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1. Introduction 
 

Accounts of second language (L2) acquisition that recognize a social dimension of language use 
have long been in existence and have received additional attention since the publication of the seminal 
work by Canale and Swain (1980), who argued that communicative competence in a L2 entails not 
only knowledge of the grammar of a language but also of how to organize discourse, make requests for 
clarification and use language appropriately in a given context (e.g., Li 2010; Mougeon, Nadasdi & 
Rehner 2010). In other words, it is agreed that a competent language user interprets language 
according to context and varies his or her own production based on features of the discourse setting 
(albeit subconsciously). Moreover, it is generally recognized that social contexts may affect the 
provision of input and/or feedback, language processing and sequences of development and it has been 
argued that cognitive models of development simply cannot ignore these facts (Firth & Wagner 1997, 
Tarone 2007). One approach to identifying and understanding the role of social factors in L2 learning 
and use comes from variationist linguistics. The potential contributions of this field include the ability 
to study cross-linguistic influence, provide a realistic view of the target, examine restructuring in L2 
grammars, and explore the process of moving beyond the classroom variety (Bayley & Preston 2008). 
The purpose of the current paper is to highlight some of the recent advances in variationist research on 
L2 Spanish and to provide a more detailed look at one particular case of such developments: the 
examination of the role that individual lexical items play in the use of variable structures, such as the 
copula contrast, by L2 speakers of Spanish. 

Research conducted within the variationist framework has examined a wide range of grammatical 
structures in L2 Spanish, including the copula contrast, mood contrast, forms of subject expression, 
object pronouns, the present progressive, the present perfect, forms of future time reference, 
intonation, the interdental fricative and /s/-weakening (see Geeslin 2011 for a detailed review).  
Clearly, one of the greatest developments in variationist research on L2 Spanish has been the rapid 
growth in this field of inquiry, which until recently was more limited to work on L2 French and 
English (see Geeslin & Gudmestad 2010 for a review). In addition, however, there are several 
substantial findings and methodological advances that merit attention. For example, research on L2 
acquisition of variable structures such as the copula contrast (Geeslin 2000, 2003), the mood contrast 
(Gudmestad 2012b), object pronouns (Geeslin, García-Amaya, Hasler Barker, Henriksen & Killam 
2010), differential object marking (Killam 2011) and the perception of aspiration (Schmidt 2011) has 
connected variationist research to mainstream research on the stages of L2 acquisition, demonstrating 
that variable structures are indeed acquired in a similar manner to those that are not variable. 
Additionally, this field has been bolstered by the inclusion of native speaker baselines which provide a 
more accurate view of the target toward which L2 learners are moving (e.g., Geeslin, García-Amaya, 
Hasler Barker, Henriksen & Killam 2010). Variationist studies have also served to move the field 
forward in the definition and operationalization of existing linguistic factors that serve to describe the 
use of variable structures. For example, Woolsey (2008) developed a methodology through which the 
effects of contexts of comparison on the copula contrast could be examined, Gudmestad and Geeslin 
(2010) explore competing definitions of the term ambiguity and show how these different types of 
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ambiguity affect forms of subject expression in distinct ways, and Gudmestad (2012a) provides a 
quantitative exploration of the effects of form regularity, which was not defined consistently across 
previous studies. Each of those investigations provides new information about the acquisition of 
variable structures as well as a model for applying the linguistic factor under examination in future 
studies of native or L2 use of that structure. Variationist research has also benefitted recently from 
advances in acoustic measurement technology (e.g., Henriksen, Geeslin & Willis 2010) and advances 
in statistical analysis (e.g., Gudmestad, House & Geeslin 2011). Finally, recent developments in the 
study of collocations in sociolinguistic research and lexical acquisition in L2 acquisition research have 
shed new light on the acquisition of the copula contrast in Spanish. It is this final case that is the focus 
of the current paper. We begin with a brief description of the copula contrast in Spanish and continue 
with a critical summary of the developments in both sociolinguistic research and second language 
acquisition research that inform the current investigation. A description of the methodology, analysis 
and results of the current study are then provided prior to discussing the implications of these findings 
for the body of research on L2 variation in Spanish as a whole. 

 
2. The research context 
 
 The copula contrast in Spanish is one of the most widely examined variable structures, both in 
first and second language use. Although certain functions of the copula are not variable, such as the 
use of estar ‘to be’ in the progressive forms (e.g., está hablando “he/she is talking”) and the use of ser 
‘to be’ to tell time (e.g., son las tres “it is three o’clock”), when the copula is used to fulfill the 
attributive function in the [copula + adjective] syntactic structure, there are a number of contexts in 
which both ser and estar are acceptable and the degree of acceptability of each may be determined by 
a range of social and linguistic factors. The attributive function refers to contexts where the copula 
connects a referent with an adjective and that adjective performs the function of qualifying, describing 
or characterizing the referent in some way. The contrast between copulas in these contexts is illustrated 
in example (1), where both ser and estar are acceptable although they may yield slightly different 
meanings for some speakers but not for others. 
 

(1) Marta es/está muy guapa 
Marta is (ser/estar) very attractive 

 
In fact, contemporary sociolinguistic studies have documented variability in the copula contrast in 

pre-adjectival contexts for US Spanish (Gutiérrez 2003; Salazar 2007; Silva-Corvalán 1994), Mexican 
Spanish (Gutiérrez 1992, 2003; Cortes-Torres 2004), several varieties of Peninsular Spanish (Geeslin 
& Guijarro-Fuentes 2008), Puerto Rican Spanish (Brown & Cortes-Torres 2012; Ortiz-López 2000) 
and Venezuelan Spanish (De Jonge 1993; Díaz-Campos & Geeslin 2011a,b; Malaver 2000). Together, 
these studies have contributed to our understanding of the factors that predict use of estar, the path 
along which use of estar has been extended, and the relative importance of additional factors such as 
language contact on the copula contrast. For example, we know that an individual frame of reference 
(i.e., when the referent is compared to itself at another point in time) is a highly effective predictor of 
the use of estar (Geeslin 2003; Gutiérrez 2003; Silva-Corvalán 1994). We further know that certain 
adjective classes, such as size, physical appearance, age, and evaluation favor the extension of the use 
of estar, even though many of these contexts were formerly limited to ser (Gutiérrez 1992; Silva-
Corvalán 1986). Additionally, it appears that the initial hypothesis that bilingualism accelerates 
language change (Silva-Corvalán 1986) does not hold across contact situations and may actually be an 
indication of the importance of other factors, such as access to the written standard (Geeslin & 
Guijarro-Fuentes 2008; Ortiz López 2000). This continually growing body of research on the copula 
contrast has explored a range of speech communities, many different linguistic variables and has 
employed differing methods of analysis. In general, however, the most recent research demonstrates 
several common features which ought to set the standard for future work in this area. For example, 
such studies analyze tokens according to function (i.e., attributive function) rather than seeking to 
demonstrate equivalent meaning within a given envelope of variation (see Geeslin 2011 or Geeslin & 
Gudmestad 2010 for discussion). Likewise, these studies analyze “use” of the copulas, rather than 
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“innovation” as determined by a single linguistic factor such as frame of reference (Brown & Cortés-
Torres 2012, Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes 2008). Finally, these studies recognize that the contexts 
where native speaker use is categorical are not determined by a single factor, or even a single 
combination of categories of several factors and, thus, the envelope of variation for this structure 
cannot be determined a priori (Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes 2007). The present review of recent 
sociolinguistic research on the copula contrast takes these assumptions as a starting point and focuses 
exclusively on those studies that have built on this foundation and explored the role of individual 
lexical items in native speaker variation in the copula contrast. 
 
