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   Abstract: 
This study investigates the process of language learning and explores 

whether any difference exists between the language developmental 

pattern of the learners who learn a language in instructed and 

naturalistic language learning contexts. This is done by investigating 

the developmental pattern of negative constructions of a classroom-

based second language (L2) learner of English. The study is based on 

the data taken from Ellis (1984) and Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005). The 

frequency analysis method is used to analyse the developmental pattern 

of negative constructions of this classroom-based L2 learner of 

English. The results are compared with other research studies of both 

classroom and naturalistic language learning contexts. The results 

show that no significant difference exists between the developmental 

pattern of negative constructions of the learners who learn a language 

in instructed and naturalistic language learning contexts.  
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I. Introduction 
 Language learning, either first language (L1) or second language (L2) is a 

complex and gradual process (Mirzaei, 2021). Both L1 and L2 learners do not learn 

language instantly; rather they pass through a sequence of developmental stages before 

achieving their ultimate goal, i.e., language acquisition or learning (Cancino, Rosansky & 

Schumann, 1978; Lightbown, 1980; Meisel, Clahsen & Pienemann, 1981; Ravem, 1973; 

Wode, 1976, 1978). Furthermore, it has been found that the L2 learners’ developmental 
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pattern for the acquisition of specific syntactic structures is, up to a great extent, similar 

to the one followed by the children learning their L1. Longitudinal studies, such as Huang 

(1970), Ravem (1968) and Wode (1976, 1978), provide evidence of the occurrence of a 

similar developmental pattern quite irrespective of the learners’ different L1 backgrounds 

and their language learning pace. Research also shows that learners follow a similar 

developmental pattern quite irrespective of whether they learn a language in an instructed 

or a naturalistic language learning context (Ellis, 1989; Felix, 1981; Lightbown, 1983a, 

1983b; Weinert 1994). However, in one respect L2 learners are different from L1 

learners. Their L1 interferes with their developmental pattern and consequently they may 

remain longer in a stage or pass through additional stages (Schumann, 1979; Wode, 1981; 

Zobl, 1979, 1980a, 1980b). Moreover, during the language learning process, L2 learners 

develop a mental grammar of their own called inter language (Selinker, 1972; Tarone, 

2018), which keeps on changing as the learners move through the developmental stages 

and finally reach the target language norms. However, all L2 learners are not successful 

in achieving native-like proficiency and fossilize during their language learning journey.  

 

II. Literature Review 
 Many research studies (given below) have investigated the acquisition pattern 

for structures, such as negatives, interrogatives, relative clauses, etc. The developmental 

pattern for negative constructions has been studied for a wide range of target languages. 

Similarly, many researchers have investigated the developmental pattern of negative 

constructions for both L1 and L2 learners of English in both naturalistic and instructed 

language learning contexts (Binturki, 2015; Azzouz, 2013), and have found that both L1 

and L2 learners, with some variations, follow a similar developmental pattern.  

 

 The work by Bloom (1970), Klima and Bellugi (1966), and Lord (1974) are 

based on the developmental pattern of the negative in the acquisition of English as an L1. 

Klima and Bellugi (1966) found three stages in the development of negative 

constructions in L1 acquisition. The first stage is marked by a sentence external negative 

particle. 

 

No singing song. 

No the sun shining. 

 

 The second stage is characterized by the negative particle within the utterance 

and the appearance of don’t and can’t. 

 

He no bite you. 

I don’t want it. 

We can’t talk. 

 

 The third stage is marked by a full realization of the auxiliary. 

 

Paul didn’t laugh. 

I am not a doctor. 

 

 Bloom (1970) and Lord (1974) also investigated the developmental stages of the 

negative but found no evidence for Klima and Bellugi’s (1966) stage one type utterances. 

Other studies, such as Adam(1974, 1978), Butterworth and Hatch (1978), Cancino et al. 
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(1978), Cazden, Cancino, Rosansky and Schumann (1975), Dulay, Burt and Krashen 

(1982), Gillis and Weber (1976), and Milon (1974) focused on the developmental pattern 

of negative constructions by the L2 learners of English having different L1 backgrounds, 

such as Spanish, French, German and Japanese respectively. 

