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While L2 learners are less sensitive than native speakers to morphological structure in
general (e.g., Jiang, 2007; Neubauer & Clahsen, 2009) researchers disagree about the roles
different features of morphological systems play in determining the time course and accuracy
of their acquisition by L2 learners. Some studies suggest that L2 learners process
derivational morphemes in a more nativelike manner than inflectional ones (Silva &
Clahsen, 2008; Kirkici & Clahsen, 2013). Other research demonstrates accurate acquisition
of L2 inflectional morphology as well (Gor & Jackson, 2013; Hopp, 2010). To date, few
studies have directly compared L2 acquisition of inflectional and derivational morphology.
Arabic verbs exhibit a system of derivational morphology whose function in constraining
event structures allows for relatively direct comparison with inflectional morphemes at the
sentence level. Further, Arabic derivational morphemes are discontinuous; a triliteral root
interleaves with one of ten verbal templates to form every Arabic verb, as Figure 1 illustrates.
The current study brings evidence of sensitivity to both inflectional and derivational
sublexical structure during sentence reading in proficient L2 Arabic learners (N = 44) to bear
on the controversy surrounding the source(s) of the observed differences between L1 and L2
morphological behavior. A selfpaced reading task used anomalies in verbal inflection
(number agreement), verbal derivation (template morpheme), and verbal semantics to test
whether learners automatically access these features while reading.
Table 3 shows mean reading times (RTs) by language group, condition and region. We
analyzed these results using 4 ANOVAs, one for each sentence region, with Condition as a
withinsubjects factor and Language Group as a betweensubjects factor, revealing
significant main effects of Language Group (p < .001) in all sentence regions, of Condition (p
< .001) in the critical region and both spillover regions, and of the interaction between them
in the critical region only (p < .001). For ease of reference, Table 4 shows the results of
simple comparisons by language group, condition and region. In brief, all three anomaly
types slowed L2 participants’ reading times significantly in the critical region. L1 participants
responded to inflectional anomalies in the critical region, but derivational and semantic
anomalies in the spillover region.
This pattern of results accords with previous studies that found sensitivity to inflectional
morphology (Gor & Jackson, 2013; Hopp, 2010) during sentence processing in proficient L2
learners. Further, it adds evidence of L2 learners’ sensitivity to derivational morphology
during sentence processing, despite numerous typological differences between the target
language and the L1, specifically the Arabic verbal templates’ discontinuous forms and
abstract meanings.

Table 1. Discontinuous root and pattern morphemes in Arabic verbs

Table 1 Discontinuous morphemes
in Arabic verbal derivation

Table 2. Experiment conditions and example
stimuli

Example sentence
. ﺍﻟﻘﻠﻢ ﺍﺧﺘﻒ ﻓﻲ ﺍﻟﻌﺸﺐ ﺍﻟﻄﻮﻳﻞ٬ﺑﻌﺪ ﺃﻥ ﺳﻘﻂ ﻣﻦ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺍﻟﻄﺎﻭﻟﺔ
baʕda an saqatˤa min ʕala atˤa:wila, alqalam ixtafa fi: alʕuʃb atˤawi:l
after that fell from on the.table the.pencil disappeared in the.grass tall
After it fell from the table, the pencil disappeared in the tall grass.
Table 3. Mean reading times by sentence region and condition
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