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1. Introduction 

The present study investigates verbal aspect in two different age groups of heritage speakers 

(henceforth HS) of Modern Greek (henceforth MG), who were born and raised in Germany and in the 

US. The paper aims to contribute to a quite unexplored linguistic field, namely the acquisition of heritage 

languages (henceforth HL) by Greek adolescents and adults living in diaspora. HS, both simultaneous 

and sequential, are bilinguals who are raised with a naturalistic input of 2L1 and afterward become 

proficient. They may possess different proficiency levels in both the language spoken at home, and in 

society (i.e., the majority language, henceforth ML) (Rothman 2009: 156; Montrul 2015: 91).1 The 

phenomenon under investigation in the present study is verbal aspect, which is acquired late in L1 MG 

(Delidaki 2006; Panitsa 2010; Konstantzou et al. 2013) and has been thoroughly studied in L1 acquisition. 

The novelty in this study lies firstly in the participants’ pool, which explores the insights of two different 

age groups in two different countries with different majority languages compared to age-matched 

monolingual controls. Thus, it allows me to investigate if there are variations depending on the different 

characteristics of these two groups (e.g., properties of the ML, as well as educational/social differences). 

Furthermore, I test the HS in two different settings, formal and informal register, thus raising the question 

if there are systematic differences between the two—something that has not been discussed in the 

previous bilingual literature. A narration task is accompanied by a second production task in which I 

measure the accuracy rates in regards to the interaction of grammatical and lexical aspect. 

Section 2 presents some background on verbal aspect in MG, English and German. Afterward, I 

present a brief overview concerning the L1 acquisition of aspect in Greek and previous studies on this 

phenomenon conducted with adult HS. The methodology and the setting of the present study, including 

the different hypotheses, are introduced in the third section. Finally, I present some preliminary results 

from the narration and production study, followed by a discussion of the findings and a summary of the 

main conclusions. 

2. A Theoretical Approach on Verbal Aspect 

Aspect represents the internal temporal constituency of events and differentiates between 

grammatical (viewpoint) and lexical (situation or Aktionsart) aspect (see Vendler 1957; Comrie 1976; 

Smith 1991; Bhatt & Pancheva 2005; de Swart 2012). Although all linguistic systems possess lexical

aspect, only some of them possess the perfective-imperfective contrast (i.e., the grammatical aspect).2
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Particularly, de Swart (2012) points out that ‘in Romance languages, the perfective-imperfective contrast 

is confined to the past tense, where tense and aspect are morphologically fused.’ Delimitedness is 

expressed by the perfective aspect (the action is viewed as a complete whole with a beginning and an end) 

(Horrocks & Stavrou 2003: 638), while non-delimitedness is expressed by the imperfective aspect (the 

event is conceived as not completed). The languages this research will focus on are MG, English and 

German, for which the composition of grammatical aspect will follow, respectively. In MG, as in some 

Romance languages, the aspectual distinction appears only in past and future tenses in indicative and 

subjunctive mood. The aspectual feature in MG appears right after the stem (Ralli 2005: 124) in 

combination with other morphemes, which encode a complex system of grammatical categories (tense, 

person, number, voice). The imperfective aspect is morphologically unmarked (1), thus, it can assign 

without morphological differentiation either continuous or habitual values. 

(1) Grafi Egrafe (MG) 

is writing-IPFV.N-PST.ACT.3SG was writing-IPFV.PST.ACT.3SG  

Lexical cues, like temporal modifiers, determine this distinction, as seen in examples (2) and (3). 

(2) I Maria egrafe ena grama olo to vradi (MG) 

The Maria was writing-IPFV.CONT.3SG a letter all of the night  
‘Maria was writing a letter all night long.’ 

(3) I Maria egrafe ena grama kathe Kiriaki (MG) 

The Maria was writing-IPFV.HAB.3SG a letter every Sunday  
‘Maria used to write a letter every Sunday.’ 

The perfective aspect in MG denotes either the completion or instantaneity of events (Mozer 1994:

143) (4), and it is morphologically marked in two ways. In the past tenses, sigmatic verbs are formed by

adding the suffix -s- in the stem (5), while asigmatic verbs have a stem alteration or root allomorphy 

(Christopoulos & Petrosino 2018), as seen in example (6). The stem ser- in the verb serno ‘drag’ is used 

in non-Perfectivity contexts [–PFV] regardless of the voice morphology (±ACT), while the stem sir- 

denotes Perfectivity [+PFV]. 