 

 In a study of a seven-year-old Japanese boy, Milon (1974) found the 

developmental pattern of negative constructions similar to the one described by Klima 

and Bellugi (1966). Similarly, Gillis and Weber (1976), in a five-month study with two 

Japanese boys, found that they showed a developmental pattern similar to the Klima and 

Bellugi’s (1966) stages II and III. Adam (1974, 1978), in his studies with ten Spanish 

children, also conforms to the Klima and Bellugi’s(1966) stages I and II, with a slight 

difference that he does not include the emergence of don’t and can’t in stage II. Adam’s 

(1974, 1978) stage III is characterized by an increased and over generalized use of don’t. 

However, toward the end of the stage, don’t tends to be restricted to its appropriate 

context and other negative auxiliaries (can’t, won’t, etc.) begin to appear along with the 

analysed forms of don’t (doesn’t, didn’t). Butterworth and Hatch (1978), in their study of 

a 13 years old Spanish speaking boy, found evidence of Klima and Bellugi’s(1966) stages 

I and II. Cancino et al. (1978) did not find convincing evidence for Klima and Bellugi’s 

(1966) stages. Cazden et al. (1975) derived a developmental sequence of negative 

constructions without making comparison to Klima and Bellugi’s (1966) stages. The 

stages derived by Cazden et al. (1975) can be summarized as follows:  

 

 Stage I consists of no + verb constructions. 

 

I no can see. 

You no walk on this. 

 

 Stage II consists of don’t + verb construction, where don’t is an unanalysed 

chunk. 

 

He don’t understand. 

I don’t like. 

 

 Stage III is auxiliary + negative constructions. 

 

It’s not danger. 

He can’t see. 

I haven’t seen all of it. 

 

 The final stage is the acquisition of the analysed form of don’t (do not, doesn’t, 

does not, didn’t, did not). 

 

He didn’t go. 

It doesn’t spin. 

 

 Using data from two of the participants in Cazden et al. (1975) study, Stauble 

(1977, 1978) described the developmental sequence of negative constructions in greater 

detail. She divided the sequence into three stages and subdivided the stage II into three 

subcategories. Stage I comprises pre-verbal negation in which negative particle is placed 
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between the subject (noun phrase) and verb. Most often, subject (noun phrase) is missing 

and no + phrase constructions are found. 

 

No saw him. 

No in Colombia. 

 

 Stage II is divided into three categories: early-stage II, mid-stage II, and late-

stage II. The early-stage II is marked by unanalysed don’t + verb and auxiliary + 

negative constructions. 

 

I don’t saw him. 

The dog can’t bark. 

 

 The mid-stage is characterized by the decline of no + verb constructions and the 

expansion of auxiliary + negative constructions. In this stage, an increase in not + phrase 

constructions is also observed in place of no + phrase constructions. 

 

I’m not old enough.  

I will don’t see you tomorrow. (= will not) 

 

 In the late stage II, we find the elimination of nonstandard negative forms (no + 

phrases and pre-verbal negation, the emergence of a past/present distinction in negative 

forms and analysed don’t, i.e., do not, didn’t, doesn’t) 

 

He wasn’t talking to the teacher. 

 

 Stage III is characterized by the elimination of all nonstandard forms and the 

establishment of consistent post-auxiliary negation with the correct use of person, number 

and tense. Dulay et al. (1982) describe the following developmental sequence for 

negative constructions: Initially, negative utterances are characterized by external 

negation.  

 

No very good. 

 

 After this, the internal negation develops where no, not or don’t are variably 

used as negative particle. Don’t at this stage is unanalyzed. 

 

I no can swim. 

I don’t see nothing mop. 

 

 The third stage is characterized by the attachment of negative to modal verbs. 

 

I can’t play this one. 

I won’t go. 

 

 The final stage is characterized by the acquisition of the target language rule, 

i.e., a complete understanding of auxiliary system and the use of not. Now negative 

utterances are marked for tense and number.  
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He doesn’t know anything. 

She didn’t believe me. 

 

 The above-mentioned studies deal with the developmental pattern of negative 

constructions in naturalistic settings. Now, I discuss some of the studies of instructed 

language learning contexts. Felix (1981) observed that despite formal teaching and daily 

drilling of elliptical sentences (e.g., It isn’t), in initial stages, the learners were unable to 

make correct sentences using not or n’t, while in spontaneous negative utterances during 

this period, they used ‘no’ operator. Even after receiving instruction about main verb 

negation (i.e., don’t/doesn’t), many learners produced utterances having external negative 

auxiliary. Finally, Felix (1981) concluded that the learners of both naturalistic and 

instructed language learning contexts undergo a similar language learning process.  

