THE ACQUISITION OF ASPECT IN GREEK: A PRODUCTION STUDY

Previous research on the field of tense and aspect first language acquisition based on production data, suggests that tense morphology in early child language expresses aspectual rather than deictic relations (Antinucci & Miller 1973, Bronckart & Sinclair 1976 and others). These findings are mainly deduced by the fact that in children’s grammar a connection exists between perfective /telic aspect and past tense morphology and imperfective/ atelic aspect and present tense. On the other hand, research based on comprehension data presents contradictory results: although there seems to be evidence that aspect influences tense interpretation in early child language (Wagner 2001), there is also evidence that deictic relations emerge quite early (Weist, Wysocka, Witkowska-Stadnik, Buczowska & Konieczna 1984). 

A theoretical explanation for this interaction between tense and aspect can be found in ‘Prototype Theory’ (Shirai & Andersen 1995, Andersen & Shirai 1996). This theory suggests that there are two prototypes in tense and aspect: the first prototype relates past tense-perfective grammatical aspect and telic lexical aspect and the second one relates present tense-imperfective grammatical aspect and atelic lexical aspect. Children initially comply with the tense/aspect prototypes and then  ‘gradually extend the category boundary’ (Shirai & Andersen 1995). Adults, as well, are expected to perform better when facing one of the prototypes than when they are not. 
This study has as a primary aim to investigate the ‘Prototype Theory’ on Greek-speaking children. Greek is a language where tense and aspect are marked with distinct morphology and both grammatical and lexical aspect is encoded. In the present study, we present results of an elicited production task with 30 monolingual Greek-speaking children ranging between 3;0 and 6;0 years and 30 adults. Our methodology is largely based on Bronckart & Siclair (1973). At first, the experimenter shows the toys to the child and after being sure that the child understands exactly what each toy is, then he explains the procedure. The experimenter says to the child that he is going to perform a number of different actions with the toys and that the child must look carefully in order to say exactly what happens. Twelve events were tested, four telic, four atelic and four events that were perceived auditorily rather than visually. The events differed in two features: their duration, which varied from ½ to 15 seconds and their frequency, with some actions being continuous and others repeated. The experimenter performs each event and then says to the child: ‘Tell me’. Consequently, the child is free to choose the tense and the grammatical aspect that he/she is going to use.

We have tested so far 15 children aged 3;0 to 5;0 and our results show that there is a preference for children to link telic predicates with perfective/past morphology and atelic predicates with imperfective/present morphology. Adults performed significantly better than children, but it is noticeable that they also seem to follow the above mentioned pattern. Our findings so far, suggest that the ‘Prototype theory’ could account for the acquisition process in Greek as far as the tense/aspect interaction is concerned. We have not yet examined whether the factors of duration and frequency play an important role in children’s and adults’ selection of tense and aspect. 
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