2.1. Recent developments in native speaker variation in the copula contrast 
 

As stated in the previous review, recent research focuses on copula use in attributive contexts and 
examines variation, rather than innovation. One example of such a study is Díaz-Campos and Geeslin 
(2011a), who conducted a variationist analysis of interview data taken from the Estudio 
sociolingüístico de Caracas “The Sociolinguistic Study of Caracas” (Bentivoglio and Sedano 1987), 
which includes 30-minute interviews with speakers across several different socioeconomic classes, 
four different age groups and both genders. Their Goldvarb analysis showed that estar was used 25.8 
percent of the time and that the linguistic factors resultant state, adjective class, predicate type, 
experience with the referent, susceptibility to change and frame of reference, as well as the social 
factors age and socioeconomic level all contribute to the prediction of estar use, whereas the social 
factor gender did not. That study built on earlier work, such as Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes (2008) and 
Geeslin (2003), by extending variationist analyses based on contexts defined by function to a 
monolingual Spanish-speaking population and further confirmed the efficacy of this type of analysis.  

Brown & Cortés-Torres (2012) also followed this model while at the same time moving the field 
forward by addressing the degree to which individual adjectives actually participated in the variability 
found in previous analyses. Their analysis of interview data from 31 Puerto Rican Spanish speakers 
yielded 2566 tokens of the [copula + adjective] structure. In addition to confirming the predictive value 
of the variables explored in previous research (i.e., susceptibility to change, frame of reference, 
experience with the referent, adjective class, gender and degree of bilingualism), they analyzed the 
degree to which frequent individual adjectives exhibited co-occurrence with ser and estar. Unlike the 
oft-cited research by Mesa Alonso, Domínguez Herrera, Padrón Sánchez, and Morales Aguilera 
(1993), who stated that a full 80 percent of all adjectives show variability with ser and estar, Brown 
and Cortés-Torres (2012) found that only 16 percent of the adjectives in their corpus occurred with 
both ser and estar. Their analysis provided a list of adjectives that co-occurred with ser and estar and 
which were used twenty or more times in the corpus. These adjectives along with the rates at which 
they occurred with estar are summarized in Table 1.  
 
Table One. Adjectives that co-occurred with both copulas in Brown and Cortés-Torres (2012) 

Rate of Occurrence with Estar Adjectives in this Category 
Less than 25%  fuerte “strong”, grande “big”, chiquito “small”, difícil “difficult”, 

nuevo “new”, diferente “different” 
Between 26 and 50% lindo “pretty”, igual “equal”, caro “expensive”, raro “rare”, 

tranquilo “calm”, bonito “pretty”, bueno “good” 
Between 51 and 75% flaco “skinny”, gordo “fat”, rico “rich”, loco “crazy”, malo “bad” 
More than 75% brutal “brutal”, seguro “certain” 
 

What is clear from the results of Brown & Cortés-Torres (2012) is that variation in their corpus 
was found in a relatively small group of highly frequent adjectives. One also notes that these adjectives 
were nearly entirely linked to evaluative descriptions. These findings signal the importance of looking 
at collocations, or the co-occurrence of individual lexical adjectives with the copular verbs in order to 
better understand the degree to which variation between ser and estar occurs. 

