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In the current study, we respond to calls for reform in second language acquisition that center on the field’s preoccupation with native-speaker and prescriptive targets as a benchmark for additional-language learning. In order to address these concerns, we examine the use and development of grammatical gender marking in additional-language Spanish in a prescriptive-independent manner. Specifically, we depart from previous analyses that have centered on accuracy and targetlikeness and we shift the object of analysis to the linguistic forms (i.e., feminine and masculine modifiers) that additional-language participants use. We adopt a variationist approach to explain how participants vary their use of modifier gender and how this use changes longitudinally. We argue that such an approach to studying additional languages allows us to offer new insights about the acquisition of grammatical gender marking in additional-language Spanish. We end by critically reflecting on some of the challenges that we encountered in trying to integrate this paradigm shift into the examination of a well-studied grammatical structure.
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INTRODUCTION
Scholars in applied linguistics have raised concerns about the native-speaker bias that has shaped the field. Ortega (2014), p. 32 writes:
The bias results from the assumption that monolingualism is the default for human communication and from valuing nativeness as a superior form of language competence and the most legitimate relationship between a language and its users. These critiques are poignant in unmasking deeply negative consequences for research and praxis … In many of these critiques, the field of second language acquisition (SLA) has been targeted explicitly as suffering in its very core, and in particularly acute ways, from the ailments that result from taking nativeness and monolingualism as natural organizing principles for the study of additional-language learning.
Following these criticisms, Cook and Wei (2016), The Douglas Fir Group (2016), Ortega (2013), Ortega (2017), among others, have advocated for conceptual and methodological reform regarding the role of native-speaker targets in SLA. In the current study, we respond to the call for reform by offering a concrete example of how additional-language1 data may be profitably analyzed in a prescriptive-independent manner. We conduct an analysis of the development of grammatical gender marking behavior in additional-language Spanish that crucially does not use a native-speaker or prescriptive norm2 as a benchmark against which learner behavior is measured. Namely, rather than analyze accuracy in gender marking, we focus on the forms that participants use – namely, feminine and masculine modifiers – and we use a variationist approach to model the variability in the use of these forms at three points over a 21-month period. We conclude not only with a discussion of the specific ways in which SLA stands to benefit from explanations of developmental trajectories that are independent from considerations of a native-speaker target but also with a reflection on the challenges that come with this paradigm shift.
BACKGROUND
The Native-Speaker Norm in Second Language Acquisition
For years now, many researchers working within SLA have been criticizing the field’s preoccupation with native-speaker targets (e.g., Bley-Vroman, 1983; Cook, 1992; Cook, 1997; Cook, 2016; The Douglas Fir Group, 2016; Kinginger, 2009; Klein, 1998; Ortega, 2014; Ortega, 2016; Ortega, 2017; see also; Bachman, 1990; Mauranen, 2012).3 Studies using such targets tend to conduct error analyses or other assessments of accuracy, nativelikeness, or targetlikeness that involve comparing additional-language users to native speakers or prescriptive norms. Some of the arguments against the native-speaker bias are that it implicitly takes a deficit view of additional-language speakers and that it ignores the reality of multilingualism, because “when researchers and educators insist on a monolingual native-speaking golden rule for their interpretations of development, progress, or success, they are setting up L2 [second-language] learners for failure, since multilingual competence is simply different in nature from monolingual competence” (The Douglas Fir Group, p. 35; cf. Hall et al., 2006). In an earlier critique, Bley-Vroman called the comparison of additional-language users to native speakers of the target language the “comparative fallacy” and asserted that it negatively impacts descriptions of additional-language users’ linguistic behavior (p. 2). Bachman warned against evaluating additional-language behavior based on native speakers because “native speakers show considerable variation in ability” (p. 39; see also Dabrowska (2012) and Mulder and Hulstijn (2011), for research that offers evidence of variability in linguistic knowledge, oral proficiency, etc. among native speakers). Moreover, another concern about the impact that the native-speaker bias has had on SLA is that because of this bias, SLA has little standing in the language sciences. Klein argued that with a focus on “learners’ utterances as deviations from a certain target, instead of genuine manifestations of underlying language capacity … [SLA] analyses them in terms of what they are not rather than what they are” (p. 527). The consequence of this focus is that the observations that emerge from SLA research are not essential to theoretical advancements in linguistics more generally (Klein, 1998, p. 530).
Despite the concerns raised by various leaders in the field with the native-speaker bias in SLA, comparisons of additional-language data to native-speaker or prescriptive baselines remain commonplace (Ortega, 2016). Ortega (2014) has advocated for the need to “replace SLA’s existing research goal of explaining why late bi/multilinguals are not native speakers … with the goal of understanding the process and consequences of becoming bilingual or multilingual later in life” (p. 33). This conceptual shift arguably necessitates methodological changes. Perhaps the best-known proposal for navigating this change has come from Cook (e.g., 2016), whose multicompetence approach is offered as a concrete way to carry out SLA research without referencing a native or prescriptive norm. One of the hallmarks of this approach is the need to study the full linguistic repertoire of bi/multilingual speakers – not only any additional languages that speakers may use, but also their L1. Thus, the multicompetence approach necessitates a dramatic shift in research design, which may in part explain why it has not yet been fully embraced in the field. Alongside proposals for more radical design changes, we believe that there is great potential to move beyond the preoccupation with prescriptive and native-speaker comparisons by drawing on frameworks currently in place within SLA. In this vein, we note a call for reform by Ortega (2017) who welcomes “empirical research on all alternatives … because it will make us unearth new knowledge about L2 development” (see also Ortega, 2016). Thus, the overarching goal of the current study is to respond to this call for conceptual and methodological reform with an analysis that takes advantage of one theoretical framework that has been fruitfully applied to SLA research, namely variationism. As we will detail in the following section, the variationist approach offers many strengths that make it compatible with the current endeavor. In the present study, we draw on certain aspects of variationism to study grammatical gender in Spanish, a linguistic phenomenon that to our knowledge has yet to be investigated without comparing additional-language users to a native-speaker target or prescriptive baseline. The analysis we offer is a reanalysis of the data examined in Gudmestad et al. (2019), in which grammatical gender marking was analyzed with reference to a prescriptive norm. With this reanalysis, we hope to show how existing tools in SLA can be valuable in helping the field to fully realize this conceptual and methodological shift.
