
116 
Farag - The Influence of the Lexical Aspect hypothesis  

The Conference Proceedings of MIDTESOL 2015 

The Influence of the Lexical Aspect hypothesis on Arabic-speaking 

ESL students’ Acquisition of the Progressive Aspect 

Islam M. Farag 

Missouri State University 

Abstract 
Andersen and Shirai (1994) hypothesized that “first and second language learners will initially be 

influenced by the inherent semantic aspect of verbs and predicates in the acquisition of tense and aspect 

markers associated with or/affixed to these verbs” (p.133). The current longitudinal study investigates this 

hypothesis and two of its principles on six Arabic-speaking ESL students. The results supported the 

hypothesis and showed that students might be influenced by the lexical aspect of verbs when they produce 

the English progressive. Additionally, one of the two progressive principles of the lexical aspect 

hypothesis was partially supported while refuting the other one: the progressive aspect was used more 

with activity verbs and then with state verbs. 

Introduction 

Research studies (e.g., Andersen and Shirai, 1996) draw distinctions between grammatical aspect 

and inherent lexical aspect. On the one hand, grammatical aspect refers to “a grammatical category which 

reflects the way in which the verb action is regarded or experienced with respect to time” (Quirk, 

Greenbaum, Leech, and Svartvik, 1985, p.188).  This grammatical aspect is “marked explicitly by 

linguistic devices, usually auxiliaries and inflections” (Andersen & Shirai, 1996, p. 530).  

The English progressive aspect, for example, is marked by adding an auxiliary (verb to be) and an 

inflection (–ing) to the main verb. This progressive aspect has three components that clarify its core 

meaning.  First, the action in the progressive has duration. Second, this duration is limited. Third, the 

happening is incomplete.  The combination of the tense with the progressive aspect results in the present, 

past, and the future progressive (Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman, 1999). 
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On the other hand, inherent lexical aspect is defined as “the inherent semantic properties of the 

linguistic expression used to refer to a situation” (Bardovi-Harlig 2000, p.213).   These inherent semantic 

properties give certain characteristics to verbs and predicates. For instance, the two verbs tap and hold 

tightly may have the same general meaning but have different inherent characteristics: the verb tap is 

inherently punctual whereas the verb hold tightly is inherently durative.    

These inherent lexical aspect characteristics of verbs led Vendler (1957) to classify verbs into 

four categories: activity, accomplishment, achievement, and state verbs. Activity verbs, such as run and 

read, “possess continuous tenses” (p.144). Accomplishment verbs are similar to activity verbs except that 

accomplishment verbs have an end point. Achievement or punctual verbs indicate something was 

recognized at a definite single moment such as winning a race. They are similar to accomplishment verbs 

in that they have an end point, but they do not have duration. Finally, state verbs are those verbs that do 

not have duration or “continuous tenses” (p.148) such as, see, feel, hate, and contain. 

Literature Review 

These inherent lexical aspects of verbs and Vendler’s (1957) classification of verbs intrigued 

researchers to investigate the implications of the inherent semantic proprieties of verbs on the acquisition 

of first language (L1) at first and then on the acquisition of second language (L2) verbal morphology. 

Studies (e.g. Andersen & Shirai 1994, 1996; Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Collins 2004) found that both L1 and 

L2 learners choose tense-aspect markers, not according to the grammatical aspect, but according to the 

inherent lexical aspect of the verbs and noted that there is a universal developmental sequence of the 

acquisition of the verbal morphology. For example, it has been observed that native speakers of English, 

in their early stages of acquiring English, use the past inflection –ed on accomplishment and achievement 

verbs and use the progressive inflection –ing on activity verbs more than they use the past and progressive 

inflections on the other types of verbs (Andersen & Shirai, 1996). 