In a related study, Geeslin (forthcoming) analyzed interview data collected from 16 US-based 
Spanish-speaking bilinguals from a variety of countries of origin. The analysis included 764 [copula + 
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adjective] tokens and, in addition to exploring the degree to which variation was found at the level of 
individual lexical items, the study also sought to corroborate previous a priori coding schemes 
designed to classify adjectives according to the degree to which they allow variation between ser and 
estar. Examples of linguistic factors which classify the degree to which a given adjective allows co-
occurrence with both copular verbs include Silva-Corvalán’s (1986) Semantic Transparency, which 
distinguished adjectives that could only be paired with one copula from those that allowed a contrast 
(see also Silva-Corvalán 1994; Geeslin 2002).  The variable further distinguishes adjectives that 
created very subtle meaning differences when combined with ser and estar from those that led to 
complete meaning changes or, in the opposite case, were nearly synonymous. A second example is 
Geeslin’s (2003) Copulas Allowed, which maintained the categories ser required and estar required 
but collapsed the three contexts where a contrast was possible into a single category for all variable 
adjectives (see also Geeslin 2005; Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes 2007, 2008). Although logically flawed 
because these variables determined the degree of variability an adjective permitted prior to the analysis 
of the data, these variables were also highly significant in predictive models, leading Geeslin 
(forthcoming) to argue that the degree of accuracy of such classifications warranted further attention. 
Her analysis showed that of the 764 tokens analyzed, 204 included adjectives that were used only once 
in the corpus. In the remaining tokens, it was shown that only 26 adjectives were used 5 or more times 
and only 9 of these 26 occurred with both ser and estar in the corpus.  These 9 adjectives included the 
lexical items abierto ‘open’, casado ‘married’, difícil ‘difficult’, feliz ‘happy’, grande ‘big’, ingenuo 
‘naïve’, mejor ‘better’, seguro ‘certain/safe’ and tranquilo ‘calm’, and constituted only 5 percent of the 
total adjectives in the corpus and 40 percent of the frequent adjectives.  Thus, Like Brown and Cortés-
Torres (2012), Geeslin (forthcoming) found that the previously projected number of adjectives that 
allow variability was likely far too high. Moreover, her analysis of the classification of each adjective 
according to earlier factors, such as Semantic Transparency and Copulas Allowed, as compared to 
actual patterns of co-occurrence in her corpus, demonstrated that such classifications made incorrect 
predictions, including not only adjectives that were predicted to co-occur and did not, but also 
adjectives that were less conservative than predicted. Although the former could be explained as 
simply a consequence of the task in that certain tasks are unlikely to elicit all uses of every adjective, 
the latter cannot. Finally, a comparison of the patterns of co-occurrence between Brown and Cortés-
Torres (2012) and Geeslin (forthcoming) showed several differences. While four of the frequent 
adjectives that occurred with both ser and estar are the same across studies, four more of the adjectives 
occurred with both copulas in the former but only with ser in the latter and a final adjective occurred 
with both in the former and with parecer ‘to seem’ and ser in the latter. Although we believe that 
many of these differences are likely the result of a much smaller token count in Geeslin (forthcoming), 
leading to fewer opportunities for the full range of use of individual adjectives to occur, these results 
also point to the possibility that different speech communities allow variation with different lexical 
items. This, of course, provides further demand for studies that examine patterns of use at the level of 
the adjective.  
 One final study that examined collocations of adjectives with ser and estar is Díaz-Campos & 
Geeslin (2011b).  Analyzing the same Caracas Corpus data as Díaz-Campos & Geeslin (2011a), these 
authors sought to determine the degree to which individual adjectives varied in attributive contexts and 
the role that frequency played in determining such variation. Additionally, they compared the factors 
that predicted copula choice in contexts where both copulas are allowed (as determined by actual 
analysis of the data) to those identified when all adjectives were included in the analysis. For the 1669 
tokens they analyzed, they found that 72 percent of those tokens were comprised of adjectives that 
only occurred with ser, 20 percent of the total tokens contained adjectives that occurred only with 
estar and 8 percent occurred with both. In other words, the number of adjectives that occurred with 
both copulas was lower than for those that did not demonstrate such variability. Of the total number of 
adjectives, 32 percent demonstrated co-occurrence with both copulas. Nevertheless, the rates of use of 
adjectives that occurred only with ser or only with estar were approximately 2 percent (2.1 and 2.3 
percent, respectively) whereas the adjectives that did occur with both copulas were used an average of 
11.9 times each, showing that variable adjectives were also used with much greater frequency than 
others. The list of adjectives that were produced with both ser and estar included bueno ‘good’, malo 
‘bad’, grande ‘big’, chévere ‘great’, chiquito ‘small’, pequeño ‘small’, tranquilo ‘calm’, bonito 
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‘pretty’, horrible ‘horrible’, barato ‘cheap’, igual ‘equal’, viejo ‘old’, tremendo ‘terrible/tremendous’, 
casado ‘married’, solo ‘alone’, joven ‘young’ and feo ‘ugly’, and an analysis of lexical frequency 
showed that the percentage of adjectives that occurred with both copulas was significantly higher for 
high frequency adjectives than for low frequency adjectives. Finally, the regression analysis performed 
in Goldvarb that was limited to only those adjectives that were produced with both ser and estar 
demonstrated superior log likelihood and model significance to models that contained all [copula + 
adjective] tokens. Thus, these results were consistent with previous studies that showed that the 
number of adjectives that demonstrated co-occurrence with both copular verbs was smaller than 
previously predicted and that the lexical items that co-occur were highly frequent and may have 
differed from one speech community to another (as compared to the previously reviewed studies). As a 
whole, this body of research shows that variables or methods of analysis based on expected norms or 
patterns of co-occurrence are inferior in accuracy Geeslin (forthcoming) and predictive power (Díaz-
Campos & Geeslin 2011b) to those that are based on empirical data from the actual corpus under 
analysis and that the number of adjectives that participate in variation may be more limited than 
previously thought. The implication of these findings is that much greater attention ought to be paid to 
individual lexical items in future studies of NS copula use.  

2.2. Variation in the copula contrast in L2 Spanish 
 
 The variationist framework has also been used extensively to analyze the use of copular verbs 
with adjectives (i.e., in attributive functions) among L2 learners of Spanish (see Briscoe 1995, 
Gunterman 1992, Ryan & Lafford 1992 and VanPatten 1987 for research on acquisition of all 
functions of the copula). In an early study, Geeslin (2000) elicited data using a guided interview, a 
picture-description task and a written contextualized questionnaire from 77 English-speaking learners 
of Spanish at 4 levels of proficiency, finding a gradual increase in the rates of use of estar over time as 
learners moved away from the exclusive use of ser to perform all functions and integrated estar into 
attributive contexts. The analysis also used a regression analysis to identify the predictive factors that 
contribute to estar use at each level. The factors examined in these models included adjective class, 
modality (i.e. degree of meaning contrast), animacy of the referent, susceptibility to change of the 
referent + adjective combination, dependence on experience, directionality, dynamicity, perfectivity, 
frame of reference and telicity, as each of these was found to be important in describing this contrast 
for NSs (Clements 1988, De Jonge 1993, Delbecque 1997, De Mello 1979, Falk 1979, Gutiérrez 1992, 
1994, Lema 1992, 1995, 1996, Luján 1981, Navas Ruíz 1963, Roldán 1974a, 1974b, Sanz & González 
1995, Schmitt 1992, Silva-Corvalan 1986, 1994 and Vañó-Cerdá 1982). The results from the 
predictive models identified some factors that were significant across all levels, others that were less 
effective in describing change (and have since been dropped from more recent studies), and some 
factors that showed clear change over time. For example, the factor susceptibility to change was 
significant in predicting use of estar at lower levels of proficiency whereas frame of reference was 
significant at the higher levels. 
 Since that early study, this research has been extended in a variety of directions, including the 
study of higher proficiency levels (Geeslin 2003), learners with first languages other than English 
(Cheng, Lu & Giannakouros 2008; Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes 2005, 2006a), additional linguistic 
variables (e.g., Geeslin 2003), the in-depth examination of particular linguistic constraints (Woolsey 
2008), and task-based variation (Geeslin 2006; Geeslin & Gudmestad 2008). In addition, analyses of 
the frequency of use of estar and the predictors of that use have been complemented by detailed 
investigations of the contexts in which variation occurs, for both NSs and NNSs. For example, Geeslin 
(2001) addressed the contrast between obligatory and variable contexts in an analysis of data from 72 
English-speaking learners of Spanish at four levels of proficiency and 10 NSs of Spanish from five 
different countries of origin. NS responses on a 15-item written contextualized task were used to 
identify obligatory contexts (those where response was unanimous) and variable contexts (those where 
NSs did not agree unanimously) and the learner data were then evaluated to determine average 
accuracy rates for each proficiency level in the obligatory contexts. Learners at the lowest level 
actually showed a higher accuracy rate (68 percent) in contexts that unanimously elicited ser from the 
NSs than learners at higher levels (e.g., Level 4 showed 52 percent accuracy.). In contrast, contexts in 
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which NSs unanimously selected estar had a 45 percent accuracy rate at the lowest proficiency level 
and a 58 percent accuracy rate at the highest level. Thus, Geeslin (2001) showed that estar-required 
contexts were better indicators of development over time than the ser-required contexts because of the 
initial overgeneralization of ser. In a related study, Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes (2006b) examined 
longitudinal data from seven absolute beginners and found that the greatest changes in rates of use of 
estar actually occurred in the variable contexts, rather than the estar-required or ser-required contexts 
on their written instrument. Finally, Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes (2007), which is based on data from 
11 Portuguese-speaking learners of Spanish, 19 NSs of Spanish and 11 NSs of Portuguese tested in 
Portuguese compared the unanimous and variable items across participant groups. They found that the 
learners were more variable in their responses than the NSs of either background. Each context was 
also coded for the independent linguistic variables predicate type, susceptibility to change, adjective 
class, frame of reference, animacy, experience with the referent and copulas allowed in order to assess 
whether or not obligatory contexts shared a certain group of features. The analysis of the linguistic 
variables demonstrated that obligatory contexts could not be defined as consistently possessing a 
certain list of characteristics because no combination of the categories of these variables was always 
present in a given type of context. In other words, it was shown to be impossible to determine whether 
a context is variable based only on the linguistic constraints present in that context and prior to 
analysis of NS data. 
 Of the developments in recent sociolinguistic research, some have been incorporated into research 
on L2 acquisition and use of the copulas. For example, Geeslin & Gudmestad (2010) adopt the 
approach of defining their tokens for analysis by function (i.e., attributive contexts) and all of the 
studies cited here analyze use rather than innovation (or precision, as it might be termed among 
NNSs). What this work has not done, however, is to explore the role of individual lexical items in L2 
variation, even though Brown and Cortés-Torres (2012), Geeslin (forthcoming) and Díaz-Campos and 
Geeslin (2011b) have all shown that for NSs the analysis at the level of the lexical item is profitable 
and, we know more generally, that models of frequency and lexical diffusion posit that language 
change does not affect all items in a grammar at the same time. This void in the L2 literature is even 
more serious because of the fact that research on obligatory and variable contexts has demonstrated 
that no generalizable linguistic constraint examined to date serves to identify contexts of potential 
variability (Geeslin & Guijarro-Fuentes 2007). Moreover, research on L2s other than Spanish has 
shown that constructs such as lexical density and lexical deployment have an important relationship to 
development in L2s. In fact, Zyzik and Gass (2008) suggested several years ago that vocabulary 
development is likely an important part of understanding variation in the [copula + adjective] structure. 
Given the exciting research taking place on individual lexical items and NSs copula use, the current 
study was designed to apply this same line of analysis to L2 data. 
 