(4) Xthes i Maria egrapse mia ekthesi (MG) 

Yesterday the Maria wrote-PFV.3SG an essay  
‘Yesterday Maria wrote an essay.’ 

(5) Egrapse (MG) 

wrote-PFV.N-PST.3SG. 

(6) a. √DRAG ↔ sir- / [+PFV] (MG) 

b. √DRAG ↔ ser- / elsewhere  

The grammatical aspect in English denotes either Perfectivity as in MG or Progressivity (Comrie 

1976). Simple past tense forms have perfective and habitual interpretations. By contrast, perfective 
morphology cannot express habituality in MG. Habituality can be expressed periphrastically with the 

expression used to or would + infinitive (Binnick 2006). The progressive is also formed periphrastically 

with the auxiliary verb be and the present participle in -ing. Contrary to MG, which possesses a 

morphologically unmarked imperfective aspect, English distinguishes morphologically between the 

progressive and habitual (Comrie 1976). 

In contrast, German lacks grammatical aspect, or according to some researchers, there is a covert 

morphology (for a detailed approach, see Sioupi 2014: 67-86). The aspectual distinctions are made with 

lexical cues. In the past, the habitual meaning could be expressed either with the past continuous tense 

(Präteritum) or periphrastically (Sioupi 2014: 125-126). The continuous interpretation can be expressed 

either with the temporal adverb, gerade, or also periphrastically (Sioupi 2014: 13). 
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3. Previous Studies on Aspect in MG 

A variety of studies have been conducted concerning the acquisition of aspect in L1 MG, which have 

shown that in typically developed children, an adult-like performance occurs after the age of 6;5 (Delidaki 

2006; Konstantzou et al. 2013). Similar results with respect to the age of acquisition have been observed 

in other languages as well.3 The Aspect Hypothesis4 claims that the inherent semantics of the verbs are 

the basis on which speakers rely on to acquire tense and aspect. Stephany (1981) and Christofidou & 

Stephany (2003) report that the Aspect Hypothesis also applies to MG L1 children in longitudinal studies. 

They tended  to use the past perfective with telic complements, while they also mainly used the 

imperfective of non-past tenses with atelic complements, mainly activities. Kaltsa & Tsimpli (2012) 

examined the preferences of bilingual Greek-Albanian children in production and comprehension tasks 

regarding the telicity of motion verbs. The scholars found that the lexical aspect interacts with the 

grammatical aspect, meaning that the inherent properties of the verbs lead to speakers’ choices. 

Focusing on the studies that aim to detect the acquisition of aspect in bilingual MG dominant Greek- 

English children, Dosi, Papadopoulou & Tsimpli (2016) claim that the imperfective aspect, and 

specifically the habitual feature, seems to be vulnerable. In line with this study, Dosi (2016) observed the 

same vulnerability in the habitual feature of all linguistic tasks within Greek-Albanian and Greek-German 

children. In one of the performed tasks, the elicited production task, which was also used in the present 

study, there seemed to be no vulnerability in the habitual feature. Furthermore, Andreou et al. (2020) 

tested whether the lexical and the grammatical aspect affected the aspectual choices in the ML of Greek- 

Italian and Greek-English bilingual children via an oral narration task. They concluded that the aspectual 

choices were affected by this interaction only in the first bilingual group, while the evidence was not clear 

in the other group. However, it should be pointed out that the Italian aspectual system has many 

similarities with the Greek system, while the English system differs from both. 

Two studies focusing on Greek bilingual children, performed by Dosi (2017) and Andreou & Tsimpli 

(2017), reported cross-linguistic evidence from two different perspectives. Dosi (2017) stated that the 

overuse of the perfective aspect, even in contexts where the imperfective habitual form was required, 

could be attributed to the interference from English to MG in Greek-English bilingual children. On the 

other hand, Andreou & Tsimpli (2017) claimed that cross-linguistic influence can be detected in their 

Greek-German sample rather than their Greek-English sample, in the sense that the absence of aspectual 

morphology in German makes it easier for the formulation of the grammatical aspect in MG. Finally, 

another study of aspectual preferences in adolescent and adult Greek HL is Zombolou’s (2011). She noted 

that Greek-Argentinian/Spanish HS (between 13-97 years old) tended to overgeneralize the perfective 
over the imperfective aspect. As this is the only study to have tested verbal aspect after childhood, the 

present study contributes and targets these two age groups of Greek HS, observing the production and 

comprehension of verbal aspect. In addition, the current study will cautiously attempt to address any 

divergence from the monolingual norm to attrition or incomplete acquisition patterns (Montrul 2002; 

Polinsky 2006). 