This observation, that is, using a tense-aspect marker according to the inherent semantics of 

verbs, led to the emergence of the lexical aspect hypothesis (Andersen & Shirai, 1994, 1996; Bardovi-

Harlig, 2000). The lexical aspect hypothesis states that “first and second language learners will initially be 
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influenced by the inherent semantic aspect of verbs or predicates in the acquisition of tense and aspect 

markers associated with or affixed to these verbs” (Andersen & Shirai, 1994, p.133). 

The lexical aspect hypothesis has four main principles which state the universal developmental 

sequence of the L1 acquisition of the tense-aspect morphology. These four principles are as follows: 

1. Past or perfective marking spreads from achievement and accomplishment to activities and 

states. 

2. In languages that distinguish the perfective-imperfective aspect, perfective past precedes 

imperfective past. The imperfective starts with states and gradually spreads to activity 

and telic verbs. 

3. Progressive marking proceeds from activity to accomplishments or achievements. 

4. Progressive marking is not incorrectly overextended to statives (Andersen & Shirai, 1996; 

Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Ryu, Horie, & Shirai, 2010). 

In a review of  20 L2 acquisition research studies, from 1985 to 1995, that tested the lexical 

aspect hypothesis on the acquisition of three different second languages (English, Spanish, and French), 

Andersen and Shirai (1996) concluded that the majority of L2 research supported the lexical aspect 

hypothesis and its first three principles. The only difference was about the fourth principle. Some studies 

found that L2 learners sometimes overextend the use of progressive to state verbs (see Andersen & Shirai, 

1994, 1996 for more information about these studies). 

Adding to this difference, there is still disagreement on the lexical aspect hypothesis and its four 

principles – especially the progressive principles (Haznedar, 2007; Kumpf 1984). For example, Rohde’s 

(1996) findings supported the first principle of the lexical aspect hypothesis, that is, past inflections 

occurred the most with achievement verbs. Adding to that, the present inflection (the 3rd singular person) 

was used with state verbs. However, unlike what the lexical aspect hypothesis predicted, the progressive 

inflection occurred with both activity and achievement verbs.  

Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds (1995) found that ESL learners acquired the past tense through 

different stages that were determined by the lexical aspects of the verbs and concluded that the lexical 
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aspect of verbs affected the acquisition of the simple past. Yet, students used the progressive aspect with 

the activity and state verbs more than accomplishment and achievement. 

Because of the controversy over the lexical aspect hypothesis and the inconsistent research 

results, especially those related to the L2 developmental sequence of the progressive productions, and 

because Arabic speakers’ production of the progressive have not been investigated—to my knowledge—

even though the aspect hypothesis and its four principles are argued to be universal, this current 

longitudinal study aims to reexamine the lexical aspect hypothesis and to investigate the two principles of 

the developmental sequence of the progressive production, namely: a) “Progressive marking proceeds 

from activity to accomplishments or achievements, and b) Progressive marking is not incorrectly 

overextended to statives” (Andersen & Shirai, 1996, p.533). 

Method 

   Corpus 

            For this longitudinal study, the corpus consisted of 37 essays written by Arabic-speaking ESL 

students who attended an Intensive English Program at a USA university. According to the structure of 

this intensive English Program (IEP), there are ten levels: complete beginner (L.101), Beginner (L.102), 

high beginner (L.201), advanced beginner (L.202), low intermediate (L. 301), Intermediate (L. 302), High 

intermediate (L. 401), low advanced (L. 402), advanced for graduate students (L. 501), high advanced for 

graduate students (L. 502).  

      At the end of each level, each student has to write an in-class essay. These essays are taken as a way 

to test the developmental stages of students’ English acquisition. Students could have as few as four or as 

many as nine essays in the final corpus, depending on their entrance level into and exit level from the 

Intensive English Program.  