Variationist Second Language Acquisition
Variationist sociolinguistics is an area of scholarship that focuses on variation and change in language (Labov, 1966). Variable structures, which refer to cases where a single language function can be expressed by two or more forms, are the object of study. One example is subject expression in Spanish, where a speaker can use either a pronoun (yo) or an unexpressed subject to express the first-person singular (see example 1). Researchers typically use multivariate and quantitative analyses in order to identify the multitude of linguistic and social (extra-linguistic) factors that influence the variable occurrence of a given form. Returning to subject expression in Spanish, de Prada Pérez (2015) examined first-person subjects in a native-speaker dataset. When she analyzed all of her data together,4 she found that three linguistic factors and two social factors simultaneously predicted the use of first-person subjects. For example, the linguistic factor of verb form ambiguity5 was significant. The probability of using a personal pronoun was higher with ambiguous verbs, whereas the probability of using an unexpressed subject was higher with unambiguous verbs. The results for the social factor of age showed that older speakers favored the use of yo and younger speakers favored the use of unexpressed subjects.
1) Yo no tengo tiempo. ‘I don’t have time.’
∅ no tengo tiempo. ‘(I) don’t have time.’
As an extension of this work, variationist SLA “explores the relationship between contextual variables (both social and linguistic contextual variables) and variation in the form of learner language” (Tarone, 2007, p. 845). Given its connection with sociolinguistics, most variationist scholarship in SLA has examined linguistic phenomena that are sociolinguistically variable among native speakers (e.g., Mougeon et al., 2010). This has been called Type 2 variation (Rehner, 2002). However, this approach has also been adopted to study linguistic structures for which learners exhibit variability but native speakers do not (i.e., Type 1 variation, Rehner, 2002), such as preposition + article contractions in Portuguese (Picoral and Carvalho, 2020) and plural marking in English (Young, 1991). Researchers often examine cross-sectional (e.g., Kanwit, 2017) or longitudinal (e.g., Regan et al., 2009) data to understand how additional-language learners’ variable behavior changes along the developmental trajectory. Because there exists a substantial body of variationist SLA research (cf. Geeslin and Long, 2014), we offer an example of a study that used this approach to illustrate what a variationist SLA analysis looks like and to demonstrate what such an analysis of learner data can contribute to SLA.
In Geeslin et al. (2012), the researchers examined the development of perfective past-time reference (i.e., the variation between the preterit and the present perfect to express reference to the perfective past) among additional-language learners who studied in Spain for 7 weeks and a group of native speakers of Peninsular Spanish (a case of Type 2 variation). They analyzed data from a written contextualized task in which participants selected whether they liked the use of the preterit, present perfect, or both forms in specific contexts. The additional-language learners completed the task three times (during weeks 1, 4, and 7 of the study-abroad program) and the native speakers completed it once. Although each item on the written contextualized task presented learners with three response options (preterit, present perfect, both forms), for most of the analysis, the researchers analyzed the present perfect and both responses together as a “present perfect allowed” category. We focus here on the part of the analysis that centered on the predictive factors. In order to examine the factors that predicted the variable selection of perfective verb forms, the researchers performed four regression models – one for each data-collection point for the learners and one for the native speakers. The three learner models enabled the researchers to make observations about additional-language development longitudinally, and assessments of targetlikeness were made by comparing the learner and native-speaker models. One finding, for example, was that years of study, an extra-linguistic variable, impacted verb selection on the task at weeks 1, 4, and 7 for the learners, such that participants who had been studying Spanish for 5 years or more selected more present perfect than those who had studied Spanish for 4 years or fewer. Another result was that the telicity6 variable, a linguistic factor, was significant for learners at weeks 1 and 4 but not at week 7 or for the native speakers; at weeks 1 and 4 the preterit was more likely than the present perfect in telic contexts.
It is important to note that Geeslin et al. (2012) analyzed native-speaker data, which they then used as a baseline against which to compare learner data. Although the use of native-speaker (or bilingual, e.g., Kanwit, 2017) benchmarks is typical in variationist SLA, we argue that it is not an essential component and that variationism can be fruitfully used to study additional languages without reference to a native or prescriptive norm. Three important characteristics of variationist SLA, all exemplified in Geeslin et al. (2012), show the potential of this approach. The first is that linguistic forms are the object of study; for example, Geeslin et al. (2012) focus on perfective past verb forms. This attention to understanding the occurrence of different forms (instead of, for example, investigating accuracy) makes variationism particularly promising for additional-language research that attempts to avoid comparisons with a prescriptive norm. In this vein, we aim to apply variationist tools in order to analyze the development of grammatical gender marking in additional-language Spanish by focusing on the forms that participants use. We return to the question of the forms that we analyze in the next session.
Second, at the heart of the variationist approach to SLA is the goal of understanding systematic variability in language. In Geeslin et al. (2012), the researchers showed that, rather than selecting a single verb form categorically in certain contexts, the learners’ behavior was variable. For example, at weeks 1 and 4, when telicity significantly influenced verb selection, the learners did not select the preterit 100% of the time in telic contexts. Instead, they were more likely to choose the preterit in these contexts but the present perfect was also possible. We argue that the focus on variation that characterizes variationist SLA is a strength of this approach that makes it an excellent candidate for attempts to respond to current calls for reform in SLA using established frameworks. The Douglas Fir Group contends, “[v]ariability is not measurement error begging for better control. Acknowledging inter-as well as intra-individual variation helps counter deficit orientations in the description of linguistic development in an L2 … and focus on what learners can do rather than what they cannot do” (2016, p. 30). Variationist SLA not only recognizes the presence of variability, it provides conceptual and methodological tools for explaining the complex systematicity and dynamicity of additional-language variation, which leads us to the third characteristic.