4. Participants 

Two groups of HS participated in the study, namely Greek-American and Greek-German. The first 

group was recruited in New York City, NY, and Chicago, IL, in the US. The group consisted of adults5 

(N=31, females: 16, mean age: 29;7) and adolescents (N=32, females: 16, mean age: 16;2). The second 

group was recruited in Berlin, Germany and consisted of adults (N=27, females: 17, mean age: 28;4) and 

adolescents (N=21, females: 7, mean age: 16;5). Furthermore, there was a control group recruited from 

central Greece, namely Athens, as the majority of the bilingual groups’ parents originated from there. The 

monolingual group consisted of adults (N=32, females: 16, mean age: 27;4) and adolescents (N=32,

3 In Italian after the age of seven (Lorusso 2007); in English after the age of five (Wagner 2002). 
4 See Andersen & Shirai (1994: 133); Shirai & Andersen (1995: 745). 
5 The father of one female participant was of Cypriote Greek origin. 
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females: 16, mean age: 15;3). The age of the adolescents varied from 14-186, and that of the adults from 

22-36. The HS were born and raised in the country of the respective ML or they arrived there at the age 

of 24 months and had been living there ever since.7 Visits to the country of their heritage language had 

never exceeded 12 months. All HS were literate to a certain degree (at least a few writing abilities in the 

HL), so they could fulfill the needs of the study. 

5. Methodology

In the current study, the subjects were tested using two production tasks, namely one narration task 

and one elicited production task. With these two tasks, the study will address the differences, if any, 

between and within the two groups of HS. Two questions were addressed: first, how the lexical aspect 

interacts with the grammatical aspect, and secondly, if verbal aspect in heritage Greek in Germany and 

the US differ. 

5.1. Narration Task

In the beginning of the narration task, a short video of a fictional incident (total duration of 42 

seconds) was presented to the participants. Each participant had to narrate the incident in two different 

communication situations; one informally to a close friend and one formally to the police in the form of 

a witness testimony. Within every communication situation, the participants were asked to narrate the 

incident in two different modes; oral and written. In the first task, the participants were asked to imagine 

that they were present in the place of the incident and that they had witnessed what happened. The oral 

mode of the narration was to leave a message on the police station’s answering machine, while the written 

mode was to provide a report typed on a laptop. During the informal setting, the participants had to narrate 

the same incident again to a close friend, both as a text and a voice message. 

Targeting the elicitation of the formal and the informal register, the study gave particular emphasis 

to the setting of the whole experimental process. According to Wiese (2017), the ‘language situation’ 

setting is a method that allows researchers to elicit naturalistic data. There were two elicitors with different 

outfits: one in a suit and one in casual dress in two different rooms with respective settings. Only one 

subject could participate in each session, and every participant had to complete two sessions. One session 

was in the HL and the other in the ML, tested by two different elicitation teams. In order to not induce 

bias in the subjects, the elicitation process between HL-ML and the registers were being balanced. The 

outcome was the creation of 16 elicitation orders. 

The produced verbs were categorized according to grammatical and lexical aspect. The classification 

in terms of lexical aspect followed Vendler (1957). As is well known, a lot of discussion in the literature 

is concerned with shifts from one verb class to the other, known as change of state verbs according to 

entailments (Filip 2012: 726; for Greek, see Moser 1994: 140). The categorization focused specifically 

on the verb classes of activities and accomplishments. I will observe the preferences of the speakers in 

the context of the narration task. By applying some tests, which will be mentioned below, I am able to 

distinguish if the produced verbal phrases (henceforth VPs) denote (in)complete events. As Verkuyl 

states, cited from de Swart (2012: 754): “internal and external arguments can set temporal boundaries to 

the verbs.” Thus, in addition to the inherent lexical semantics of the verbs, the predicates or even the 

whole VP can affect the aspectual class to which the VP belongs. 

