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Abstract

The bulk of studies on a crucial linguistic issue, that is to say, wh-questions
indicates that there are typological factors which are reported to distinguish between
wh-in-situ languages (Chinese & Japanese) on the one hand, and languages with
overt wh-displacement such as English on the other. Radford (2005) argues that
English wh-questions are constructed through two operations namely auxiliary
inversion and wh-movement respectively. He maintains that each of these operations
involves a composite operation (copy and deletion sub-operations). It is noteworthy
that in English these two movement types for wh-questions take place overtly before
spell-out. In the case of Persian, some linguists (Karimi, 1989; Lazard, 1992;
Raghibdoost, 1994; Bateni, 1995; Méhootian, 1997) classify it as a wh-in-situ
language. Accordingly, no wh-movement is triggered in advance ;)f spell-out, so that
the wh-words remain in situ. In this study, it is also argued that the movement of wh-
words in Persian which is done covertly at LF is motivated by the strong focus
feature of FocP.

Considering the typological variatioﬁs between English and Persian wh-
questions, this study has a focus on two different hypotheses concerning the issue of
second language acquisition. The propbl}ents of F_ail’ed Functional Features
Hypothesis (proposed by Hawkins & Chan, 1997) believe that the acquisition of L2
functional features not instantiated in the learners' L1 feature inventory will result in
persistent difficulty in adult learners. Whereas, according to the Missing Surface

Inflection, the lack of morphological forms in interlanguage grammars does not




reflect impairment in the domain of functional projections or feature strength
(Lardiere, 1998 a, b, 2000; Prevost& White, 2000, a, b). To test these two hypotheses,
the researcher selected 80 subjects, from the pool of 150, of four different levels of
language proficiency. Two tasks namely oral translation and grammaticality ‘
judgment ’;asks were actually carried out with all four groups of subjects. The tasks
involved both yes/no as well as wh-questions. The yes/no questions embedded in the
two tasks were targeted at determining whether or not the respective subjects had
acquired the other CP related constructions. Analysis of data manifested the results
which were in favor of Missing Surface Inflection Hypothesis, since the subjects
outperformed on the correct production of yes/no questions in comparison to wh-
questions. This evidence shows that they have acquired CP, but they might not relate

it to the wh-questions.
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ONE

INTRODUCTION




1. Introduction

With respect to the theory of ﬁniversal Grammar (UG), a set of abstract
universal principles characterizes the grammars of all possible natural languages. The
principles of UG are fully available when children acquire their first language;
- grammatical principles of UG are modified as infants are exposed to L1 input, and
thus all native speakers of a language acquire the same native competence of the
language. A number of studies have argued that UG is still available in adult second
language acquisition, even after the critical period (Epstain, Flynn, & Martohardjon,
1996; Schwartz & Sprouse, 1994, 1996; White, 1985b, 1989, 2003).

These studies demonstrate that L1 and L2 acquisition are more similar than
dissimilar. Adult L2 learners utilize language input in order to construct a grammar -
to understand and produce the target language, és in Li acquisition.

12 acquisition, like L1 acquisition, has a poverty of the stimulus problem; L2 input is
not sufficient enough to cover uncohscious knowledge of L2 grammar (White,
1985a, 1989; Schwartz & Sprouse, 2000).

Learflers are faced‘ with a similar task to that of L1 acquirers, namely the need
to arrive at a system accounting for L2 input. In addition, L2 learners are also faced,
at least potentially, with a logical problem of language acquisition in that there are
abstract, complex and subtle properties of grammar that are underdeterrﬁined by the
L2 input (Schwartz & Sprouse ,2000a,2000 b; White ,1985a, 1989).

UG defines what a grammar is, defining what mental representations can and

cannot be like. Natural language grammars fall within a range sanctioned by UG. L1




acquirers are limited by the hypothesis space provided by UG, which reduces the
number of logical possibilities that héve to be entertained in order to arrive at a
grammar for the language being acquired (White, 1982). The interlanguage
grammars are also located within the range sanctionéd by UG. Then, they exhibit
characteristics typical of natural languages (White, 2002).

The L2 acquisition of wh-questions has widely been investigated by
researchers. All languages have strategies wll.mich enable speakers to ask constituents
(wh- words), but these strategies differ cross-linguistically. The different strategies
employed by natural languages in the formation of wh-questions can be accounted
for by the difference in the nature of wh-words in those Ianguages.

In this study, we .examine Persian speaking learners' syntactic knowledge of

English wh-questions from the perspectives of the two recent linguistic theories.
1.1. The statement of the problem and the purpose of the study

It is suggested that syntactic development in second language acquisition is

best viewed as the consequence of learners' building subconscious mental grammars.

" The learners of second languages can develop this knowledge in the ways which are

systematic and often independent of the ng they speak - or the conditions under
which they acquire L2s (Schachfér, 1990). | “

There has been an area of focus in SLA research on the investigation of the
developmental stages through which .the L2 learners proceed to obtain mental

representations in L2. Due to the slow syntactic development of English wh-




questions by Persian speakers, this proposal attempts to shed light on the stages
through which Persian speakers develop their ultimate attainment.

Thus, with regard to the L2 learners' syntactip development and ultimate
attainment, two SLA theories can be taken into consideration: Failed Functional
Features Hypothesis (FFFH) proposed by Hawkins and Chan (1997), and Missing
Surface Inflection Hypothesis of Lardiere (1995a, 1995 b, 2000). These two theories
differ in their assumptions about the developmental problem and underlying
syntactic representations. Concerning these two theories, we are to determine
whether or not they can account for foreign language learning.

In fact, this proposal has attempted to find answers to the following cjuestions:
1. Can Persian speakers produce Engliéh wh-questions involving functional
categories not instantiated in L1?

2. Is there any relationship between the Failed Functional Features Hypothesis (FFH)
and the syntactic development of English wh-questions produced .by Persian
speakers? |

3. Can Missing Surface Inflection Hypothesis give an account of the acquisition of
English wh-questions by Persian learners?

Thus, the following three null hypotheses will be addressed and tested:
1. Persian speakers cannot produce ‘English wh-questions involving functional
categories not instantiated in L1.

2. There is no relationship between the Failed Functional Features Hypothesis (FFH)
and the syntactic development of English wh-questions produced by Persian

speakers.




3. Missing Surface Inflection Hypothesis cannot give an account of the acquisition

of English wh-questions by Persian learners.
1.2. The Significance of the Study

It is often assumed that learning second languages in classroom differs from
learning second languages as a result of being exposed to them in naturalistic
environment. Some claim that classroom learning is "better"(Hammery, 1991),
whereas others believe that naturalistic learning is "better" (Krashen & Terrell,
1983). One of the.crucial distinctions between these two environments is the kind of
samples of second language data presented to the learner, or that is to say, the input.
While it may be the case that the input is different in the two settings, it is not the
case that the learner development is different, too (Hawkins, 2002). Hawkins (2002)
also puts that classroom learning is often placed on the conscious learning of
grammatical properties of the L2 via instruction, exercises, translation, and SO on.
Although the classroom input presented to L2 learners can be totally different from
naturalistic input, and it varies from one ciassroom. to the other, the general trend
found in studies investigating the effects of the input differences is that they have
very little impact on the course of learner development.

Persian EFL learners are learning English in an environment in which natural
acquisition is actually impossible for them, since they do not have many chances for
interactions with native speakers. Thus, they mainly rely on the language classroom

for exposure to the target language. The syntactic development of English wh-