The variationist approach to SLA results in detailed observations about the dynamicity of learner language. This is accomplished through the use of multivariate analyses that offer explanations of how the linguistic (e.g., telicity) and extra-linguistic (e.g., years of Spanish study) factors that predict the occurrence of linguistic forms can change over time, thus furthering knowledge about additional-language development. In Geeslin et al. (2012), whereas the impact that years of study had on perfective past reference was stable over time, change in learner behavior was observed with telicity between weeks 4 and 7. Importantly for the current study, both this stability and this change can be observed without relying on a native-speaker baseline. Therefore, in the current study, we aim to examine how the additional-language use of grammatical-gender forms changes (or not) longitudinally. Crucially, however, we do not compare the additional-language data to a native-speaker benchmark or prescriptive norm.
Grammatical Gender in Spanish
In Spanish nouns have either feminine or masculine gender. Gender assignment is arbitrary for most nouns (e.g., bicicletafem ‘bike’, cochemasc ‘car’), though biological sex determines the gender of some nouns (e.g., hijafem ‘daughter’, hijomasc ‘son’). Descriptively, whereas some adjectives and determiners have a single form that is used with nouns of both genders (e.g., mi ‘my’ and verde ‘green’, as in mi manzanafemverde ‘my green apple’ and mi melónmascverde ‘my green melon’), most have different feminine and masculine forms (e.g., unafemmanzanafemamarillafem ‘a yellow apple’ and unmascmelónmascamarillomasc ‘a yellow melon’). Some endings are linked with one gender. The canonical endings for nouns and modifiers are -a for feminine and -o for masculine. However, there are exceptions, such that nouns ending in -a can be masculine (e.g., poemamasc ‘poem’) and those ending in -o can be feminine (naofem ‘ship’). There are other endings that are either strongly connected to one gender (e.g., -tad as in libertadfem ‘freedom’ and -e estantemasc ‘shelf’) or that are not linked with a particular gender (e.g., -s as in tosfem ‘cough’ and mesmasc ‘month’; Teschner and Russell, 1984).
Grammatical gender in additional-language Spanish has been studied extensively, and to our knowledge all of this work has been oriented toward a native-speaker or prescriptive benchmark (cf. Alarcón, 2014). This means that the focus has been on accuracy or targetlikness, where a mismatch in the gender of a noun and its modifier constitutes an error or an instance of non-targetlike behavior. Previous research has sought to better understand how additional-language users of Spanish produce and process gender marking (Alarcón, 2014). We limit our review, however, to production studies since we analyze language use in the present investigation. We focus on the variables identified in this research that explain the development of targetlike grammatical gender marking. Noun gender, noun ending, modifier type, and noun class have been the most widely studied factors in gender-marking research. Findings have shown that learners tend to exhibit more accurate gender marking with masculine nouns (e.g., Finnemann, 1992; White et al., 2004; Montrul et al., 2008), which has been interpreted to indicate that masculine modifiers are a default form that develop more quickly than feminine modifiers. Studies have also shown that nouns that have the prototypical -o ending for masculine nouns and -a ending for feminine nouns are connected to higher rates of accuracy (e.g., Fernández-García, 1999; Alarcón, 2011). Various investigations (Bruhn de Garavito and White, 2002; White et al., 2004; Alarcón, 2010), though not all (e.g., Montrul et al., 2008; Alarcón, 2011), have found that learners mark gender more accurately on determiners than adjectives (i.e., modifier type). Regarding noun class, studies have demonstrated differing results, with some reporting higher accuracy rates with arbitrary gender (e.g., Bruhn de Garavito and White, 2002) and others showing that learners are more accurate with biological gender (e.g., Fernández-García, 1999). Other factors investigated include noun number, where Finnemann (1992) found that learners exhibited fewer errors with singular compared to plural nouns, and course level or proficiency, about which it was revealed that learners became more accurate with grammatical gender as course level or proficiency increased (e.g., Bruhn de Garavito and White, 2002; Montrul et al., 2008).
Moreover, a recent study examined the development of targetlikeness in grammatical gender marking longitudinally by bringing together the previously studied independent variables and five new factors. In addition to the aforementioned six variables, Gudmestad et al. (2019) analyzed the number of syllables between the noun and the modifier, task (oral interview, oral narration, written essay), time (before study abroad, during study abroad, after study abroad), and two factors that assessed noun frequency: noun log-frequency (language) and noun frequency (individual). The factor noun log-frequency (language) provided a measure of noun frequency in Spanish using the Corpus del español (Davies, 2016-), whereas the factor noun frequency (individual) provided a measure of noun frequency that depended on each individual’s use (see the Methods section for details on the participants, the data collection, and the full set of variables, as the current study constitutes a reanalysis of Gudmestad et al. (2019)). A generalized linear mixed-effects model revealed that noun ending, task, noun gender, noun frequency (individual), syllable distance, modifier type, initial proficiency, time, and the interaction between noun ending and time simultaneously predicted targetlike gender marking in language production. Similar to previous investigations, we found that learners were more likely to be targetlike with gender marking with canonical -o/-a endings, masculine nouns, and determiners and that higher scores on a proficiency test were also linked to higher rates of targetlike use. Several novel findings came out of this investigation: Learners exhibited higher log-odds of targetlike use on a written essay compared to oral tasks, at the in-stay and post-stay data-collection points compared to the pre-stay time, as the distance between the noun and the modifier decreased, and as the frequency with which each individual used a noun with a modifier overtly marked for gender increased. Finally, the interaction between noun ending and time indicated that the learners made gains in marking gender with nouns that have what were called “deceptive” endings, that is, nouns that ended in either–o or–a, but whose gender did not correspond to the canonical gender for that ending (e.g., poemamasc ‘poem’, naofem ‘ship’).