 

 Similary, Fauziati (2020) looked at the negative construction of Indonesian EFL 

students. The study included 40 students who were studying English at various levels. 

They were chosen from the seventh, eighth, eleventh, and twelfth grades and were 

divided into four groups. The data were collected through translation method and 

analysed using Lightbown & Spada’s (2006) framework. The findings reported that the 

students’ pattern of learning negative construction was developmental. Students learnt 

negative construction in three stages. 

 

 Fuli (2015) investigated the construction of negative transfer in 173 senior high 

school students in Mainland China. The data were collected through translation and 

questionnaire investigation. The students were given different kinds of sentences to 

change them into negative sentences, such as infinitives, because-clause and 

interrogatives. The findings revealed that students from different schools produced 

different results, whereas students from the same class committed same mistakes in 

negative construction. Gender was taken as a variable in the study and girls produced 

better negative construction than boys.  

 

 Khany (2013) conducted a study in Iran to find out the acquisition of negation 

properties among Persian monolinguals and Kurdish-Persian bilingual EFL learners. 

Oxford Placement Test was conducted to choose 180 participants, 90 Persian 

monolinguals and 90 Kurdish-Persian bilinguals for the study with ages from 19-25. The 

participants were selected for three different stages of proficiency as per their proficiency 

level in the test, i.e., elementary, lower-intermediate and upper-intermediate levels. Out 

of 90, each stage consisted of 30 participants from both group of the speakers. The 

participants’ negative construction was assessed on three different tests. These were 

Oxford Placement Test, Translation Test, and Grammaticality Judgment Test. Findings 

revealed that being bilingual does not help in the attainment of negative construction in a 

third language as both groups of participants produced similar results.  

 

 Schumann (1978) studied the negative utterances of an adult L2 learner. After 

an instruction period of seven months, he found that instruction influenced the learner’s 

production only in case of elicited utterances; while in the case of spontaneous and 

normal communication, the learner followed the same structures as are used by the 

naturalistic learners. 
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 Against the backdrop of the above-mentioned literature, the present study 

examines the developmental pattern of negative constructions of a Portuguese classroom-

based L2 learner of English and addresses the following research questions:   

 

 Is this learner a language acquirer or has he fossilized? 

 Is the developmental pattern for negative constructions followed by this learner 

similar to the one that is reported for naturalistic learners? 

 

III. Methodology 
A. The data  

 The data for this study is based on a study of a 10-11 years Old Portuguese 

classroom-based L2 learner of English conducted by Ellis (1984). The data is reproduced 

in Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005, pp. 106-108), and we have taken the data from this source 

after getting permission from the principal researcher (Rod Ellis) to use his data for the 

present study. The data consists of the participants ‘utterances recorded in the classroom 

for a period of four school terms (nine months). The three important aspects related to the 

data are: (i) information about the participant, (ii) institutional setting, and (iii) the data 

collection procedure. 

 

B. Participant information  
 The participant whose language learning data is analysed in this study is a 10-11 

years old Portuguese L2 learner of English. He had a beginner level proficiency in 

English, as he had arrived in London a few months before the study started. He was able 

to understand only a few context-embedded instructions in English; buthe was unable to 

speak English. He could say only ‘yes’ and ‘no’ when the study started. He was literate in 

his mother tongue (Portuguese) and was aware of the social norms for speaking. 

 

C. Institutional setting 

 The learner was placed in a language centre in order to provide initial instruction 

in English and to develop basic interpersonal communication skills in English and 

proficiency in using English to study school subjects. He studied in the school as a full-

time learner for three school terms and then as a part-time learner for a fourth term. Like 

him, the other learners also belonged to a variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds, 

and there were no native speakers of English except for the staff. The teaching of English 

was carried out in both formal and informal contexts by a variety of teachers using their 

own teaching styles. However, there was no prepared syllabus for instruction. English 

was not only the pedagogic target but was also used a medium of instruction and to 

conduct the day-to-day business of the classroom. 

 

D. Data collection procedure 

 The researcher (Rod Ellis) collected the longitudinal data for four school terms. 