The topics and length of the final essays vary according to the level. The length of the 

assignments vary from 150 words to 500 words. Depending on the level, students are asked to write an 

essay using the convention of a specific genre (e.g., opinion essay, compare and contrast essay, problem 

and solution essay, argumentative essay, paraphrase paragraphs, evaluation essays). For example, at level 
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301, students are asked to write a compare and contrast essay within 450 words. Although students may 

not have attended the levels at the same time, the type of the essay, the writing questions and formats do 

not change from time to time. In other words, all six students have had the same questions at each level. 

Data analysis 

 To test whether the universality of the lexical aspect hypothesis is true and valid for Arabic-

speaking ESL students’ acquisition of the English progressive, the researcher counted and analyzed both 

the correct and incorrect uses of the progressive (semantically and syntactically), produced by each 

student. It is thought that if students form the progressive correctly but use it inappropriately, students 

may have used the progressive because of the lexical aspects of the verbs, not because the context 

necessitates the use of the progressive.  

The second task for this study is to examine the two principles of the lexical aspect hypothesis 

that are related to the production of the progressive. To do so, all the verbs that were used by students in 

the progressive, both correctly and incorrectly, were counted and classified through the use of Shirai and 

Andersen’s (1995) inherent lexical aspect test (see Appendix A). This test is used to categorize verbs into 

one of the four areas of Vendler’s (1957) classifications of verbs. This test was used because a verb can 

be classified into more than one category according to its use in the sentence. The verb run, for example, 

can be classified as an activity verb (e.g. run  ( or as an accomplishment verb (e.g. run two miles). 

Results and Discussion 

 The Lexical Aspect Hypothesis 

After counting all the verbs that students produced in the progressive in their writings and after 

classifying them into four categories as shown in Table 1, the results show that students were able to form 

the progressive better than they were able to use it appropriately, and this may provide support to the 

lexical aspect hypothesis. As Table 1 indicates, students were able to form 71.15% correctly of the total 

productions of the progressive in all the writings, whereas 33.65% were formed incorrectly. This 

percentage of the correct formation of the progressive shows that students pretty much learned and 

acquired the structure of the progressive.  
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On the other hand, out of 104 attempts to produce the progressive, only 30% were used correctly 

whereas 69% were used in wrong places. This small percentage of the correct usage of the progressive 

might show how students still have trouble using the progressive inappropriately. This finding could 

support the lexical aspect hypothesis –which says “first and second language learners will initially be 

influenced by the inherent semantic aspect of verbs or predicates in the acquisition of tense and aspect 

markers associated with or affixed to these verbs” (Andersen & Shirai, 1994, p.133)– in a sense that  

students use the morphological inflections of the progressive with verbs not according to the semantic 

usages of the progressive but according to the inherent lexical aspect of the verb involved. Students may 

be influenced by the inherent lexical aspect of the verbs while adding the tense-aspect marking. 

Table 1 

 Comparison between the Correct Formation and Correct Uses of the Progressive Aspect across Levels 

 

No. of 

Essays 

Total Uses of 

Progressive 

Formed 

Correctly 

Used 

Correctly 

Formed 

Incorrectly 

Used 

Incorrectly 

Total 37 104 74 (71.15%) 35 (33.65%) 

30 

(28.84%) 

69 

(66.34%) 

 

To clarify more, one can examine writer no. 1 (see Table 2 in the appendix B for more information 

about the production of the progressive by each writer) as an example. In nine levels, writer no. 1 

produced the progressive just nine times: seven of them (77.77%) were formed correctly and only two 

(22.22%) were formed incorrectly. When these nine sentences were analyzed semantically, meaning 

whether or not they were used correctly to express the meaning of the progressive grammatical aspect, as 

indicated above in the background section, three of them were used correctly (33.33%) while the other six 

(66.66%) were used incorrectly.   