In the current study, we reanalyze our previous work in order to offer a reconceptualization of additional-language data in a prescriptive-independent manner by shifting the focus of analysis from targetlikeness to the forms that participants use. More specifically, instead of analyzing how targetlike learners are in their marking of gender, we analyze their use of feminine and masculine modifiers through the lens of systematic variation. Indeed, gender-marking behavior consists of making a (conscious or unconscious) choice between the masculine and feminine forms of a given modifier; previous research has demonstrated that learners’ use of modifier gender is not categorical, which means that certain nouns may be used variably with both feminine and masculine marked modifiers (Dewaele and Véronique, 2001). This variability constitutes a case of Type 1 variation, as gender marking in Spanish (with the exception of certain nouns whose gender varies by geographical region) has not been shown to vary sociolinguistically among native speakers (Gudmestad et al., 2019). Thus, in line with variationist SLA, there is value in modeling variability in the use of these linguistic forms. With the present analysis, we shift the focus from how correct additional-language users are to what predicts their use of modifier gender.
THE CURRENT STUDY
We address the following question in the present investigation: What linguistic and extra-linguistic factors predict the variable use of modifier gender over time? In order to answer this question, we conduct a variationist analysis of gender marking in additional-language Spanish that attempts to be independent from a native-speaker or prescriptive norm. Instead of determining to what extent learners approximate a targetlike norm, the findings contribute insight into factors that predict the use of modifier gender and whether and how these factors change over time. After presenting the results, we discuss the new knowledge about grammatical gender that emerges from this type of analysis, and then we reflect on what an approach to additional-language gender marking that moves away from a native-speaker norm brings to SLA. Specifically, we consider the more general impact and some of the challenges of such an approach on research within the field of SLA.
METHODS
Corpus and Participants
Our data come from LANGSNAP, a publicly available corpus (http://langsnap.soton.ac.uk, e.g., Mitchell et al., 2017). For this corpus the research team collected data from additional-language speakers of French and Spanish over a period of 21 months, which included an academic year abroad in a French- or Spanish-speaking country. The data were collected at six points in time: Before the participants went abroad, three occasions while they were abroad, and twice after returning to the United Kingdom.7 At each data-collection period, the participants completed an oral interview in which they talked about their lives, an oral picture-based narration task, and a written argumentative essay. We report on half of data-collection periods for the Spanish data. We analyzed all three tasks at three different data-collection periods: Before the participants went abroad (henceforth, pre-stay), the third data collection while abroad that occurred at the end of their stay abroad and 1 year after pre-stay (in-stay), and the final data collection in the United Kingdom that took place 21 months after the initial data collection and about 8 months after returning home (post-stay).
Our dataset consists of 21 of the 27 undergraduate students included in the corpus who were pursuing an undergraduate degree in Spanish in the United Kingdom.8 They ranged in age from 20 to 25 years (M = 20.8, SD = 1.6). Fifteen were women and six were men. When the project began, they had been studying Spanish for an average of 5.4 years (SD = 3.4, range = 2–14). The L1 of the participants was English (n = 19), Polish (n = 1), or both Polish and English (n = 1). In terms of other languages that the participants had studied, 18 indicated that they had studied French, German and/or Italian, two had not learned another language, and one opted not to share this information. During the participants’ academic year abroad, they were teaching assistants (n = 10), exchange students, (n = 9), and workplace interns (n = 2), and five lived in Mexico whereas 16 were in Spain.
Data Coding and Analysis
We began the coding by identifying every referent that was modified by a determiner or an adjective (K = 16,357).9 The tokens retained for the dataset that we analyzed in the present investigation (k = 11,351)10 shared three characteristics: 1) the referent for each token was a noun (instances involving pronouns were coded, but not analyzed in this project), 2) only nouns that occurred more than once in the dataset were analyzed (a total of 482 nouns occurred a single time and were thus removed from our dataset), and 3) each token involves a modifier that exhibited overt gender marking, meaning that the modifier had distinct masculine and feminine forms. Examples from the data are available in (2), with the nouns underlined and the modifiers in bold. The examples in (2) illustrate variable use of modifier gender (both feminine and masculine marked modifiers) with a single noun.
2) Voy a estudiar porlafemdía ‘I’m going to study during the day’ (participant 166, pre-stay, interview)
Iban a casatodosmasclosmascdías ‘they went home every day’ (participant 152, in-stay, narrative).
Whereas we originally analyzed this dataset using targetlikeness as the dependent variable (Gudmestad et al., 2019), in the current analysis, we sought to move away from using the prescriptive norm as a yardstick. For this reason, the current dependent variable was modifier gender (feminine or masculine). We coded for nine independent, fixed-effect variables that had been studied previously in research on grammatical gender marking in additional-language Spanish (see the Supplementary Materials for a table that lists the variables and their categories). Although these factors have been examined in prior investigations in order to better understand targetlike use, we explored their potential impact on the use of modifier gender in the current study.
Five factors pertained to characteristics of the noun. First, noun number differentiated between singular and plural nouns. Second, noun class distinguished between nouns that have biological gender (e.g., mujerfem ‘woman’) and those that have arbitrary gender (e.g., lápizmasc ‘pencil’). Third, each token was coded according to the ending seen on the noun. We distinguished four categories for the variable of noun ending. Canonical -o/-a endings were masculine nouns ending in -o and feminine nouns ending in -a. Non-canonical -o/-a endings were the opposite – feminine nouns ending in -o and masculine nouns ending in -a. Predictive endings were those that, according to Teschner and Russell (1984), were strongly linked with one gender (e.g., -ción, as in educaciónfem ‘education’ and -e, as in piemasc ‘foot’, as feminine and masculine endings, respectively). Other endings were those that were not strongly connected to one gender (e.g., -s as in paísmasc ‘country’and tesisfem ‘thesis’; Teschner and Russell, 1984). The final two factors that targeted characteristics of the noun were included in order to examine the possible role that noun frequency plays in the use of modifier gender. The factor noun log-frequency (language) provided a measure of noun frequency in Spanish and, as such, is taken as a proxy for possible input. For this factor, we identified the frequency per million words with which each noun in our dataset occurred in the Corpus del español (Davies, 2016-). Because of the skew in the distribution of frequency scores, we used the natural logarithm of noun frequency in our analysis. The factor noun frequency (individual) provided a measure of noun frequency that depended on each individual’s use. Usage-based research, which demonstrates that an individual’s language use shapes her/his internal grammar (e.g., Bybee, 2006), motivates this variable. For this factor, we counted how often each participant produced a given noun with a gender-marked modifier. Because individual speakers can change their use of nouns and modifiers as a function of task and time, we calculated this score for every individual, each task, and at each data-collection period. Therefore, this coding gives the possibility of nine different frequency scores (three tasks x three data-collection periods) for a given noun for every participant. We examined the possible role that frequency plays in the use of modifier gender because previous research suggests that noun frequency influences additional-language gender marking (e.g., Sabourin et al., 2006); two different frequency factors were included because the operationalization of frequency is complex (Hashimoto and Egbert, 2019).