3. The current study 
 
 The recent developments in sociolinguistic research on the copula contrast showing the 
importance of analyses of co-occurrence at the level of individual lexical items as well as the more 
general developments in lexical acquisition in second languages, motivate the current study whose 
goal is to move research on the second language acquisition of variation in the copula contrast in these 
same directions. The current research will provide an analysis of the occurrence of adjectives with ser, 
estar and any other copular verb that appears in the [copula + adjective] attributive context, in 
interview data produced by highly advanced non-native speakers in order to determine whether the 
extent of variation present at the level of individual lexical items is yet another source of difference 
between highly advanced NNSs and NSs of Spanish. Specifically, the current study will answer the 
following research questions: 
 
1. How many adjectives do NNSs of Spanish produce in a 30-minute interview?  
 a. How many of these adjectives occur only with ser? 
 b. How many of these adjectives occur only with estar? 
 c. How many of these adjectives occur with both ser and estar? 

 
2. How do the patterns of use for NNSs compare to those for NSs? 
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The first research question will be answered by analyzing data from a group of 16 NNSs of 
Spanish, who will be described in greater depth in the following sections. The second research 
question will be answered by comparing the findings of the current analysis with that reported for NSs 
in Geeslin (forthcoming), and to a lesser degree, to the findings reported for Brown and Cortés-Torres 
(2012) and Díaz-Campos and Geeslin (2011b). The reader will be reminded of the relevant details of 
each of those studies where appropriate. 
 
3.1. Participants 
 
 The participants in the current study are 16 graduate-level English-speaking learners of Spanish. 
The group includes 10 males and 6 females who range in age from 22 to 35 years of age (mean = 
26.4). These highly advanced second language speakers of Spanish have all spent time in a Spanish-
speaking country and their average length of stay is 18.1 months (range = 3 months – 11 years), 
although this average is reduced to 9.7 months when the one speaker who spent 11 years abroad is 
removed from the calculation. Additionally, these learners have an average of 8.6 years of formal 
study of the Spanish language (range = 3-17 years) and all were currently employed as instructors of 
Spanish at the time of the study. Participants scored between 16 and 25 points on a 25-point 
proficiency test (to be described below) and represent a range of relatively advanced proficiencies. 
This group of learners represents a highly-functional, highly-motivated learner population with a wide 
range of experiences, both domestic and abroad, that make-up their language acquisition history. All 
participants in the study had regular, daily contact with the Spanish language and were part of a 
bilingual speech community that also includes NSs of Spanish from a variety of countries of origin, 
including Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Spain, United States (Puerto Rico & the 
Southwest) and Uruguay.  

In order to answer the second research question, data elicited from the participants in the current 
study will be compared to data elicited from a NS group from this same speech community, the 
analysis of which is reported in Geeslin (forthcoming). This NS group is divided evenly between males 
and females (total N=16) and ranges in age from 24 to 37 years. These native speakers scored between 
22 and 25 points on the same 25-item proficiency task administered to the NNSs (average = 23.6). 
This group represents educated speech from a variety of countries of origin which may have been 
influenced by contact with English and/or contact with other dialects of Spanish. Despite the likely 
influence of these factors, this is a more appropriate target group for the highly advanced learners in 
this study because (1) these are the speakers with whom the NNSs are in contact, (2) monolingualism 
is not a reasonable target for second language learners because they are acquiring a second language 
rather than replacing the first, and (3) the NNSs in the current study have contact with a range of 
varieties of Spanish and the arbitrary selection of a single monolingual speech community would not 
be profitable for the purposes of the current analysis. 
 
