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Context

• Past tense verbs pose a major challenge in second language 
acquisition (SLA) (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Slabakova and Montrul, 2002; 
González, 2003; Izquierdo, 2009; Salaberry, 2011). 

• Much of the research on the acquisition of tenses in Spanish has 
focused on the contrast between the simple tenses of the past: the 
imperfect cantaba and the preterit cantó.

• They are usually studied in a paradigmatic relationship, when the 
change in form implies a change in meaning:  

• Los barcos llegaban/llegaron cada media hora (González, 2003) 

   Boats arrived_IMP/arrived_PRET every half hour.
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Context

• These tenses are rarely studied in a paradigmatic relationship with
other tenses to express the same meaning: 

• Vio que la chica robaba/ estaba robando un pan. 
• He saw that the girl stole_IMP/ was stealing a loaf of bread.

• La señora dijo que la chica robó/había robado un pan. 
• The lady said that the girl stole_PRET/had stolen a loaf of bread.
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Context

• Recent research has emphasized the importance of large-scale 
learner corpora for investigating linguistic phenomena in context 
(N. C. Ellis, 2019).

• Recent advances in Natural Language Processing (NLP) allow 
researchers to process large amounts of data efficiently.

However:
• most L2 corpus studies still rely on relatively small manually 

annotated datasets.
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Termino → present
Terminó → preterit

L1 Spanish:
cantó – ha cantado contrast

Cuba (n = 12), 
Spain (n = 4), 
Colombia (n = 2), and 
Mexico (n = 2).

What it means in context 
and what function it fulfills 
in the discourse.



Theoretical framework 

Based on the Function-meaning-form model (FMF) (Cruz Enríquez, 2019, 2022; 

Cruz Enríquez and Alba de la Fuente, 2024; Cruz Enríquez and Lareau, 2025):

• It integrates insights from:

• Functional linguistics: process types (M. Halliday, 1985; M. A. K. Halliday & Matthiessen, 

2014), and 

• Enunciation theory: distinction between commentary and narration (Weinrich, 1973). 

• It accounts for key dimensions in the interpretation of verbal forms: tense, 

grammatical aspect, lexical aspect, process type and subjectivity, as well as 

distinctions between narrative and commentative discourse. 
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Function-meaning-form

• Four narrative functions 
that allow:

• to study the polysemy or 
contextual uses of verb 
tenses,

• to connect each verbal 
form to one of its 
meanings. cantaba

Function 2

meaning A

Function 3

meaning B

Function 4

meaning C
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Function-meaning-form

• Four narrative functions 
that allow:

• to study the polysemy or 
contextual uses of verb 
tenses,

• to connect each verbal 
form to one of its 
meanings.

In function 2:

Synchronous 
and  

progressive 
events 

cantaba

estaba 
cantando

cantando
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Sequence of narrative processes (F1)

La chica robó una barra de pan y huyó. Luego tropezó con Chaplin y 
ambos cayeron al suelo.

The girl stole a loaf of bread and fled. Then he tripped over Chaplin and 
they both fell to the ground.
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• “Soy inocente, no he hecho nada”

 "I'm innocent, I haven't done anything"

• La chica dijo que era inocente y que no había hecho nada.

The girl said she was innocent and had done nothing.

Projecting the commentary material onto the background (F2)
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Projecting the commentary onto the background from a character's point 
of view (subjective)(F2)

Una señora vio que la chica robaba una barra de pan.
A lady saw that the girl stole_IMP a loaf of bread.
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Time frame (F3)

Cuando terminó/ terminaba de comer, llamó a un policía.
When he finished_PRET/IMP eating, he called a policeman.

13



Subjective Narrative Process Sequence (Real-Time Narration) (F4)

Chaplin tomaba la leche de una vaca, se comía unas uvas del patio y luego él y la 
chica se sentaban a comer.

Chaplin drank_IMP milk from a cow, ate_IMP some grapes from the courtyard and then 
he and the girl sat_IMP down to eat.

[Context: The character imagines this scene]
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Research Questions
In function 2 (F2): Projecting the commentary material onto the background. 

For these two meanings: 
• Synchronous and progressive 
• Anterior and narrative

Question: 
• Which verbal forms are used to express these meanings?
• Are there differences between groups (L1 and L2)? 
• Are there differences based on modality (oral vs written)?
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Data analysis

brms package (Bürkner, 2017) in R (R Core Team, 2022)

•  Verb_tense as the dependent variable
•  Subject_id as the random intercept
• Group, modality as fixed effects

• Bayesian mixed-effects models reveal differences between groups in the 

distribution of past tense forms in function 2. 
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Results

Estaba_cantando_L2: 
(Est. 1.59, 95% CI [0.59, 2.64 ]) 

Cantando_L2: 
(Est. 1.87 , 95% CI [1.01, 2.81 ]) 
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Results
Modality: written vs oral

Estaba_cantando_Oral: 
(Est. 1.27, 95% CI [0.53, 2.01]) 

Group × Modality interaction 
Stronger effect for L1:
Native speakers increase estaba cantando 
substantially in oral mode. 
L2 also use it a lot, but because they already 
overuse it in written mode, the oral boost is 
smaller.
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Results

Cantó_L2: 
(Est. -0.90, 95% CI [-2.04, 0.29])

L2 learners have lower log-odds 
of using the preterit cantó. 

This difference is suggestive but 
not conclusive.
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Results
Modality: written vs oral

Group × Modality interaction 
The differences between oral and 
written modalities were not 
statistically robust.
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Conclusion: pilot corpus analysis 

• Overall, these findings suggest that observed differences between 
advanced learners and native speakers are better explained in 
terms of differences in the discourse-pragmatic control of verbal 
polysemy than by purely morphosyntactic limitations.

• Furthermore, more data is needed to confirm some tendencies and 
to be able to consider more predictable variables. 
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Conclusion

• These results inform the next stage of the project, since the manual 
analysis makes it possible to identify general tendencies and 
systematic differences between groups in the way temporal 
relations are expressed. 

• These observations help anticipate the kinds of patterns that need 
to be captured in a hybrid or automatic approach, especially when 
dealing with learner data across proficiency levels. 

• This provides a basis for developing more robust procedures for the 
automatic analysis of tense–aspect usage in L1 and L2 narrative 
corpora.
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Thank you

Maura.cruzenriquez@teluq.ca 

anahi.alba.de.la.fuente@umontreal.ca

francois.lareau@umontreal.ca
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