The remaining four variables pertained to characteristics that did not concern solely the noun. Syllable distance measured the number of syllables between the modifier and the noun. Modifier type differentiated between determiners and adjectives. For the final fixed effects, time distinguished between the pre-stay, in-stay, and post-stay data-collection periods and task analyzed possible differences among the oral interview, oral narration, and written essay. It is important to note that, while noun gender has been widely studied in investigations on grammatical gender, we have not included it in the present analysis because it can be interpreted to represent a native-speaker or prescriptive benchmark. Namely, the examination of noun gender as a fixed effect and modifier gender as the dependent variable would allow for observations about targetlike use, as the results would show, for example, whether feminine modifiers were more likely to occur with feminine nouns (i.e., targetlike use) or masculine nouns (i.e., non-targetlike use). In other words, including noun gender as a fixed effect could be considered an indirect inclusion of a native-speaker or prescriptive norm. Given the overarching goal of the current study, which is to move beyond assessments of targetlikeness or accuracy in the study of grammatical gender, we elected not to analyze this factor.
Finally, we included participant and noun type as random effects in the analysis. The participant random effect enables us to account for variability among the participants and the noun-type random effect recognizes that language behavior with individual nouns may differ. By including these two variables as random effects, we treated participants as part of a larger population of speakers and noun types as a part of a larger vocabulary. The inclusion of noun type as a random effect explains why the current dataset is limited to nouns that were used more than once, as we cannot distinguish how much variability in usage can be attributed to nouns that occur only once in the dataset.
We analyzed the data quantitatively using R (R Core Team, 2019) and SAS software, Version 9.4 of the SAS System for Windows (Copyright © 2018 SAS Institute Inc. SAS and all other SAS Institute Inc. product or service names are registered trademarks or trademarks of SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, United States). First, with R, we examined whether there were strong correlations among any of the fixed effects using chi-square methods, with the intention to remove variables from further analysis when strong correlations were observed. With bootstrapping, we also explored whether any of the fixed effects appeared to be important for explaining variation in the dependent variable. This step enabled us to remove variables that were not important and helped us to avoid overfitting the model. Next, we fit one generalized linear mixed-effects model employing a backward selection strategy with SAS. The model was fit with respect to feminine usage. We focused on feminine modifiers because previous research has indicated that the use of feminine and masculine modifiers develops at different rates, with feminine modifiers developing more slowly (e.g., Finnemann, 1992; Montrul et al., 2008). However, it is worth clarifying that all effect estimates in this model refer to how feminine modifiers behave in relation to masculine modifiers. Thus, because the dependent variable is binary, information about the use of masculine modifiers is also present in the models. This regression examined multiple independent variables concurrently and determined which ones conditioned the use of modifier gender. If a variable was found to be non-significant, we removed it from the analysis and reran the model. For nominal independent variables, one category is selected as the reference point and compared to the other category or categories of the same variable. The reference points for the categorical fixed effects were singular (noun number), arbitrary (noun class), canonical -o/-a (noun ending), determiner (modifier type), pre-stay (time), and essay (task). Noun log-frequency (language), noun frequency (individual), and syllable distance were continuous factors, so they had no reference point. Once we identified the significant fixed effects, we examined interactions between these factors and time, in order to make observations about language development over the 21-month period covered by the LANGSNAP corpus. After fitting the model, we assessed whether any of the fixed effects were highly correlated, which would have led to instability of effect estimates. We considered a magnitude of greater than 0.6 to be highly correlated. We also identified the McFadden’s R2 (with R) and the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC, calculated with SAS), two metrics that indicate whether the generalized linear mixed-effects model does a good job of modeling the data.
RESULTS
We began the analysis by examining whether any of the fixed effects were highly correlated. No such strong correlations were found. We then moved on to the bootstrapping phase, which revealed that noun number and noun log-frequency (language) appeared not to be important for the use of modifier gender, so we removed them from further investigation. Then we fit a generalized linear mixed-effects model. Noun frequency (individual) and noun class were not significant in this model, so we removed them and reran the model. Table 1 shows an overview of the fixed effects included in the final regression model. The significant fixed effects were noun ending, syllable distance, task, and modifier type. Time is also included in the model, though it is not significant, because we were interested in exploring interactions between time and the fixed effects. Interactions between time and other fixed effects allow us to make observations about longitudinal development. One significant interaction was identified: Time x noun ending. After fitting the model, we examined whether there were strong correlations between any of the fixed effects and found none.
TABLE 1 | Overview of the fixed effects in the regression model.
[image: Table 1]Table 2 provides the details of the results for fixed effects and the interaction; the results for the two random intercepts (participant and noun type) are available as Supplementary Materials. We focus our presentation of the findings on three pieces of information in the tables: The estimate, p value, and confidence interval (CI). A positive estimate indicates a higher log-odds of using a feminine modifier compared to a masculine modifier and a negative estimate means that the log-odds of using a feminine modifier are lower. Results for the use of masculine modifiers can be inferred from these results: If we were to rerun the analysis where masculine modifiers were treated as the reference point, we would obtain effect estimates that are of the same magnitude as what we report in Table 2, but of opposite sign. In other words, a positive estimate for feminine modifiers would be a negative estimate for masculine modifiers and vice versa. The p value shows whether the result is significant (in the current analysis α = 0.05 and significance is when p < α.). For nominal fixed effects that have more than two categories (time, noun ending, and task), we also look to the CIs to see whether the non-reference point categories are similar to or different from each other. Overlap in CIs indicates a similarity, whereas the lack of overlap points to an important difference.