3.2. Elicitation tasks 
 
 Each of the participants completed the same three activities. The first task was a detailed 
background questionnaire from which the previous description was taken.  The second task was a 25-
item proficiency exam with a multiple-choice response format and items covering a range of discrete-
point formal properties of Spanish grammar. Each item was contextualized as part of a story (see the 
Appendix for a sample item). As reported earlier, not all NSs scored 100 percent on this test so it is 
likely that despite the attempt to survey formal properties, some of these structures are indeed variable. 
The final task was a sociolinguistic interview conducted by two research assistants, one male and one 
female, from Spain and Latin America, respectively. The list of interview questions was the same for 
each participant although interviewers followed the interest of the participants with follow-up 
questions and conversation. Interviewers tried to limit their contributions to the content to the degree 
possible. Sample topics covered in the interview include plans for the future, opinion questions and 
recounting of recent and past experiences (see the Appendix for sample questions). Each interview 
lasted approximately 30 minutes and was digitally recorded in a language laboratory. 
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3.3. Analysis 
 
 The interview data were transcribed from the digital recording and then checked by at least one 
other researcher. In most cases a third research assistant, a NS of Spanish, was hired to triple check the 
accuracy of the transcription. Next, each [copula + adjective] structure that fulfilled an attributive 
function was identified for analysis. For each token, the researcher noted the copula that was used and 
the adjective used. Next a total token count and total number of adjective counts were calculated for all 
adjectives, those used only one time, those used two or more times, those used 3 or more times, and 
those used 5 or more times. This last category will be referred to as ‘frequent’ adjectives and will be 
the basis of the additional analyses. The last step of the analysis was to look at the collocations for all 
frequent adjectives, noting which of the copular verbs appeared with each.  The results of this analysis 
are summarized below and then compared to the results of an identical analysis of NS data (reported in 
Geeslin (forthcoming)). 
 
4. Results 
 
 As stated in the preceding description of the analysis, each [copula + adjective] token was 
identified and the adjective and its collocations with the copular verbs were noted. This section begins 
with a presentation of the results of the analysis of all adjectives and then continues with the results of 
the analysis of collocations with frequent adjectives (i.e., those that were used 5 or more times by the 
NNSs). Following the presentation of the original analyses of the NNS data, a second sub-section will 
repeat the results for the NSs in Geeslin (forthcoming) on the same tasks and compare those results to 
the patterns of use for NNSs. 
 
4.1. Results for NNSs 
 
 Once each [copula + adjective] token was identified, calculations were made to find the total 
token count, the number of adjectives used only once in the corpus, the number used two or more 
times, the number of adjectives used 3 or more times, and the number of adjectives used 5 or more 
times. The total number of tokens in each of these categories was divided by the total number of 
adjectives in each category in order to calculate the average rates of use of each adjective in that 
category. An adjective was considered to be the same regardless of gender or number markings found 
on the lexical stem. The percentage of the total corpus represented by tokens in each category was also 
calculated. The results of this analysis are summarized in Table Two. 
 
Table Two. Summary of rates of use of adjectives for NNSs 

 Token count Adjective count % of corpus Rate of use 
Total tokens 611 236 100 2.59 
Adjectives used only once 145 145 23.7 1 
Adjectives used 2 or more times 466 91 76.3 5.12 
Adjectives used 3 or more times 396 56 64.8 7.07 
Adjectives used 5 or more times 282 24 46.2 11.75 

 
 Table Two shows that a total of 611 [copula + adjective] tokens were used in attributive contexts 
in the interview data elicited from the 16 advanced learners of Spanish. Additionally, a total of 236 
different lexical adjectives occurred, meaning that each adjective was used approximately two and a 
half times. One further notes that only 23.7 percent of the corpus contains tokens with adjectives that 
occurred only once and the group that contains the most frequent adjectives, those used at least five 
times, constitutes nearly half of the total tokens in the interview data. Another striking result is that in 
this last category of frequent adjectives the average rate of use is actually well above 5, at nearly 12 
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times per adjective. This shows that the adjectives used most often in the corpus are used with a 
notably higher frequency than those in the other categories.  

This group of highly frequent adjectives was further analyzed to determine the collocations with 
the different copular verbs. In addition to ser and estar, adjectives occurred in attributive contexts with 
parecer ‘to seem’ and sentir ‘to feel’ and these are included in the analysis of co-occurrence between 
adjectives and copulas. A distinction is made, however, between adjectives that occur with both ser 
and estar and those that occur with ser or estar and another copular verb, as this is not typically the 
variation that is the focus of sociolinguistic research. Thus, those adjectives that occurred only with ser 
or estar are listed as such and then listed a second time if they occurred with additional copulas. The 
results of this portion of the analysis are summarized in Table Three, which shows the 24 frequently-
occurring adjectives, their English translations and the number of times and copulas with which they 
occurred. When an adjective occurred with more than one copula the additional counts are noted in 
parentheses. 
 
Table Three. Summary of frequent (5 or more uses) adjectives and occurrence with copulas 

Copular verb Adjectives used with copula  Translation  Count 
Ser only  Bonito Pretty 5 
 Bueno Good 18 (+1 parecer) 
 Diferente Different 12 
 Difícil Difficult 54 
 Fácil Easy 21 
 Grande Big 7 (+1 parecer) 
 Importante Important 35 
 Ingenuo Naive 8 
 Inteligente Intelligent 6 
 Interesante Interesting 11 
 Malo Bad 6 
 Nativo Native 4 (+1 parecer) 
 Pequeño  Small 5 
 Posible Possible 9 
 Tonto  Foolish 6 
Estar only  Acostumbrado Accustomed  5 
 Contento Content 5 
 Dispuesto Available/willing 7 
 Seguro  Certain 6 
 Nervioso Nervous 5 (+1 sentir) 
 Solo  Alone  6 (+1 sentir) 
Ser + estar  Amable  Friendly  6 (1 estar, 5 ser) 
 Mejor Better 9 (1 estar, 8 ser) 
 Feliz Happy  21 (9 estar, 12 ser) 
Parecer + ser Bueno  Good 1 (+18 ser) 
 Grande  Big 1 (+7 ser) 
 Nativo  Native  1 (+4 ser) 
Sentir + estar Nervioso  Nervous  1 (+5 estar) 
 Solo Alone 1 (+6 estar) 

 
 One of the most striking results shown in Table Three is that only three of the frequent adjectives 
occur with both ser and estar in the interview data. In other words, there are only 3 adjectives used 
five or more times that demonstrate the potential for variation in this corpus. In comparison with the 80 
percent figure cited for NSs (Mesa Alonso et al. 1993) prior to this line of inquiry, this is a notable 
contrast. Furthermore, although five other adjectives occur with ser or estar and another copular verb, 
these adjectives also show very limited variability because those adjectives that occur with parecer 
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only occur with ser and those that occur with sentir only occur with estar. In other words, there are no 
additional cases of co-occurrence with ser and estar and these adjectives. In looking at the count, it can 
be further seen that in most cases the adjectives that occur with more than one copula do so 
infrequently such that there is one preferred copula and alternatives are used quite infrequently. For 
example, although mejor is used with both ser and estar it occurs with the former 8 times and the latter 
only once (see below for a discussion of the link between this distribution and elicitation tasks).  Only 
the adjective feliz shows a more even split between occurrences with ser and estar.  Thus, for the 
frequently used adjectives in this interview data, variation at the level of the individual lexical item 
appears to be quite limited. 
 One might be curious as to whether this lack of variation is a characteristic of frequent adjectives 
and, thus, an analysis was also done to identify adjectives used between two and four times to see how 
many additional cases of co-occurrence were present in the data. Table Four summarizes the analysis 
of adjectives that occurred with more than one copula which were used less than five times each. 
 
