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Part 1  
Research and its context 



 
 

q  Palermo, Sicily  
§  About 34,000 immigrants in Palermo in 2021  

(3% of the local population) 

§  Long/medium-term residents 

§  Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Romania, Ghana, 
Philippines, Morocco, Tunisia, China, Mauritius, 
Ivory Coast 

§  Newcomers 

§  Sub-Saharan Africa and Bangladesh 

§  Individual mobility 

§  Adults and unaccompanied foreign minors 

§  Other destinations (more transient population) 

 

Places 

Palermo,	Ballarò,	Igor	Scalisi	Palminteri's	
wall	dedicated	to	St	Benedict	the	Moor	

ISTAT	-	Istituto	Nazionale	di	Statistica	
http://dati.istat.it/Index.aspx?QueryId=19103		
Comune	di	Palermo
https://www.comune.palermo.it/noticext.php?id=30145		



 
 

Internazionale	13/9/2016	
https://www.internazionale.it/notizie/2016/09/13/rotte-migranti-africa-italia	

	Dialoghi	mediterranei	2018	
http://www.istitutoeuroarabo.it/DM/dal-bangladesh-al-bidesh/	

	

Places 



 
 

UNESCO	Institute	for	Statistics,	http://uis.unesco.org/en/topic/literacy		

Places 



 
 

q  Reception system (hubs, hosting centres)  

§  Segregation 

§  Plurilingual speakers, multilingual contexts, multi/polylinguistic interaction 

§  Low/no interaction with the local population 

§  Low/no exposure to the local language(s) (varieties of Italian, Sicilian) 

Acquisition	without	contact?	 (vs “target bilingualism”, Italian(s)/
Sicilian, in the recent past, D’Agostino 2016) 

 

Places 



 
 

q  ItaStra – Scuola di Lingua italiana per Stranieri, Università di Palermo 

§  2017-2018, large-scale survey (D’Agostino 2018) 

§  Literacy and language tests to 774 migrants (531 newcomers) 

§  58.5% of the sample showed competence levels lower that CEFR A2 

§  31% of the sample proved not fully literate in any home language 

 

          How to interpret (and manage) these data? 

Places 

ItaStra,	https://www.unipa.it/strutture/scuolaitalianastranieri/index.html		



 
 

q  Peripherality of research on L2 acquisition in migration contexts  
§  Biased samples and non-representativeness                                                

(Andringa & Godfroid 2020; Henrich et al. 2010; Tarone & Bigelow 2005) 

q Previous large-scale studies on (im)migrants’ L2 acquisition 
§  European studies (Heidelberger Pidgin Projekt, Becker et al. 1977; ZISA, 

Clahsen et al. 1983; ESF, Klein & Perdue 1992; Perdue 1993; LexLern, Clahsen 
et al. 1991) 

          Low exposure, low-schooling, no attention to literacy 

§  Italian functionalist studies (Pavia project, Giacalone Ramat 2003) 
          Naturalistic acquisition, no attention to schooling and literacy 

Studies 



 
 

q  Studies on the role of L1 (alphabetic) literacy  
§  Cognitive perspective (cf. Tarone and colleagues since early 2000s) 

§  Alphabetic literacy determines the ability to segment speech into non-semantic 
units (phonemes) and to consciously manipulate these units (Castro-Caldas 2004; 
Huettig & Mishra 2014 inter al.) 

§  “If we, as normal adult readers, are asked to spell a word, we evoke a visual image of its written 
form. The awareness of phonology also allows us to play with written symbols (…) to form 
pseudo-plausible words, independently of semantics. Therefore, learning to read and write 
introduces into the system qualitatively new strategies for dealing with oral language; that is, 
conscious phonological processing, visual formal lexical representation, and all the associations 
that these strategies allow.” (Reis & Castro-Caldas 1997: 445) 

§  Conscious processing of oral input is crucial to acquire the L2 (Schimdt 1990) 

§  Learners with limited literacy struggle more than literate ones to acquire functional 
units smaller than words such as morphemes (e.g., Eng. 3rd ps sing. -s, pl. –s, past 
tense –ed, cf. Tarone et al.’s 2006 cross-sectional studies on Somali adolescent and 
adult learners of English in Minnesota) 

Studies 



 
 

q  Studies on the role of L1 (alphabetic) literacy  
§  Linguistic perspective (Organic Grammar by Vainikka & Young-Scholten 1998) 

§  Literacy affects the acquisition of L2 phonological competence, which may results in 
incomplete analysis of sub-foot morphological constituents in the learners’ L2 
(Vainikka & Young-Scholten 2007; Young-Scholten & Strom’s 2006 cross-sectional	
study	on Somali and Vietnamese learners of English in Seatlle) 

§  Free morphemes are more easily perceived (and acquired) because they are at least 
one phonological foot vs bound morphemes typically involve units smaller than a foot. 