TABLE 2 | Details of the fixed effects in the regression model.
[image: Table 2]Beginning with time, although we saw that the overall F test is not significant (Table 1), the pairwise comparison of pre-stay versus in-stay was significant (Table 2). This indicates that collectively the variability in data-collection periods was similar, but individually two of the points were different from each other. Namely, the log-odds of using a feminine modifier were higher at in-stay than at pre-stay. There was no significant difference in the use of feminine modifiers between post-stay and pre-stay. Moreover, the overlap in the CIs for in-stay and post-stay demonstrate that the use of feminine versus masculine modifiers was similar between these two data-collection periods. For noun ending, the log-odds of using a feminine modifier were significantly higher with both non-canonical -o/-a and predictive endings compared to canonical -o/-a endings. Other endings were not significantly different from canonical -o/-a endings. The examination of the CIs of the non-reference point categories showed that the log-odds of feminine modifier use were similar to each other. Regarding syllable distance, the log-odds of using a feminine modifier decreased as the distance between the noun and the modifier increased. For task, the log-odds of feminine-modifier use were lower in the narrative task than in the written essay. The difference between the interview and the essay was not significant, and a comparison of the CIs for the narrative task and the interview show that the use of modifier gender was similar between the two. Additionally, the log-odds of using a feminine modifier were lower with adjectives compared to determiners (the modifier type factor).
Turning to the significant interaction, the plot in Figure 1 illustrates the findings shown in Table 2 for the noun ending × time interaction. A significant change over time was observed in the log-odds of feminine modifier use with non-canonical -o/-a nouns: The comparisons between pre-stay and in-stay and between pre-stay and post-stay show that use of feminine modifiers with such nouns (as compared to the reference points) became less likely. In sum, this participant group’s variability in the use of modifier gender was conditioned by time, noun ending, syllable distance, task, modifier type, and the interaction between time and noun ending.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | The interaction between noun ending and time.
Finally, both the McFadden’s R2 (Smith and McKenna, 2013) and the BIC (Kass and Raftery, 1995) show that this generalized linear mixed-effects model does a good job of fitting the data for modifier gender. McFadden’s R2 is a measurement of the relative likelihood of the fitted and null models. This metric indicates a strong model fit (R2McFadden = 0.672). Next, the BIC is a metric that compared our model to a null model using their log-likelihood. It also penalizes models that have potentially extraneous parameters, which helps to protect against overfitting a model. Our model has a BIC of 5,107.73 and the null model has a BIC of 15,569.31. A difference between the two models that is larger than 10 is deemed to be strong evidence for the model with the smaller BIC. Thus, we can conclude that our model, with its lower BIC, has a higher probability of being the true model when considered against the null model.
DISCUSSION
We now return to the research question: What linguistic and extra-linguistic factors predict the variable use of modifier gender over time? We first answer this question with a discussion of the insights into the acquisition of grammatical gender marking that have emerged from the variationist analysis. We then turn to a reflection on implications of and challenges associated with SLA research that seeks to divorce itself from native-speaker and prescriptive biases.
Insights into the Use of Modifier Gender Using a Variationist Approach
Unlike previous research on the acquisition of grammatical gender marking, the present investigation did not incorporate a native-speaker or prescriptive target (cf. Alarcón, 2014). In particular, we sought to understand what factors influence the variable use of modifier gender as opposed to understanding what factors influence targetlike behavior. This methodological and conceptual decision has resulted in a new knowledge base that crucially differs from the one that has been built on a focus on accuracy. Collectively, we found that participants’ variable use of modifier gender is complex and conditioned by multiple factors simultaneously. The mixed-effects model, which accounted for variability in gender-marking behavior among individual participants and noun types by including them as random effects, revealed that the use of feminine modifiers was predicted by 1) the linguistic factors of noun ending, syllable distance, and modifier type, 2) the extralinguistic factors of task and time, 3) and the interaction between noun ending and time. Among those factors, we see several indications of stability over time. Over the 21 months examined in the present investigation, participants were more likely to use feminine modifiers when little distance separated the noun from the modifier, when the modifier was a determiner (versus an adjective), and on the written essay (versus the oral narrative). Taken together, these findings show that, despite a change in learning context, there was stability over time in the factors influencing their use of modifier gender. This stability echoes research that has found that additional-language learners do not always show changes in grammar during a stay abroad (Llanes, 2011).
Stability, however, is not the whole story, as the results also showed evidence of change over time in two ways. One is that the participants were more likely to use feminine modifiers at in-stay compared to pre-stay, which points to an increase in the use of feminine modifiers over the course of an academic year in a Spanish-speaking country. Keeping in mind previous research that observed feminine-modifier use to develop more slowly than masculine-modifier use, leading researchers to suggest that the masculine modifier is the default (e.g., Montrul et al., 2008), our finding may be indicative of the fact that during an academic year abroad, the strength of the masculine default weakened as the participants became more likely to use feminine modifiers. The other evidence of development is seen with the interaction between noun ending and time: The participants were less likely to use feminine modifiers with nouns that have non-canonical -o/-a endings over time. In other words, the log-odds of using feminine modifiers with nouns with non-canonical -o/-a endings, such as problema ‘problem’, día ‘day’, mano ‘hand’, changed significantly after an academic year in Spain or Mexico, and this change was maintained after their return to the United Kingdom. Despite evidence of stability during the 21-month period, which included a stay abroad, some development in their gender-marking behavior was observed.
