition of word order occurred only when the learners had previously
acquired the grammatical rule preceding it in the sequence. He formulated a Teachability
Hypothesis (1985) which stated that learners must be psycholinguistically ready to learn
the material and that teaching it before learners were ready to cognitively accommodate it

could lead to negative consequences such as avoidance (Peinemann 1986).

10



Comprehensible Input and Comprehensible Output Theories

The importance of the nature of input, outlined in Krashen’s input hypothesis
(1982), states that learners acquire language through exposure to “comprehensible input”
that is “a little beyond” his/her current level (i + 1). Krashen’s input hypothesis also
proposed that learners should not be required to produce language unless they are ready
and that fluency in a second language “emerges” naturally over time when the learner
receives sufficient comprehensible input. Hatch (1983) described simplified input based
on a slower rate of speech; vocabulary that is of high frequency; syntax that relies on
short sentences, repetition and restatement; and situations that are repeated.

Criticism of, and modifications to Krashen’s Monitor Model were proposed by
McLaughlin (1987, p. 37-51) and others. McLaughlin (1990b) explained two means
through which input can be processed, “automatic processing” in which consistent
mapping of the same input utilizes a relatively permanent set of associative connections
in long-term storage (McLaughlin, 1987, p. 134) and “controlled processing” which is
not a learned response, but a temporary activation of nodes in a sequence...under
attentional control of the subject and, since attention is required, only one such sequence
can normally be controlled at a time without interference (McLaughlin, 1987, p. 135).
Gass (1988, p. 202) proposed a model for “apperceived” input that was “noticed in some
way by the learner because of some particular features.” In other words, in order for input

to be useful in learning a second language, it has to be processed by the learner.

After investigating immersion programs in Canada, Swain (1985) found that

children who received large amounts of input in a second language but had very little

11



opportunity to speak, did not advance as much as would have been expected
according to the comprehensible input hypothesis. As a result, she proposed the
“comprehensible output” hypothesis indicating that opportunities to produce language

were important for acquisition.

Sociocultural Theory

As a result of the interest in communicative classroom activities, research has
been carried out into the relationship between language and the mind. One of the main
concepts of this theory is that “language activity, including both speech and writing,
functions as the chief mediating mechanism for human cognitive activity” and that
language gives humans the ability to organize processes such as voluntary memory,
planning , attention, rational thought and learning (Antén, Dicamilla, and Lantolf, 2003).
The effect of social context on language learning was emphasized by Lantolf and Appel
(1994) based on the work of the Russian psychologist, Vygotsky (1962). Vygotsky’s
zone of proximal development is defined as:

...the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with

more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).

Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development is based on interpersonal activity and
the higher cognitive process that results from it, rather than the performance of a specific
task (Lantolf and Appel, 1994). Coughlan and Duff (1994), in the context of their study,

define a task as “a kind of ‘behavioral blueprint’ provided to subjects in order to elicit
12



linguistic data” and an activity as “the process as well as the outcome, of a task,
examined in its sociocultural context” which has “no set of objectives in and of itself —
rather, participants have their own objectives, all of which are negotiated (either
implicitly or explicity) over the course of the interaction” (p. 174-175). Another study
(Brooks, Donato, and McGlone, 1997) following Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of
speaking and learning examined the use of L1 and L2 in metatalk (learners talking about
their own talk) and metacognition (talking about how they will carry out the task). They
found the use of these strategies an important part of language acquisition.

Also of importance to this theory is the concept of “scaffolding” in which an
expert, through verbal interactions, guides a novice in problem-solving situations (Wood,
Bruner, and Ross 1976; Stone 1993). In the process of scaffolding, individuals work in
collaboration to arrive at the same definition of objects, events and goals (Wertsch 1985).
Studies have been carried out by other scholars to determine how dialogue between
teachers and students, and between students working in collaboration, leads to language
learning (Donato 1994; Aljaafreh and Lantolf 1994; Villamil and De Guerrero 1996;
Swain and Lapkin 1998).

A study by Gillette (1994) suggested that “Vygotskian psycholinguistic theory,
with its claim that the initial motive for engaging in an activity is what determines its
outcome, provides a useful framework for explaining why the isolated use of positive
language learning strategies on the part of ineffective language learners rarely leads to
success.” Gillette’s study “cautions against the assumption that strategy training will
automatically lead to better language learning” and further states that *“successful

language learning depends on an individual’s willingness to make every effort to acquire
13



an L2 rather than superior cognitive processing alone” (p. 212). The theories proposed
by Vygotsky and others, provide evidence for the potential for positive outcomes related

to cooperative groupwork such as that included in the present study.

Communicative Language Teaching
The teaching of language for communication grew out of the teaching tradition of
Sweet (1899), Jones (1917, 1918), and Firth (1951) which viewed language as interaction
that is clearly related to society. In this way language study approached language in both
its linguistic and social contexts, taking into account verbal and nonverbal actions of the

learners in a specific context (Berns, 1984).

Richards and Rodgers (1986) describe Communicative Language Teaching as an
approach that does not follow a particular theory of language learning, but does adhere to

the following principles:

1. The communicative principle: Activities that involve communication promote

language learning.

2. The task principle: Activities that involve the completion of real-world tasks

promote learning.

3. The meaningfulness principle: Learners must be engaged in meaningful and
authentic language use for learning to take place (Richards and Rodgers 1986,

p. 72)

14



Typical classroom activities would include information sharing activities, task-based
activities, social interaction, functional communication practice and interactive language
games (Richards and Rodgers 1986). Savignon (1983, 1997) proposes designing classes
to include language analysis activities, content-based activities, personalized language
use, and role plays, among others.

Pica (1987) and Pica and Doughty (1985) determined from classroom research
that teacher-centered classrooms offered little opportunity for negotiation of meaning or
group work in which students must arrive at a consensus. Also addressed in this study
(Pica and Doughty 1985) were the questions regarding the differences between teacher-
fronted and small group activities regarding the grammatical accuracy of production,
level of turn taking, the monitoring that occurred, and the overall language production by
each student. They found that the level of grammatical accuracy in the teacher-fronted
activities was greater, but that it was due to the teachers providing greater accuracy. The
student production was not significantly more accurate in teacher-fronted activities than
in small group activities. The study indicated that small group activities provided more
opportunity for individual learners to participate (p. 131). (Pica and Doughty’s (1985)
research indicated that information gap activities, in which each participant has
information needed by the others, led to language modification. They determined that
language modification made language comprehensible and that comprehensible language,
in turn, led to acquisition. The researchers recommended a combination of small-group
and whole-class instruction since relying primarily on group activities might “restrict the
amount of grammatical input available” (p. 132). These results indicate the potential

advantages for the inclusion of a variety of group- and whole-class strategies in the
15



classroom, as has been incorporated into the present study. Further developments in

approaches to SL teaching are described in the next section.

The Importance of Instruction

In the late 1980s and 1990s linguists became more aware of the individual
differences among learners, the importance of learner strategies and the type and level of
instruction in the classroom. There was concern that when learning focuses almost
exclusively on meaning and almost completely eliminated formal aspects of language,
learners might not reach high levels of performance and linguistic knowledge in spite of
extensive input in the target language (Harley & Swain 1984; Lightbrown & Spada 1990;
Swain & Lapkin 1