§  Lack of phonological attainement may results in a fossilised non-target grammar if a 
parameter setting can only be triggered by a bound morpheme.  

§  This can result from little exposure to the target language, which frequently happens 
in adult migration contexts. 

§  Exposure is even poorer for low/non-literate learners who cannot access written texts 
and hence have fewer opportunities to experience the target language morphosyntax 
in a visible form, and only rely on aural input. 

Studies 



 
 

Part 2  
Constructing data 



 
 

1  What influence (if any) does literacy and other sociolinguistic variables 
have on the development of the second language, with particular 
reference to L2 Italian? 

  Keeping variables distinct (literacy vs. schooling vs. exposure) 

 

2  Do the existing descriptions of L2 Italian morphosyntax development also 
allow us to describe the route, the rate and the endstate of the 
acquisition process followed by low/non-literate learners? 

  Adopting a longitudinal perspective 

  Focus on verbal morphosyntax  

 

Questions  
(and methodological choices) 



 
 

q  20 newcomers recruited during the literacy tests at ItaStra in 2017 

§  3 levels of literacy 

§  early or late 

§  any language or writing system 

  

Data collection 

Table	1.	Levels	of	literacy	(ItaStra	test)	

Group	1	
(4)	

No	literacy	 The	participants	is	not	able	to	perform	any	reading	and	writing	task	

Group	2	
(6)	

Limited	literacy	 (a)	recognises	individual	letters/characters;	(b)	spells	words	into	syllables;	(c)	
links	two	or	more	syllables	and/or	more	complex	syllables;	(d)	deciphers	
individual	words;	(e)	writes	his	own	name;	(f)	writes	individual	letters/
characters;	(g)	writes	incomplete	words;	(h)writes	individual	words	

Group	3	
(10)	

Literacy	 is	partially	to	fully	fluent	in	(a)	reading	simple	to	complex	sentences	and	texts;	
(b)	writing	simple	to	complex	sentences	or	texts.	



 
 

  

Data collection 

Table	2.	The	participants	in	the	sample	

*Q=Qur’anic	school	



 
 

  

Data collection 

Table	3.	Synopsis	of	data	collection	sessions	



 
 

q  The Basic variety (Klein & Perdue 1997, based on ESF project): 

§  “all 40 learners investigated developed a relatively stable system to express 
themselves which 

§  seemed to be determined by the interaction of a small number of organizational 
principles, 

§  was largely (though not totally) independent of the specifics of source and target 
language organization, 

§  was simple, versatile and highly efficient for most communicative purposes.”  

§  “(…) it represents a particularly natural and transparent interplay between function and  
form in human language.” (pp. 303-304) 

Analytical tools 



 
 

q  Structural properties of the basic variety  
§  Lexicon  

 A set of open-class items and a handful of closed class items. These include noun-like 
 and verb-like items, some adjectives and adverbs, a minimal system of pronominal 
 means to refer to the speech act participants and third person referents, a few 
 quantifiers, negation and a few (typically overgeneralised) prepositions.  

§  Non-finite utterance organisation (basic forms) 
 “There is no inflection in the BV, hence no marking of case, number, gender, tense, 
 aspect, agreement by morphology. Thus, lexical items typically occur in one invariant 
 form. It corresponds to the stem, the infinitive or the nominative in the target 
 language; but it can also be a form which would be an inflected form in the target 
 language. Occasionally, a word shows up in more than one form, but this (rare) 
 variation does not seem to have any functional value: the learners simply try different 
 phonological variants.” (pp. 311-312) 

           Categories such as tense, aspect, modality etc. are lexicalised (e.g. adverbs) 
 

Analytical tools 



 
 

  

Analytical tools 

Table	4.	Initial	interlanguages	(Banfi	&	Bernini	2003:	84,	adapted)	



 
 

  

Analytical tools 

Table	5.	The	complexification	of	the	verb	in	L2	Italian	(Banfi	&	Bernini	2003:	93)	

q  Sequence	of	acquisition	of	the	Italian	verb	(Banfi	&	Bernini	2003:	90)	
present	(infinitive)	Ò	(auxiliary)	past	participle		Ò	imperfect	Ò	future	Ò	conditional	Ò	subjunctive		



 
 

Part 3  
Data analysis 



 
 

q  Words with unspecified lexical category 

q  Utterance pragmatic organisation (topic-comment) 

Prebasic interlanguages 

Found	in	AC,	LO	(literate)	and	HL	(non-literate)	
Final	stage	for	LO	

	(1)	



 
 

q  The verb is an autonomous lexical category (argument structure), but lacks 
finiteness and is morphologically unanalysable (basic form) 