Table Four. Summary of adjectives used two to four times that occur with more than one copula 

Copular verb Adjective  Translation  Count 
Ser + estar Accesible Accesible 1 ser (+1 estar) 
 Animado Animate/enthusiastic 1 ser (+1 estar) 
 concentrado Concentrated 1 ser (+1 estar) 
 Viejo Old 1 ser (+1 estar) 
 Abierto Open 3 ser (+1 estar) 
 Aislado Isolated 1 ser (+ 1 estar, +1 sentir) 
 Casado Married 1 ser ( + 3 estar) 
 Listo Ready/ intelligent 1 ser ( +3 estar) 
 Ocupado Occupied / busy 1 ser (+ 2 estar) 
 Pragmático Pragmatic 3 ser (+1 estar) 
 Tranquilo Calm 1 ser (+2 estar) 
Parecer + other Natural Natural 1 (+ 1 ser) 
 Normal Normal 1 (+ 3 ser) 
Sentir + other Inútil Useless 1 (+ 1 ser) 
 Saludable Healthy 1 (+ 1 ser) 
 Aislado Isolated  1 (+1 ser, + 1 estar) 
 Estresado Stressed (out) 2 (+ 2 estar) 
 Relajado Relaxed  2 (+ 1 ser) 

 
 The data summarized in Table Four do suggest that in a larger corpus there would be a greater 
number of adjectives that demonstrate co-occurrence with both ser and estar. This is because although 
it would be possible that in a larger corpus the adjectives used between two and four times would not 
be used with greater frequency and only the highly frequent adjectives would have greater rates of 
occurrence, this seems unlikely. Thus, with additional participants or longer conversations about the 
same topics, it appears that several other adjectives would be added to the group of adjectives that 
permit alternation between copulas. One other observation can be made about this group of adjectives. 
In cases where there are only two uses of an adjective, little can be said about overall tendencies, but in 
those cases where an adjective was used three or four times, it appears that several of these adjectives 
are actually more often used with estar than with ser. This contrasts with the adjectives used five or 
more times reported in Table Three and may suggest that there are important differences between these 
groups. For example, adjectives such as listo actually change meaning when contrasted with ser and 
estar and, thus, are not likely to be in true variation in the sense that both are used to fulfill the same 
function. Nevertheless, there are adjectives such as tranquilo and pragmático in this group that are 
very much like the more frequently used adjectives amable and feliz in that they describe a personal 
characteristic. Thus, although future studies would need to confirm this hypothesis with larger data 
sets, it does appear that there are additional adjectives that would join the ranks of variable adjectives 
in a larger corpus. One final observation is possible looking at these slightly less frequent adjectives. 
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That is that there appears to be a difference between sentir and parecer that was not evident only with 
the most frequently used adjectives in that parecer occurs only with adjectives that occur with ser, 
whereas sentir is used with adjectives that are also paired with ser or estar or both. The potential of 
sentir to be paired with adjectives that also occur with ser was not present in the analysis of most 
frequently used adjectives alone. 
 
4.2. Comparison to NS use in Geeslin (forthcoming) 
 
 It will be recalled that in addition to seeking to examine the patterns of use of adjectives with the 
copular verbs among learners, the current study was also designed to evaluate NNS use in light of the 
tendencies already found for NSs in a variety of speech communities.  Because the NS data from 
Geeslin (forthcoming) were available for the current analysis, we begin here with a presentation of the 
findings of that study in comparison to those from the current study in order to assess the similarities 
and differences between NSs and NNSs on the same interview task. Table Five summarizes the results 
for overall token counts, adjective counts and rates of adjective use for all tokens in the interview data 
as well as for varying levels of frequency of use. The results presented in Table Two are repeated here 
for the ease of comparison. 
 
Table Five. Summary of frequency of use of adjectives for NNSs and NSs 

 Token count Adjective count % of corpus Rate of use 
 NSs NNSs NSs NNSs NSs NNSs NSs NNSs 
Total tokens 764 611 329 236 100 100 2.3 2.59 
Adjectives 
used once 

204 145 204 145 26.7 23.7 1 1 

Adjectives 
used 2+  times 

560 466 125 91 73.3 76.3 4.48 5.12 

Adjectives 
used 3+ times 

436 396 61 56 57.1 64.8 7.15 7.07 

Adjectives 
used 5+ more  

314 282 26 24 41.1 46.2 12.08 11.75 

 
 Table Five demonstrates several similarities between the highly advanced NNSs in the current 
study and NSs of Spanish in the same speech community on the same task. For example, while the 
NSs have 26 adjectives that are used five or more times, the NNSs have 24 and, taking into account the 
slightly smaller token count for the latter group, this leads to nearly identical rates of use among these 
frequently-used adjectives (i.e., 12.08 vs. 11.75). Likewise, these highly frequent adjectives constitute 
just over 40 percent of the total token count for both groups of speakers. These same tendencies appear 
to hold true even when looking at adjectives used three or more times. As one moves up the table 
toward adjectives used two or more times a subtle shift is noted in that the rates of use for the NNSs 
are very slightly higher than for the NSs, which is the opposite of the direction of the difference for 
more frequent adjectives. It is important to note that these differences are not likely to be significant 
for any of these categories of frequency. Looking at the adjectives used only once, we note the greatest 
differences between the NSs and NNSs in the number of adjectives and the rates of use, where NNSs 
have a less diverse lexical inventory than the NSs. Nevertheless, when the token counts are considered 
we find only a three percent difference in the amount of the total dataset between groups. In other 
words, while it is the case that NSs use more adjectives overall than the NNSs, when the slightly lower 
token count of the NNSs is accounted for, there is very little difference between groups. This may be 
best seen in the overall rates of use where NSs use adjectives an average of 2.3 times each and NNSs 
use each adjective an average of 2.59 times. In other words, NSs tend to have slightly more adjectives 
and use them slightly less than the NNSs.  Nevertheless, these differences are quite small and not 
likely to be statistically significant. 
 A final means of comparison between NSs and NNSs is the set of adjectives used most frequently 
in the interview and the patterns of co-occurrence of those adjectives. The 24 adjectives used by NNSs 
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5 or more times and the 26 adjectives used by NSs five or more times are listed in Table Six and 
categorized according to the copular verbs with which they occurred. The adjectives in regular type are 
unique to each group, those in italics are the same for each group, both in terms of their frequency of 
use and the collocations found in the analysis, and those adjectives in bold face represent adjectives 
that were used five or more times by both groups of speakers but with different patterns of use. The 
adjectives that occurred with parecer and sentir as well as with any other copular verb are reported 
twice in the table. 
 