Thus, this variationist analysis was able to offer new details about the additional-language development of gender marking by beginning to explain the variability present in the use and development of modifier gender. In particular, we drew on three features of variationist SLA in order to address this issue. One is that the object of study was the linguistic forms (feminine and masculine modifiers) that learners used. The second characteristic was that we aimed to explain variability in modifier gender by conducting a multivariate analysis that revealed how a range of linguistic and extra-linguistic factors influenced learners’ systematic variable use. Third, with the help of the LANGSNAP corpus’ longitudinal data, we investigated additional-language development by exploring whether the factors that impacted the use of modifier gender changed over time. Thus, despite the assumption of consensual norms that underpins much variationist research on instances of Type II variation, our analysis offers a proof of concept for the fruitful extension of the variationist framework to analyses that remain independent of this norm.
Challenges and Implications
Before concluding we offer a reflection on some of the challenges we faced in trying to do an analysis that is independent from a native-speaker or prescriptive norm. We comment on the decisions we made in response to these challenges, which we believe may have implications for future research in SLA.
The first challenge we confronted was precisely how to conduct an analysis of gender marking that moved away from native-speaker and prescriptive standards for additional-language learning. Whereas scholars advocating for this paradigm shift within the field of SLA have presented convincing theoretical and conceptual arguments (e.g., Bley-Vroman, 1983; Klein, 1998; Ortega, 2016), there is still work to be done in order to work out the concrete details as to how to go about conducting this type of analysis.11 Following a call for reform that encouraged different ways of achieving this goal (Ortega, 2017), we chose to explore how an existing approach to SLA could be useful, and we opted for the variationist approach. Variationist SLA provided us with a framework in which our object of study shifted from an assessment of accuracy or targetlikeness, as was typical in previous research on gender marking in additional-language Spanish (cf. Alarcón, 2014), to an examination of the forms that participants used (i.e., feminine and masculine modifiers). Unlike traditional variationist SLA scholarship, however, we did not compare the additional-language participants in the current study to a group of native speakers of Spanish. These decisions allowed us to move both conceptually and methodologically away from native-speaker and prescriptive biases. Conceptually, we reconceived of additional-language development of gender marking as the use and evolution in the use of modifier gender, rather than improvement in accuracy. Methodologically, we introduced a new way of analyzing gender marking through a change in the dependent variable and we employed the multivariate analytical tools common in variationist SLA in order to explain the complex and systematic variability in the use of modifier gender. With variationist SLA, we were able to explain the intricacies in participants’ variable use of gender marking and how this variability changed over time. In sum, we believe that the new knowledge that emerged from the current study demonstrates that the variationist approach can be beneficially adapted in order to move SLA away, both conceptually and methodologically, from native-speaker and prescriptive biases, and we believe that it is worth considering other existing frameworks to see how they might also be valuable in contributing to this paradigm shift.
A second challenge we encountered in trying to move away from a native or prescriptive norm was whether we should assess whether participants were becoming more proficient with grammatical gender (i.e., language development) and if so, how we should go about this kind of assessment (cf. Birdsong and Gertken, 2013). The majority of research within SLA makes reference to language development, with greater proficiency generally considered to correspond to language use or knowledge that is more in line with native-speaker use or knowledge or with prescriptive descriptions. In our analysis, we were able to make observations about development over time but these observations were not connected to notions of proficiency. Indeed, we saw that the use of feminine modifiers increased after a year spent in a target-language environment and that the influence of noun ending on the use of modifier gender evolved over the course of 21 months. While these insights contribute to a better understanding of the use of feminine (versus masculine) modifiers, they do not allow us – and certainly they were not designed or intended to allow us – to speak in terms of improvement per se. This is in stark contrast to most SLA research in general and to previous research on grammatical gender marking in Spanish in particular, where proficiency assessment has been done by examinations of accuracy or targetlikeness. This type of approach perpetuates the comparison of additional-language speakers to a native-speaker or prescriptive baseline. If we lose that baseline, we are necessarily confronted with the question of what is meant by proficiency and how to assess it. One possible solution, according to Cook (2016) and Ortega (2017), that would allow the field to continue to make observations in terms of proficiency would be to use other additional-language or multilingual speakers as comparison (or baseline) groups, as long as the comparison does not perpetuate a deficit view of language acquisition.12 In other words, comparing the multilingual speakers in the current study to another group of multilingual speakers can be a way of assessing proficiency with grammatical gender marking. However, we believe that this too begs the question of what it means to be proficient even for a multilingual comparison group. More specifically, in the absence of a benchmark, how might one determine that another group of multilingual speakers is indeed more proficient than the group under study? If SLA continues to be interested in questions of proficiency and if the field moves away from native-speaker and prescriptive norms, we agree with researchers such as Piller (2002) that this presumably requires new conceptualizations of proficiency (see also Monteiro et al., 2018).
Yet another challenge we faced concerned the role that previous research, which was shaped by a native-speaker norm, should have in the current study. This came up in two ways. First, it has been common practice for research to refer to previous studies in order to identify and motivate the variables that are examined in subsequent investigations. We have followed suit with the current study. Our dependent variable of modifier gender stems from previous (target-oriented) research that has observed that additional-language participants are more accurate in marking grammatical gender with masculine nouns than feminine nouns. Furthermore, all of our independent variables had been investigated previously in work on grammatical gender (cf. Gudmestad et al., 2019). The advantage is that they are justified by past research. However, one might question this decision on at least two grounds. First, why might we believe that the same variables thought to influence targetlike use of gender marking would also be involved in explaining the use of modifier forms? Second, is not the reliance on previous (targetlike-oriented) research for the identification of variables a way of introducing native-speaker bias into a project that precisely set out to avoid such bias? With respect to this first question, we decided to examine these factors in the current study because the linguistic phenomenon under investigation was the same (i.e., grammatical gender marking), even though the object of study had shifted (i.e., modifier gender rather than targetlikeness). In other words, in the absence of previous research on modifier use to guide us, we hypothesized that factors thought to influence targetlike gender marking might also impact the variable use of modifier gender. With respect to the second question, in the current study, we considered that the potential to introduce native-speaker or prescriptive bias differed as a function of the independent variable in question. Namely, we differentiated between, on the one hand, the factors of noun gender and initial proficiency and, on the other, other factors identified in previous research. This was done precisely in order to move away from a native-speaker or prescriptive target. Although noun gender has been extensively studied in the previous (target-oriented) research on gender marking, prescriptive grammar rules dictate that noun gender is the sole feature that conditions the use of modifier gender and, aside from a small group of nouns whose gender differs by geographical area, native speakers do not appear to exhibit sociolinguistic variation in their use of gender marking (cf. Gudmestad et al., 2019). This suggests that native-speaker use is influenced by one factor alone – noun gender –, just as grammar rules prescribe. Thus, in order to carry out an analysis of gender marking that was not reliant on native-speaker and prescriptive biases, we decided not to include noun gender as a potential explanatory factor in our analysis because the results from this factor can be interpreted to represent a native-speaker or prescriptive norm. A similar motivation led us to exclude initial proficiency from the analysis. Although an initial proficiency score was obtained for each participant at the outset of the project using an elicited imitation task, such a score reflects the participants’ ability to imitate prescriptively accurate forms, including gendered forms. For this reason, the measure of (prescriptive) initial proficiency was excluded. Thus, the current analysis consisted only of factors that could be used to characterize language use without an implicit or explicit reference to a native-speaker or prescriptive standard. By relying on previous research to design the current study, one might suggest that our strategy for reform is one that Ortega (2017) would call “modest” and a more “ambitious” strategy would be a bottom-up one in which researchers conduct detailed, qualitative analyses of multilingual language use in order to identify emergent variables.
