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This paper deals with the issue of the nature of grammatica/ity judgments {G)s) by second /anguage 
(Ll) learners of different age groups in an EFL context The two main aims of the study were: (i) 
to compare the results obtained in GJs tasks by EFL subjects of different age groups and (ii) to determine 
if a higher cognitive development is related tó a higher degree of metafinguistic awareness. The results 
show that there are important differences between the two age groups in both implicit (Gfs task) 
and explicit (language awareness) know/edge of the target language in favor of the older learners. 

1. lntroduction 

Toe present paper deals with the issue of the nature 
of grammaticality judgments by second language 
(L2) leamers of different age groups in an English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) context As Gass 
(1983:273) already pointed out, intuitions, parti
cularly judgments of grammaticality, have played 
an importan! role in the development of theoretical 
linguistics, but the study of their nature with L2 
learners has not received adequate attention until 
quite recently (Davies & Kaplan 1998; Ellis 1990; 
Hedgcock 1993; Gass 1994; Munnich el al. 1994, 
and Murphy 1997). 

As is well known (cf. Selinker 1972; Eubank el al. 
1995), the language L2 learners use (i11terla11guage) 

is a system in its own right. 1f we assume that L2 
learner languages are natural languages, we would 
suppose that they could be investigated through the 
same methods as othcr types of natural languages, 
for which a main methodological device is the use 
of intuitions of native speakers. 

We present here the results of a srudy (part of a 
larger research project) in which L2 inluitions were 
the subject of investigation. The airns of the study 
were the following: (i) to compare the results of 
grammaticality judgment tasks in EFL subjects of 
different age groups; (ii) to determine if a higher 
cognitive development is related to a higher degree 
of metalinguistic awareness in the older subjects 
and (üi) to establish if the same dislribution between 
different aspects argued to be part of the pro-drop 

1. The research projecl reported on here has been funded by bolh lhe Ministerio de Educación y Cu!turJ (Dirección General de 
Enseñanza Superior, grant number PS95•0025) and by the Universidad del Pi'.lls Vasco (Vicfrrectorado de Investigación, 
grant number 103.l30-HA087/97). Bolh gr:ints are hereby gratefully acknowledged. 
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parameter, and previously identified in research by 
the author with adult leamers, could also be found 
with these two groups of younger learners. 

Grammaticality Judgments 

Judgments of grammaticality refer to a speaker's 
intuition concerning the namre of a particular 
ullerance. The L2 acquisition Jiterature was, until 
recently, rarely based on data obtained from this 
method. Gass (1983:274fl) points out severa! 
reasons for this fact and the most important one 
concerns the leamer's overall ability in the target 
language. There is clearly a differencc between 
primary-language judgment data and second
language judgment data. In the former, one is asking 
native speakers to judge sentences of their own 
language system in order to gain information about 
the same system. That is to say, the two systems 
are isomorphic (Gass 1994). In the case of second 
language judgments, one is asking leamers to make 
judgments about the language being learned at a 
stage in which their knowledge of the system is 
incomplete. Here there may be a mismatch between 
the two systems (the target system and the learner's 
internalized one). However, Gass (1984: 275) 
claims that linguistic intuitions of L2 leamers are 
important not only for the information they reflect 
about a leamer's grarnmatical knowledge, but also 
because of the information they can provide about 
L2 development. In this smdy we hypothesize that 
older subjects wilJ obtain better results in 
grarnmaticality judgment tasks. 

Metalinguistic Awareness 

Besides tbe information grarnmaticality judgments 
provide, there is yet an adclitional aspect to be 
considered. Toe ability to think about language, 
metalinguistic awareness, is defined as an ability 
related to a greater facility with language. 
Metalinguistic activitics encompass a wide range of 
phenomeaa of which linguistic inmitions (inclucling 
grarnmaticality judgments) areone part. Toe common 
factor in most definitions given of the terrn is that 
we are dealing ,vith sorne ability on the part of the 

speaker to view language in and of ilself and to 
perform certain operations on it. In this sense, 
grammaticality judgments are crucial in determining 
this ability. Investigating a Jearner's ability to judge 
grammaticality is therefore cssential to an 
understancling of a learner's development. In this 
smdy we hypothesize that older EFL subjects will 
be more metalinguistic aware than younger ones, 
even when both groups have been studying the 
language for the same amount of time 
(approximately, 396 hours of exposure). 