For example, this writer wrote, “First, usually when the international students arrive to the United 

States, they are looking for a family in order to live with them” (L. 302). Although the present progressive 

is formed correctly, the sentence should not have been used in the progressive. He knew how to form the 

progressive, but the context did not need the progressive. He should either say “they will look for” or 

“they look for.”  
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This writer may be influenced by the inherent lexical aspect of the verb “look for” which can be 

classified as an achievement verb that has a duration. The inherent durative semantic meaning may lure 

this student to use in the progressive although context does not require the verb to be used in the 

progressive. Thus, the writer may have used the verb in the progressive based on the inherent durative 

aspect of “look,” not because the context requires the progressive. 

The Two Progressive Principles of the Lexical Aspect Hypothesis 

To test the two principles of the lexical aspect hypothesis, which are: “a. Progressive marking 

proceeds from activity to accomplishments or achievements; and b. Progressive marking is not incorrectly 

overextended to statives” (Andersen & Shirai, 1996, p. 533) , the researcher classified the verbs that are 

produced by all writers in the progressive using Shirai and Andersen’s (1996) Test. 

         The results indicate that the first principle – “a. Progressive marking proceeds from activity to 

accomplishments or achievements” (Andersen & Shirai, 1996, p. 533)  – was partially supported. This is 

because the progressive was used more with activity verbs and then with stative verbs. The total 

production of progressive by all six writers shows that activity verbs were used the most. As Table 3 

indicates, 45.19% of the verbs, which were used in the progressive in all the writings, were activity verbs 

such as read, walk, and study. 23.07% of the progressive was used with state verbs. Then 20.19% were 

achievement verbs such as find and pay, and only 11.53% were used with accomplishment verbs. 

Table 3 

The Frequency of the Lexical Aspect Categories used in the progressive Across Levels 

 Total no. of the verbs 

used in the progressive in 

all the writings Activity Accomplishment Achievement State  

104 47 (45.19%) 12 (11.53%) 21 (20.19%) 24 (23.07%)  

 

These results did not support the second part of the first principle since the progressive marking 

was used more with the stative verbs, not with the accomplishment or achievement verbs. Contrary to 

what the second principle of the lexical hypothesis expected, which says “Progressive marking is not 

incorrectly overextended to statives” (Andersen & Shirai, 1996, p. 533), students overextended the use of 
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the progressive to state verbs. Yet, this overextension of the progressive to state verbs support the 

observation of many L2 studies such as Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds (1995).  

Conclusion 

This paper investigated the influence of the lexical aspect hypothesis and tested two of its 

principles on the writings of six Arabic-speaking ESL learners. The results showed that the percentage of 

the correct syntactic formation of the progressive was higher than the percentage of the appropriate uses. 

This supports the lexical aspect hypothesis as students knew how to form the progressive aspect, but they 

used it incorrectly most of the time, which could mean that they depended on the inherent lexical aspect 

of the verbs in determining the progressive more than the semantic uses of the progressive aspect. The 

results also show that students used activity verbs and state verbs in the progressive more than other 

lexical categories.  

In terms of teaching implications, teachers should pay more attention to the usage of the 

progressive instead of the formation of the progressive. They may need to design activities and 

assignments that make students focus more on the usage of the progressive. It is also recommended for 

teachers to explain to students the inherent lexical aspect of the verbs and how these aspect can lure them 

in the usage of the progressive. This is because if students become aware of the inherent lexical aspect, 

they may think twice before using activity or state verbs in the progressive. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A   

Shirai and Andersen’s  (1995) Test of the Inherent Lexical Aspect of verbs 

Step 1: State or nonstate 

Does it have a habitual interpretation in simple present? 

If no_ State (e.g., I love you) 

If yes_ Nonstate (e.g., I eat bread) _Go to step 2 

Step 2: Activity or nonactivity 

Does ‘X is V-ing’ entail ‘X has V-ed’ without an iterative/habitual meaning? In other words, if you stop 

in the middle of V-ing, have you done the act of V? 

If yes_ Activity (e.g., run) 

If no_ Nonactivity (e.g., run a mile) _ Go to step 3 

Step 3: Accomplishment or achievement 

[If test (a) does not work, apply test (b) and possibly (c).] 