  	 

Basic interlanguages 

Final	stage:	AC,	AL	(literate)	and	HL	(non-literate)	
	

	(2)	

	(3)	



 
 

q  Temporal,	aspectual	and	person	information	can	be	lexicalised	(notte,	io,	
lui)	

  	 

Basic interlanguages 

Final	stage:	AC,	AL	(literate)	and	HL	(non-literate)	

	(2)	

	(3)	



 
 

q  Specific lexical strategies to express temporal-aspectual information 

 		

 

Basic interlanguages 

Final	stage:	AC,	AL	(literate)	and	HL	(non-literate)	

	(4)	

	(5)	



 
 

q  Discourse and lexical boundaries for temporal-aspectual information 

 

 		

 

Basic interlanguages 

Final	stage:	AC,	AL	(literate)	and	HL	(non-literate)	

	(6)	

	(7)	



 
 

q  Emergence of past participle to express perfective aspect 

 

 		

 

The postbasic continuum 

Final	stage	:	AO,	CO,	SM	(literate)	and	MF	(low/non-literate)	

	(8)	

	(9)	



 
 

q  Analytical stage à grammaticalisation of auxiliaries 

§  Emergence of finiteness 

 “It is not just a matter of inflectional morphology: the acquisition of finiteness also 
 leads to a major restructuring of learner language.” (Klein 2006: 249). 

 	 										An assertion is made and it has a specific timespan of validity. 

§  Scalar character and intermediate stages from non-finite to finite utterances 
§  Stade analytique. Tense and aspect are expressed analytically, either by auxiliaries or 

specialised lexical markers; the lexical verb conveys essentially its lexical value 

§  Stade du fusionnement. Tense/aspect merge with the lexical content of the verb 
(more opaque expression of tense and aspect) (Benazzo & Starren 2007: 151) 

The postbasic continuum 



 
 

q  essere ‘be’ constructions (Bernini 1989, 2003; “protoauxiliary”, cf. Starren 2001) 

§  Grammatical meaning and lexical meaning are encoded separately 

§  Temporary strategies before morphology emerges 

 

 		

 

The postbasic continuum 

Final	stage:	GO	(literate)	and	MD,	MTR	(low/non-literate)	

	(10)	

	(11)	



 
 

q  fare ‘do’ constructions 

§  Very transition from the basic to the postbasic variety (before essere-constructions) 

§  Light V construction (≈ fare ricerca) à ACT(ion/activity) (and aspect?) + lexical predicate 

 

 		

 

The postbasic continuum 

Final	stage:	GO	(literate)	and	MD,	MTR	(low/non-literate)	

	(12)	

	(13)	



 
 

q  Progressive construction stare ‘stay’ + gerund (Giacalone Ramat 2003b) 

§  Pressure of present-day local variety of Italian (≈	present tense, Amenta 2020) 

 

 		

 

The postbasic continuum 

Final	stage:	MJ,	OT,	RC	(literate)	and	BD,	MC	(low/non-literate)	

	(14)	

	(15)	



 
 

q  The morphological encoding of finiteness 
§  From functional words (ess. 10-11) to lexical verbs (not stable) 

§  Aspectual opposition in the past à imperfective (‘be’ > lexical verbs) vs perfective 

 		
 

The postbasic continuum 

Only	ID	(MLG,	MT?)	

	(16)	

	(17)	



 
 

q  Modality 
§  Lexical expression (no moods) 

 		

 

The postbasic continuum 

	(18)	



 
 

Part 3  
Discussion and conclusions 



 
 

  

The continuum of morphosyntax 

Table	6.	Path	of	acquisition	of	the	L2	Italian	verb	in	the	sample	



 
 

 		
 

Literacy and non-target constructions 

Table	7.	Diachrony	of	the	non-target	analytical	constructions	in	the	sample	



 
 

q  Learners with limited literacy lack visual exposure provided by the written language  

§  They only or mainly rely on auditory memory (Cintrón-Valentín & Ellis 2016; Tarone et al. 2009) 

§  Bound morphemes are less accessible, as they are low salient 

§  at the phonological level (typycally less than a foot, Vainikka et al. 2017: 248) 

§  at the physical level (frequent phenomena of reduction in the speech) 

§  at the contextual level (redundancy, e.g. yesterday I walked) 

 

     Learners with limited literacy prefer and maintain over time “heavier” constructions, made of 
     material more easily perceived in the input. 

     Limited literacy favours the emergence and the use of specific morphosyntactic patterns 
     that do not alter the path of development of verbal morhosyntax. 

     Literacy does not affect the route and the rate of acquisition: it is the type and                    
     amount of exposure that affects the rate (but not the route) of acquisition.  

 . 

Conclusions 
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