Table Six. Summary of frequent (5+ uses) adjectives and occurrence with copulas for NSs and NNSs 

 Adjectives used with each copula 
Copular 
verb 

Non-native speakers Native speakers 

Ser only  Bonito, bueno, diferente, difícil, fácil, 
grande, importante, ingenuo, 
inteligente, interesante, malo, nativo, 
pequeño, posible, tonto  

Bueno, capaz, chico, diferente, duro, fuerte, 
fácil, importante, interesante, malo, moreno, 
nativo, pequeño, posible, sociable  

Estar 
only  

Acostumbrado, contento, dispuesto, 
seguro, nervioso, solo 

Contento, dividido  

Ser + 
estar  

Amable, mejor, feliz  Abierto, casado, difícil, feliz, grande, 
ingenuo, mejor, seguro, tranquilo  

Parecer  Ser: bueno, grande, nativo  Ser: diferente, pequeño, interesante; Both: 
ingenuo  

Sentir  Estar: nervioso, solo  Both: feliz  
 
 Table Six shows that the largest number of adjectives used five or more times by either group 
occurred exclusively with ser, or with ser and parecer only. One difference between the NSs and the 
NNSs is that there are a greater number of adjectives that can be seen to allow use with ser and estar 
among the NS group, whereas the NNSs appear to be more conservative in this regard. This is further 
confirmed by the fact that three of the four adjectives that are shown in bold in the both category for 
the NSs (i.e., those that were frequently used by both groups but classified differently according to 
collocations), were used exclusively with ser by the NNSs. In other words, where variation with estar 
is allowed under certain circumstances for the NSs, the NNSs do not exhibit such variability. One 
other difference shown for the NSs is that in the case of both parecer and sentir, there is one adjective 
that occurs with both copulas as well. It will be recalled that even when slightly less frequently-used 
adjectives were included in the analysis for NNSs, that parecer was only paired with adjectives that 
also occurred with ser, rather than with estar or both. Given this comparison, in conjunction with the 
slight differences demonstrated for lexical diversity in Table Five, it appears that another source of 
difference between highly advanced NNSs and NSs is in the degree to which variability is 
demonstrated among frequently-used adjectives. These findings will be summarized and their 
implications assessed in the section that follows. 
 
5. Discussion 
 
 It will be recalled that the current study was designed to answer two research questions. The first 
sought to assess the range of adjectives produced in a 30-minute interview by highly advanced NNSs 
of Spanish and to identify the copulas with which each lexical adjective occurred. The second research 
question guided the comparison between this group of NNSs and the NSs analyzed in previous 
research in order to determine whether lexical diversity of adjectives or patterns of co-occurrence 
could be said to contribute to differences between NSs and NNSs even at this high level of proficiency. 
The first set of analyses showed that just over 20 percent of the total tokens produced in the NNS 
interview data contained adjectives that were used only once and their overall average rate of use was 
about 2 and one-half times per adjective. An analysis of the most frequently-used adjectives, those 
used five or more times, showed that these frequent adjectives were used nearly twelve times each and 
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that this group of adjectives constituted just over 40 percent of the total tokens. Further analysis 
showed that of the 24 adjectives used five or more times, only three demonstrated co-occurrence with 
both ser and estar (amable, mejor, and feliz).  All other adjectives occurred only with one or the other, 
or with parecer or sentir and one other copular verb. In sum, highly advanced NNS interviews are 
characterized by a relatively wide range of lexical adjectives (a total of 236 different adjectives), very 
frequent use of a small subset of those adjectives (24 adjectives used an average of 11.75 times each), 
and very little evidence of variation between ser and estar at the level of the individual lexical item 
(only 3 adjectives even occurred with both copulas across the entire NNS corpus). 
 The previous analysis reported in Geeslin (forthcoming) of interview data from NSs in the same 
speech community as the NNSs analyzed in the current project allows for a comparison between these 
highly advanced NNSs and NSs of Spanish. It was shown that the NSs used slightly more adjectives 
and therefore had slightly lower overall rates of use of individual lexical adjectives but that these 
differences were quite small. Likewise, the number of frequently-used adjectives and rates of use of 
those adjectives for both groups were very similar (NSs produced 26 adjectives five or more times and 
used these adjectives an average of 12.08 times each). The only true difference between NSs and 
NNSs in this speech community appears to be the degree to which these highly frequent adjectives co-
occur with both ser and estar. While the NNSs had only three frequently-used adjectives that exhibit 
this pattern, the NSs produced 9 different frequently-used adjectives with both ser and estar. 
Moreover, they also showed that adjectives that can be paired with parecer or sentir can also be paired 
with both copulas, a pattern that was not found among NNSs. In sum, the comparison of NSs and 
NNSs revealed that while lexical diversity is not likely to be an important distinction between groups, 
the degree to which variation is permitted at the level of the individual lexical item may be. 
 This possible difference between NSs and NNSs has important implications for the way we study 
the development of second languages. It is generally accepted that early stages of language acquisition 
are characterized by one-to-one associations between a given form and a given meaning (Andersen 
1984). For example, L2 learners of Spanish associate the preterit forms with accomplishment verbs 
and this is the context in which they first emerge (Cadierno 2000; Liskin-Gasparro 2000). As 
development continues, learners begin to make more subtle distinctions between contexts and also to 
recognize that a single form can fulfill multiple functions and a single function may be fulfilled by 
more than one form. Such is the case of the attributive function in Spanish where the [copula + 
adjective] structure may be filled with either ser or estar, and where in several cases both copulas are 
permissible with the same adjective and the choice between the two forms is complex and influenced 
by linguistic and social factors. Thus, in order to acquire a variable structure in a L2, a learner must not 
only recognize that multiple forms may fulfill a given function but also that the selection of these 
forms is a complex phenomenon which may be variable for some speakers and is determined by 
multiple social and linguistic factors. The comparison of NSs and NNSs in the current study suggests 
that learners may acquire a lexical item (i.e., a vocabulary word) and learn to use that word invariably, 
even at very high levels of proficiency and, that the knowledge that a particular lexical item permits 
variation may be acquired quite late. This result is consistent with research on variable structures in 
other second languages, such as French (e.g., Mougeon et al. 2010) and Chinese (e.g., Li 2010), which 
has shown that NNSs are often more conservative (i.e., show less variability or use of non-standard 
forms) than their NS counterparts. Taken along with previous research, the findings in the current 
study further suggest an exciting new direction for research on variable structures where lexical 
development is charted across proficiency levels in relation to variability and where analyses of 
individual lexical items provide new insights into the development of variation in L2s. 
 When casting a wider net and comparing the NSs and NNSs in the speech community examined 
here to those in other speech communities, two other issues arise that are worthy of consideration. The 
first is the degree to which the frequently-used adjectives that demonstrate co-occurrence with ser and 
estar overlap from one speech community to another. When comparing the work from Brown & 
Cortés-Torres (2012) and Díaz-Campos & Geeslin (2011b) to the NSs analyzed in Geeslin 
(forthcoming), there are only two adjectives, grande and tranquilo, included in the group of frequently 
used adjectives that occur with both copulas common to all three corpora. When looking at only one of 
the other corpora and comparing them to the NSs analyzed here, there are only three adjectives 
common to each pair (adding casado for Díaz-Campos & Geeslin 2011b and difícil for Brown & 
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Cortés-Torres 2012). Furthermore, there are some adjectives which are clearly particular to certain 
geographic regions or speech communities, such as chévere in the Caracas corpus and brutal in the 
Puerto Rican dataset. Additionally, the rates of co-occurrence may also be an artifact of the speech 
community or the elicitation task itself. For example, one might expect a higher incidence of ‘está 
mejor’ than ‘es mejor’ in general but in the current corpus the types of comparisons made, such as 
between academic programs or teaching styles, leant themselves to greater use of ser. Despite these 
facts, it does appear that many of the adjectives belong to the category of ‘descriptions’, ‘personal 
traits’ or ‘evaluative comments’ and this semantic category may be useful to identify and refine as 
future studies are conducted. For now, however, the important insight to be drawn is that co-
occurrence with ser and estar may be a characteristic of a given lexical item but that the most 
frequently-used lexical items will vary from one speech community to another. The second issue that 
arises when looking at the frequently-used lexical items across speech communities is that this is not 
equivalent to looking at the frequency of a given lexical item in general.  The items that occur most 
often in a corpus may well be an indication of the speech community as already noted but they may 
also be a reflection of the task, topic of conversation or formality of the relationship between the 
interviewer and the participant, among other factors. For example, the adjectives most frequently used 
to describe Caracas and how it has changed over the years are not necessarily the same set that were 
used to describe academic life in the US, nor are they likely to be the same as the list of most frequent 
adjectives in Spanish overall. The implication of this fact is that looking at lexical frequency of a given 
adjective may provide additional insights into variability at the level of the adjective. This is something 
that was considered by Díaz-Campos and Geeslin (2011b), who found that adjectives with high lexical 
frequency showed greater rates of co-occurrence than less frequent adjectives, and is consistent with 
theories of language change that hypothesize that frequent lexical items are the starting-point for such 
changes (Bybee 2002, Phillips 2001). Thus, examining lexical frequency in general will likely provide 
additional insights for both NSs and NNSs of Spanish.  
 There is one final issue that must be addressed in discussing the results of the current study and 
that is the difference between co-occurrence and variation. In the current analysis, the reported results 
include those adjectives that occurred at least once with each copula. In other words, these are 
adjectives that permit co-occurrence. Using the definition of a token based on function, it can be said 
that in these contexts both copulas fulfilled the same function with the same adjective. Nevertheless, 
most would hesitate to claim that the mere fact of co-occurrence is evidence of variation. This is 
because at times the pairing of one copula or the other with an adjective leads to clear differences and 
would not be said to be a variable context. For example, the meaning change that occurs with listo 
(‘ready’ with estar and ‘intelligent’ with ser) gives this context a different status than the use of the 
adjective grande, which means ‘big’ when paired with either copula. Some would further argue that 
even when grande is used with estar in a context of comparison (i.e., an individual frame of reference) 
that this is not a case of a variable context because the use of estar is linked to the function/meaning of 
indicating comparison. The purpose of the current analysis is not to make a claim regarding the 
definition of variation but rather to identify those adjectives that may permit variation as evidenced by 
their use with both ser and estar in the interview data. In so doing, it is important to maintain the 
distinction between co-occurrence and variation because even adjectives that are used with both ser 
and estar may exist outside a true envelope of variation.  
 