2. Subjects, design and materials 

The subjects of this study were two groups of 30 
EFL students each; one group (henceforth, Group 
I) of 12 year olds (puberty stage), and another one 
(henceforth, Group m of 15 year olds (post-puberty 
stage). When the research was carried ou~ al] the 
subjects had been smdying English for four years; 
the age of onset was 8 for Group J and 11 for Group 
II. Toe subjects were bilingual Basque/Spanish and 
their knowledge of English carne exclusively from 
classroom exposure. 

The smdents were given 17 sentences related to 
aspects of the so-called pro-drop parameter 
(Chomsky 1981). The original grammaticality 
judgment task consisted of 30 sentences. However, 
as it belonged to a battery of tests, both oral and 
written, it was decided to reduce the number of 
items. 

(i) six ungrammatical sentences with missing 
subjects 

*We will be late for school if don 't take this bus 
(ii) five ungrammatical sentences with subject-verb 
inversion 

*Slept the baby for three ho11rs 
(iii) six senlences relevant to the rhat-trace effect: 
two were ungrammacical in English, with extraction 
of subject and the complementizer that in position: 

_*Who did you say that arrived late? 
and four were grarnmatical with that omitted: 

W/10 do yo11 think will win the pri.ze? 

Smdents were asked to decide which sentences were 
correct and which incorrect in English. If tbey 
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thought the sentence was incorrect, they were asked 
to make the relevant changes. 

3. Results 

In Tables 1 and 2 we can see the results (in 
percentages) obtained by Group I and Group 11 
respectively in the grammaticality judgment task. 
DK stands for "don't know" , which was not an 
option given to the students but which was included 
by an importan! percentage in ali cases. C stands 
for "correct" and I for "incorrect''. *MS stands for 
the ungrammatical sentences with rnissing subjects; 
*SV for the ungrammatical sentences with subjcct
verb inversion; *that-t for the ungrarnmatical lhat
trace sentences and that-t for the grarnmatical 1/ra1-
trace sentences. Toe statistical (non)-significance 
was established by meaos of the two sample 
binomial test. Statistical data are based on actual 
number of responses and not on these percentages, 
which are use here for the sake of simplicity. An 
asterisk is used to incticate a statistical sign.iiicant 
finding when the two groups are compared. 

TABLE 1 

Grarnmaticality judgment task Group l 
(12 year olds) 

*MS 

*SV 

*that-t 

vthat-t 

DK C 

44% 

40% 

62% 

52% 

47% 

44% 

30%' 

34% 

9%' 

16% º 

8% 

14% 

T ABLE 2 

Grammaticality judgment task. Group 1T 
(15 year olds) 

*MS 

*SV 

*that-t 

vthat-t 

DK 

44% 

47% 

53% 

61 % 

e 

20% 

23% 

43 %º 

36% 

36%º 

30%º 

4% 

3% 

lf we compare the results obtained by the two 
groups, we fiad that there are statistically significant 
differences between the identification as incorrect 
of the ungrarnmatical sentences with missing 
subjects (Group I: 9%; Group JJ: 36%) and subject
verb inversion (Group I: I 6%; Group Il: 30% ). But 
consider now the results for the sentences related 
to the 1/tat-trace effect. What we find there is that 
8% of the subjects in Group I identilies as incorrec t 
the ungrarnmalical sentences, but jusi: 4% of the 
older group does that, although the difference is not 
statistically signilicant.2 As far the grammatical 
1/w1-trace sentences, we again fiad statistically non
significant differences between the two groups as 
far as establishing the correctness of those sentences 
(Group !: 34%; Group ll: 36%). 

These rcsults partially confirrn our first hypothesis 
that older learners (adolescents) would do better in 
grarnmaticality judgment tasks. That is, we find 
statistically significan! differences between the two 
groups (in favor of the older learners) as far as two 
aspects of the pro-drop parameter are concerned, 
namely, missing subjects and subject-verb inversion . 
There are no signíficant differences in the 

2. It is statistically significant, lhough, lhat 30% of students in Group I consider ungrammatical rhat-trace sentenccs correcl 
and, contrary to what we would bave expected, 43% of Group ll srudents does lhe same. 
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identification of incorrect and correct sentences 
related to the r/iar-trace effect. Tiris same split 
between the three aspects of the pro-drop pararneler 
has been found in previous research by the author 
with adult EFL students (cf. García Mayo 1997, 
1999). However, the results related to this aspect 
of the pararneter should be considered with care in 
this sarnple due to th.e lúgh percentage of students 
that answenrl "don't know" to those sentences. 
When the same grammaticality judgment test was 
gíven to monolingual students of the same age 
groups, significan! differences when comparing the 
two groups were found in *MS and *SV sentences 
but, again, non-significan! differences were found 
when that-trace effects were analyzed. Contrary to 
what was expected, the percentage of "don't know" 
answers was extremely low in these two monolingual 
groups (cf. García Mayo 1998). 