Additionally, we debated how or whether research that has attempted to move away from a native-speaker bias should make connections with previous work that was impacted by this bias. Again, it is common practice in SLA for researchers to make connections among investigations and to be explicit about how one study builds on existing knowledge. However, moving away from assessments of language that compare additional-language participants to native-speaker and prescriptive norms is a notable conceptual change. With such a change, how do researchers succeed in making connections between differently oriented analyses in order to build new knowledge or is it worthwhile to even make these comparisons? Or, does the field of SLA need to build an entirely parallel body of knowledge? Once again, we speculated that the extensive previous research provided a relevant starting point for the present investigation, in so far as prior studies informed our selection of the dependent variable and independent variables. Only subsequent research can show whether this is a justified position on our part. Importantly, we have not made explicit comparisons between the current study’s results and prior investigations because they are not on the same footing, due to the difference in the object of study (i.e., accuracy versus modifier gender). Nevertheless, we feel that this is an important issue that SLA needs to consider if this paradigm shift becomes more integrated into the field.
CONCLUSION
In the present investigation, we heeded the call for SLA research to depart from analyses that compare additional-language participants to native-speaker or prescriptive benchmarks. In so doing, we drew on strengths of an existing framework in the field – variationist SLA – in order to conduct an analysis of grammatical gender marking in Spanish that was independent from native-speaker and prescriptive targets. We shifted the object of study from accuracy to one that centered on additional-language participants’ use of gender-marked modifiers. The results revealed new observations about the acquisition of gender marking in additional-language Spanish. Specifically, the variable use of modifier gender was conditioned by both linguistic (noun ending, syllable number, and modifier type) and extra-linguistic (time and task) factors, and noun ending helped to explain changes along the developmental trajectory. The current study has also demonstrated that existing approaches to SLA research can be adapted in order to help the field move beyond its native-speaker bias. Moreover, we discussed some of the challenges that we encountered when attempting to integrate this conceptual and methodological change into research on a well-studied linguistic phenomenon. In order to encourage researchers to reflect on how to respond to calls to avoid native-speaker and prescriptive biases, we feel that it is important to identify challenges inherent in this paradigm shift, as well as potential solutions to the issues encountered. By publicly reflecting on these challenges, we hope to encourage further dialogue on these issues.
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FOOTNOTES
1We use this term to refer to any language learned after the first language (L1, cf. The Douglas Fir Group, 2016).
2A native-speaker target can either refer to an idealized norm or a target that reflects real-world language behavior of native speakers, whereas a prescriptive norm refers to an idealized norm. In the current article, we use both terms because the native-speaker target and prescriptive norm for grammatical gender marking in Spanish, the linguistic phenomenon under investigation, are largely identical (cf. Gudmestad et al., 2019).
3Research on language revitalization and new speakers has voiced similar concerns (e.g., O’Rourke et al., 2015) and addressed issues such as speaker motivation and identity construction (e.g., Nance et al., 2016).
4She began her analysis by examining four speaker groups together: Spanish L1 bilinguals, Catalan L1 bilinguals, a Spanish control group, and a Catalan control group.
5de Prada Pérez (2015), p. 125 coded a verb form “as ambiguous if it was morphologically ambiguous with another [grammatical-person] form”.
6Telicity refers to whether a predicate has an endpoint (Geeslin et al. (2012) p. 203).
7The three in-stay periods were collected five, nine and 12 months after the pre-stay data collection. Additionally, see Tracy-Ventura and Huensch (2018) for a presentation of later phases of the project.
8We have coded and analyzed a subset of the data-collection points and of the participants because the coding, which was done entirely by hand, was very labor intensive. Additionally, the three data-collection periods that we coded enabled us to make observations about possible change over the course of an academic year abroad (in-stay) and whether any changes held after the participants had returned home (post-stay).
9For the oral data, we relied on the transcripts provided online by the LANGSNAP team. After the transcription was completed initially, the transcripts were checked by at least one other member of the LANGSNAP team.
10In Gudmestad et al. (2019), our dataset consisted of more observations because we analyzed nouns that occurred once and those that occurred multiple times. This previous analysis did not include a random effect for noun type.
11See Murahata et al. (2016) for a methodological discussion within the multicompetence approach.
12On the basis of the present results, another possible avenue may be to explore development from the perspective of a move away from use characterized by default forms. In this case, greater proficiency would be defined as evolution from general reliance on default forms (such as masculine modifiers) towards greater use of non-default forms (such as feminine modifiers), as was the case between pre-stay and in-stay in the current study. Care would be needed, though, to make sure that the conceptualization and analysis of default forms is clearly distinct from notions of native-speaker and prescriptive norms.
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