Filip (2012: 722) reports that telic verbs freely combine with in NP modifiers like in X hour, and 

only atelic verbs combine with for NP modifiers like for X hour. This test does not always work in MG,8 

as it does in English, because there are verbs with ambivalent readings such as htipao ‘beat.’ For such 

verbs, (non-)delimitedness depends on the grammatical aspect, which is obvious in MG due to the 

6 In the control group, there were five children which were 13 years old at the date of testing. 
7 There was one adolescent HS in the US who was born in China and adopted at the age of two by a Greek family 

living in Illinois, but she did not differ from her peers regarding the aspectual constructions. For a detailed approach, 

see Snedeker, Geren & Shafto (2007). 
8 This holds for other languages as well. See Kardos (2016) for Hungarian. 
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different stem forms. Furthermore, these verbs are non-terminative, meaning that even in the perfective
aspect there is a natural culmination point, although the action is seen as a completed whole (telic). The 

VP is compatible with the for X hours complementary phrase, while the in X hours is ungrammatical. 

The imperfective aspect denotes an atelic and a non-terminative event compatible also with the for X 
hours phrase. Taking into account all parameters which Horrocks & Stavrou (2007) mentions, I will be 

able to apply the tests in the produced verbs. 

5.2. Elicited Production Task 

The second task involved sentence completion targeting the elicitation of the verbal aspect. This task 

was created by Agathopoulou & Papadopoulou (2009), and has been used for adult L2 learners in order 

to test the production of verbal aspect in specific environments. Afterward, the same test has been used 

by Kaltsa & Tsimpli (2012) and Dosi (2016) for bilingual children. The task in the present study was 

performed as Dosi (2016: 94-95) did, and the answers for each participant were recorded. 

This task included a given context where only one form of the verbal aspect was grammatical and 

aligned with the lexical aspect. The task consisted of two pilot sentences in the beginning and 30 sentences 

in the main task. In the main part, 10 of the sentences required the perfective aspect, 10 required the 

imperfective habitual, and 10 required the imperfective continuous. Accordingly, the design is 3 x 3 x 2, 

where three levels of the aspect are tested in three groups of participants in two different age groups. This 

task was performed orally, meaning that the elicitor read the sentences out loud with a two-second pause 

in the place where the verb should be produced, as seen in example (7). 

(7) Xthes o Aris    to portofoli tu sto leoforio. (hano) (MG) 

Yesterday the Aris    the wallet his in the bus. (loose) 

‘Yesterday Aris his wallet in the bus.’ 

6. Predictions 

In the present account, I first assume that bilinguals will rely on the inherent semantics of the verbs 

in agreement with the Aspect Hypothesis (Andersen & Shirai 1994; Shirai & Andersen 1995). I predict 

that in the narration task, more verbs in the perfective aspect will be used with achievements and 

accomplishments, while statives and activities will be formed in the imperfective aspect. Secondly, I 

expect similar results in the elicitation tasks. As the previous studies have shown, I anticipate that the 

imperfective aspect will be vulnerable, particularly within the heritage group in the US. Finally, I do not 

expect any interaction of the verbal aspect with the register, as the study was made to elicit register 

differentiations (see section 5.1), because it belongs to the core grammatical phenomena in MG. 

7. Preliminary Results 
7.1. Preliminary Results of the Narration Task9

Overall, in the narration task, overuse of stative verbs and copulas appearing only in the imperfective 
aspect was observed by HS.10 Further exploration is needed to verify if this is an avoidance strategy. 

Furthermore, the participants produced many verbs in the perfective aspect even where the imperfective 
aspect was obligatory, as seen in example (8). 

(8) Enas pu perpatise sto dromo ihe mia bala. (MG) 

Someone who walk-PST.PVF in the street had a ball. 

‘Someone who was walking in the street had a ball.’ 

 

9 Further results concerning the telicity tests and the verb classes mentioned in section 5.1 will be thoroughly reported 

in my forthcoming PhD dissertation: Verbal Aspect in Heritage Greek Across Majority Languages. 
10 24% of all verbs are the verb be, which lacks morphological distinction between perfective and imperfective aspect. 
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This example was found in a narration of an HS in the US. The extended use of verbs in the perfective 
aspect was related with the specific task, as narration tasks are biased in favor of the perfective aspect 

(Andreou & Tsimpli 2017: 309). On the contrary, in the control groups’ narrations, any non-canonical 

uses of verbal aspect appear to have caused ambiguities in their repertoires. 

Example (8) was produced in the formal setting, but similar examples in the informal register, like 

example (9), was produced again by another HS in the US. Hence, the register differentiation did not 

seem to affect the participant’s use of the aspect. 

(9) Itan ena zevgari pu perpatisan me ena karotsi. (MG) 

There was a couple who walk-PST.PVF with a stroller. 

‘There was a couple with a stroller that was walking.’ 