Let us analyze now the results relevan! to the 
metalinguistic awareness issue. We use here the 
terminology adopted by Arthur (1980) to make 
distinctions conceming the terrns grammatical and 
u11grammatical. We refer to grammatical/un
grammatical from the learner's point of view as 
grammatica/ (L) or 1111grammatical (L), respectively, 
and we refer to grammatical/ungrammatical from 
the perspective of standard English as gramma
tical( E)lungrammatical (E). Table 3 summarizes the 
relevant results: 

T ABLE 3 

Recognition and Correction of Ungrarnmatical 
(E) Sentences 

Group I ,(12 year olds) 

Total number of ungrammatical 
(E) sentences ..... .......... ............ ................ ....... 24 7 
19 subjects that answered x 13 sentences) 

Number of sentences recognized as 
ungrammatical (L) ................ .......... ... 73 = 30% 

Of those sentences recognized as 
ungrarnmatical (L) 
total number of appropriately 
corrected .. .... ... ... . .. ... .. . . . . .. .. .. .. . . ..... . .. ... . .. . 7 = 9 % 

Group 11 (15 year olds) 

Total number of ungrarnmatical (E) 
sentences ....... ...................... ......... ..... .......... 351 
(27 subjects that answered x 13 sentences) 

Number of sentences recognized as 
ungrarnmatical (L) ..... ...... ......... ... .... 165 = 47% 

Of those sentences recognized as ungrammatica 
(L) 
total number of appropriately .... ............ .... ....... . 
corrected ....................... ...................... 98 = 59% 

We can see that out of 13 ungrammatical sentences 
each student had to identify, Group 1 recognized 
30% as ungrammatical (L) and Group II 47% of 
the ungrarnmatical (E) sentences. But, how many 
of the corrections made actually resulted in 
grammatical English sentences? As can be seen, for 
Group I 9% were correctly changed and for Group 
II 59%. Our second hypothesis is, thus, confirmed. 

4. Discussion 

The comparison of the results obtained from the 
grammaticality judgment task by the two age 
groups shows that, as hypothesized, adolescents do 
better in this type of task. Age seems to be a 
determining factor: although the number of hours 
of e."<posure to the language is the sarne for both 
groups (396), learners at the post-puberty stage are 
cognitively more developed and more proficient 
than leamers at the puberty stage. 

But other comments can also be added. Let us 
consider now the explicit/implicit dimension that 
Bialystok (1981) establishes, that is, the learner's 
ability to view the language inforrnation as an 
abstractentity. For Bialystok, simple grarnmaticality 
judgment tasks reflect inforrnation about irnplicit 
lmowledge, but additional tasks, such as correction 
of errors, reflect explicit analyzed know ledge. 

What we find in our data is that there are important 
differences between the two age groups in both 
implicit (seeTables I and 2) and e.xplicit knowledge. 
As for the latter, Group I identifies 30% of the 
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ungrammatical (E) sentences as ungrarnmatical (L); 
those sentences were "felt" to be wrong but the 
students did not have an accurate idea of why they 
were so (only 9% of those sentences were 
appropriately corrected). However, older leamers 
identify as ungrammatical (L) more sentences 
(47%) and they also appropriately correct 59% of 
those. 

Thus, wc can conclude with the following thoughts: 

l. Age seems to be a determining factor in the 
acquisition of the language. Tbe more cognitive 
developed students, group II, outperformed the 
younger ones, group I, although the number of 
years they had been studying the language was the 
same. The increased proficiency of the older group 
Jed to an overa!] ability to make general assessments 
of grammaticality and to an ability to identify ancl/ 
or correct particular details. 

2. Clearly, andas most literature points out, there 
are a number of issues to consider when using 
grarnmaticality judgment tasks. However, that does 
not mean that one should abandon them as a 
research method. As a matter of fact, the results that 
have bcen reported on in this paper, have been 
corroborated by other production tests (both oral 
and written) that the two groups of students had 
to take as part of our larger research project. 
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