(a) If “X V-ed in Y time (e.g., 10 minutes),” then “X was Ving during that time.” 

            If yes_ Accomplishment (e.g., He painted a picture) 

           If no_ Achievement (e.g., He noticed a picture) 

(b) Is there ambiguity with almost? 

         If yes_ Accomplishment (e.g., He almost painted a picture has two readings: he almost started to 

paint a  picture/ he almost finished painting a picture) 

        If no_ Achievement (e.g., He almost noticed a picture has only one reading) 

(c) “X will VP in Y time (e.g., 10 minutes)” = “X will VP after Y time.” 

          If no_ Accomplishment (e.g., He will paint a picture in an hour is different from He will paint a 

picture after an hour, because the former can mean that he will spend an hour painting a picture, but the 

latter does not.) 

            If yes_ Achievement (e.g., He will starting singing in two minutes can only have one reading, 

which is the same as He will start singing after two minutes, with no other reading possible. (p.794) 
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Appendix B 

Table 2 

The Frequency of the Correct and Incorrect Syntactic and Semantic Formation of the Progressive per 

Writer. 

Writer 

No.  

 

 

 

Level 
Total 

Production 

Correct 

Formation  

Incorrect 

Formation Correct uses Incorrect Uses 

One  

102 0 0 0 0 0 

201 0 0 0 0 0 

202 0 0 0 0 0 

301 0 0 0 0 0 

302 2 1(50) 1 (50) 0 2 (100) 

401 1 1 (100) 0 0 1 (100) 

402 2 2(100) 0 1(50) 1 (50) 

501 2 1(50) 1(50) 0 2(100) 

502 2 2(100) 0 2(100) 0 

Total 9 9 7 (77.77) 2 (22.22) 3(33.33) 6(66.66) 

Two 

201 0 0 0 0 0 

202 0 0 0 0 0 

301 0 0 0 0 0 

302 13 11(84.6) 2 (15.4) 2(23.07) 10(76.92) 

401 1 1 (100) 0 1 (100) 0 

402 (failed) 9 5(55.5) 4 (44.4) 4 (44.4) 5(55.5) 

402(Passed) 6 3(50) 3(50) 4(66.66) 2(33.33) 

501 1 1(100) 0 0 1(100) 

502 1 1(100) 0 0 1(100) 

Total 9 31 22 (70.96) 9(29.03) 12(38.7) 19(61.3) 

Three 

201 0 0 0 0 0 

202 1 0 1(100) 0 1(100) 

301 1 0 1(100) 0 1(100) 

302 15 12(80) 3(20) 12(80) 3(20) 

Total 4 17 12 (70.58) 5 (29.4) 12 (70.58) 5 (29.4) 

Four 

301 8 2 (25) 6(75) 0 8(100) 

302 9 8(88.88) 1(11.11) 0 9(100) 

401 1 1(100) 0 0 1(100) 

501 3 1 (33.33) 2(66.66) 2(66.66) 1 (33.33) 

502 4 2(50) 2(50) 0 4(100) 

Total 5 25 14 (56) 11(44) 2(8) 23(92) 

Five 

302 2 2 (100) 0 0 2 (100) 

401 4 4(100) 0 1(25) 3(75) 

402 1 0 1(100) 0 1(100) 

501 2 2(100) 0 1(50) 1(50) 

502 1 1(100) 0 0 1(100) 

Total 5 10 9(90) 1(10) 2(20) 8(80) 
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Six 

302 6 6(100) 0 0 6(100) 

401 2 1(50) 1(50) 2(100) 0 

402 3 2(66.66) 1(33.33) 1(33.33) 2(66.66) 

501 1 1(100) 0 1(100) 0 

Total 5 12 10(83.3) 2(16.7) 4(33.3) 8(66.7) 

Note (  ) = the percentage 
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