7.2. Preliminary Results of the Elicited Production Task 

In the elicited production task, the accuracy rates of the three groups in each condition of the aspect 

are depicted in Figure 1. This preliminary analysis of the data was made in SPSS v.25 with a one-way 

MANOVA, where the three conditions of the aspect were the dependent variables and the heritage 

groups/age groups were the independent variables. It can be observed that the monolinguals scored almost 

at the ceiling in all conditions of the aspect, while the HS group in Germany was in the second place and 

the US group had the lowest accuracy. Greek-Germans’ patterns were like monolinguals across all 

conditions, although their dominant language do not encode the aspect morphologically like the Greek- 

Americans who performed with the lowest accuracy. Pairwise comparisons did not report any significant 

differences between the monolingual and Greek-German group in the three conditions, but there was a 

significant difference between the monolingual and the Greek-American group across conditions. As the 

graph suggests, there was a main group effect, meaning that the accuracy was modulated by the group 

and not by condition. 

Figure 1: Accuracy Rates in the Elicited Production Task per Group. 
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Figure 2 depict the accuracy rates of the adults in the three groups. In Figure 3, the adolescents’ 

accuracy rates are shown. In both age groups, the monolingual controls outperformed the relevant HS 

groups. As far as these results show, there was quite a weak three-way interaction of conditions between 

the group and age group (p>0.05). It seems that the accuracy was modulated by the age group and not by 

condition. Monolinguals (black columns) in both age groups performed at ceiling. The older German 

group seen in Figure 2 was inferior to the adolescents of the respective heritage group seen in Figure 3

(gray columns). In contrast, the older Americans in Figure 2 performed better than the adolescents in

Figure 3 (white columns). Thus, between the two bilingual groups, a reverse pattern was observed. 

Figure 2: Accuracy Rates in the Elicited Production Task per Adult Age Group. 
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Figure 3: Accuracy Rates in the Elicited Production Task per Adolescent Age Group. 

The results show a convergence across tasks performed in this study. The narration and the elicited 

production task align in the sense that the imperfective aspect is inconsistent, especially among the 

participants in the US. The perfective aspect is more prevalent. 

8. Discussion 

Verbal aspect appeared to be non-canonical among HS in this exploratory study. Asymmetries 

between both the two bilingual groups of HS and within the age groups were observed. The tasks that 

were performed in this study moved towards the same direction, meaning that the perfective aspect was 

more enhanced, while the imperfective aspect appeared to be discrepant (especially across HS). The better 

performance of HS in Germany across tasks, in contrast with HS in the US, could be explained with the 

absence of aspectual morphology in German. The lower performance of HS in the US, especially on the 

imperfective aspect, could be linked with the different marking of this aspect in Greek and American 

English, or because the perfective aspect is the default in L1 acquisition and has been preserved. The 

attrition pattern can be observed only in the adult group in Germany, but it cannot explain the performance 

of Greek Americans. Further exploration is needed in order to clarify if the absence of the grammatical 

aspect in German is beneficial for the speakers (cf. Andreou & Tsimpli 2017). Present perfect and simple 

past in German are aspectually underspecified, so no influence with the MG aspectual system can occur. 

However, mismatches between the meanings of the English simple past and the meanings of the MG 

perfective, as well as the meaning of the English progressive and the meanings of the MG imperfective, 

could lead to an interference with the MG aspectual system. Another piece of evidence towards this 

direction is reported in the study of Andreou, Dosi & Bongartz (2020), where bilingual Greek-Italian 

children perform better than Greek-English bilinguals. The Italian system is very similar to that of MG. 

In general, it is hard to address any strong claims concerning the acquisition of verbal aspect in these 

two different groups of HS. First, because of the limited tasks that have been performed. Second, because 

the external linguistic factors have not been included in the present analysis. The quantity and quality of 

input (both past and current), the age of onset of bilingualism, the generation in which participants belong, 

and various sociolinguistic factors, such as parental education level or socioeconomic status, should not 
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be underestimated. In order to detect and attribute the different performance of the HS groups in the 

aspectual system, all extra-linguistic factors should be counterbalanced. 

In summation, the present study aimed to shed light upon the aspectual system of MG as an HL in 

two populations living in diaspora. Verbal aspect seems to be vulnerable among HS grammars, both in 

adolescence and adulthood. Monolinguals outperformed the HS groups in regards to accuracy rates in the 

second task. In the first task, the interaction of the lexical aspect with the grammatical aspect did not 

cause any ambiguities in the narrations. 
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