6. Limitations and future directions 
 

The current project represents one of several expansions and developments in the field of L2 
variation in that it connects recent work on variation in the copula contrast among NSs of Spanish to 
progress in the field of L2 acquisition. Specifically, the degree to which individual adjectives permit 
variation in the [copula + adjective] structure among NSs can be seen to connect firmly to the recent 
push to explore the role of vocabulary acquisition and the individual lexical item in L2 acquisition. 
The current project is the first to examine the degree to which individual adjectives co-occur with ser 
and estar in oral interview data produced by highly advanced NNSs of Spanish. The results of the 
analysis showed that these NNSs exhibit lexical diversity similar to that of NSs on the same task and 
that the number of adjectives used frequently on this task is also similar, as are the rates of use of each 
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frequency-based classification of adjectives. The difference that was identified between groups is that 
the number of adjectives that occur with more than one copula was much smaller than for NSs, 
indicating less potential for variation on the part of the NNSs. This indicates that learners may acquire 
the semantic meaning of an adjective well before they acquire the knowledge that a given adjective 
permits variation, further supporting the idea that variation in a L2 is late-acquired. This finding points 
to several exciting directions for future research. For example, the analysis of patterns of co-
occurrence across NS speech communities and levels of NNS proficiency will allow researchers to 
narrow the envelope of variation and to refine methods of classifying adjectives according to the 
degree to which they permit variation. Additionally, future research should continue to examine the 
role of individual lexical items such that enough detail exists to confirm, refute and develop theories of 
language use and acquisition that do (not) include a role for individual lexical items. Finally, it can be 
hypothesized that the degree to which learners show co-occurrence with adjectives and different 
copulas may correlate with other measures of vocabulary knowledge such as lexical density or 
deployment, further strengthening the connection to research in mainstream SLA.  

It is clear from the comparison across studies that the lexical items that are used frequently may 
vary from one speech community to another and this author believes this is also the case across tasks 
and research settings. Thus, prior to generalizing these findings it will be important to expand this 
research to include a wider range of tasks, learners, and native speech communities. Given the fact that 
the analysis of adjectives used between two and four times greatly expanded the findings made when 
only those adjectives used five or more times were analyzed, it is likely that a larger corpus should be 
used in future research. This can be attained by including more participants or by collecting more 
tokens from each participant. A reasonable goal in this regard would be to match Brown and Cortés-
Torres (2012), who analyzed just over 2500 tokens, although the nearly 1700 in Díaz-Campos & 
Geeslin (2011b) proved effective in identifying a large enough group of frequent adjectives to run a 
new regression analysis with only those adjectives that allow co-occurrence.  
 
Appendix 
 
Sample translated items from the grammar test: 
I think it is very interesting _____ (I talk / to talk / talking) about people’s eating habits. As for me, 
_____ (I am (ser) / I am (estar) / I have) a vegetarian.  
 
Sample interview questions: 
What plans do you have for the weekend? 
Where do you see yourself in five years? 
Who is the best language teacher, a native or non-native speaker? 
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