Initially, he visited the learner’s classroom fortnightly and more frequently later. The 

researcher initially functioned as a non-participant observer, but subsequently, he started 

participating in many of the classroom activities. The researcher’s presence had little 

effect on the learner’s behavior, as reported by various teachers. The researcher collected 

the data by sitting close to the learner and making a paper-and-pencil record of his 

utterances. Audio-recordings were also done to ensure the accuracy of the paper-and-

pencil data and to get as much contextual information as possible. 
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E. Procedure to analyse the data  

 The frequency analysis method has been used to analyse the data to investigate 

the learner’s developmental pattern for negative constructions. Ellis and Barkhuizen 

(2005) explain that frequency analysis is a method that is used to examine the variations 

of a linguistic structure a learner uses during the course of learning and producing that 

linguistic structure. Thus, frequency analysis ‘provides the methodological means for 

describing the stages of development that learners pass through on route to mastery of a 

linguistic structure(pp. 94-95). Frequency analysis is an effective method to examine ‘the 

inherent variability in learner language (p. 93). Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005, p. 98) 

elucidate that the frequency analysis method consists of the following steps:  

 

 Selection of the linguistic structure that is required to be analysed 

 Dividing the data into different periods of times of roughly equal lengths 

 Identifying instances of the use of the chosen linguistic structure 

 Calculating the frequency of use of each instance used in each period 

 Determining the stages of acquisition by identifying which instance is dominant 

in each period of development 

 

F. Data analysis 
 Following the above-mentioned procedure to carry out the frequency analysis, 

the data collection time (i.e., a period of nine months) was divided into three periods, 

each consisting of three months. The instances of the use of the chosen linguistic 

structure (negative constructions) produced by the learner were divided into the following 

six categories:  

 

 memorized chunk (don)  

 external negation  

 internal negation 

 not + phrase  

 don’t + verb 

 auxiliary + negative particle (no, not) 

 

 The frequency of use of each instance of negative construction in each period 

was calculated. The number and percentage for each instance in each period is given 

respectively in Table1 and Figure1 below.  

 

 The external negation category consists of utterances in which the negative 

particle is either in the beginning or at the end of the utterance. In all external negation 

utterances, except two, the negative particle no is in the beginning and the subject (noun 

phrase) is missing. In two utterances, the negative particle no is at the end of the utterance 

(see Table1 below). 

 

 In the internal negation category, the negative particle is placed within the 

utterance. In all internal negation utterances, the negative particle no is used except one 

which contains not.don has been categorized as a memorized chunk.  
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 Not + phrase constructions have been categorized as a separate category. It 

starts appearing from the third month; while in the first two months we find the use of 

only no as a negative particle.  

 

Table 1: Frequency of the use of each instance of negative construction in each 

 period 

Sr. 
No. 

Structures 
Period-I 
(1

st
, 2

nd
, and 

3
rd

Month) 

Period-II 
 (4

th
, 5

th
, and 

6
th

Month)  

Period-III 
 (7

th
, 8

th
, and 9

th
Months) 

  No. of Utterances No. of Utterances No. of Utterances 

1 Memorized 
chunk 
(don) 

 don look please 

 I don know 

 Why don you play? 

  

2 External 
negation 
 

 me no 

 no more 

 no look, no good 

 no writing on the 
book  

 no four, three legs 

 this one no? 

 no very big 
 

 no speak Portuguese 

 no sitting 

 no this is drawing? 

 no fruit 

3 Internal 
negation 
 

 me no me 

 me no ruler 

 Phoc no good 

 we no school 

 me no out of here 

 me no thirsty 

 this one no standing  

 a man no one leg 

 foots no front walk 

 umbrella no good 

 a door no 
downstairs 

 a bicycle no pedals 

 me no out this one 

 me no ruler 

 Mariana no coming 

 me no play 

 me no stay 

 bicycle no pedal 

 me no drawing in 
here 

 me no match 
 
 

 the bicycle no go  

 I no throw paper on the 
floor 

 I not got a pen 

4 Not + 
Phrase 

 not together 

 not finished 

 not very big square 

 Not very very small 

 not that one 

 not climbing 

 not this year 
 

5 Don’t + 
verb 

  I don’t understand 
sir 

 sir don’t sit in that 
one chair 

 sir, I don’t know that 
big one 

 that one I don’t know 

 don’t say that 

 She don’t understand 

 I don’t know the colour 

 don’t draw anything 

 You don’t? 

 I said I don’t want 

6 Auxiliary  
     +  
negative 
particle 
(no, not) 

 Is not Captain Spock 
 

 the bicycle has no 
pedals hasn’t got 
any pedals 

 the man is can’t 
read it the book 

 You did not read properly 

 It’s not 

 he cannot read 

 I’m not out 

 In this one the man is not 
shouting 

 Especially the dog is not 
shouting 

 This man can’t read 
because the light is green 

 It’s not smoking 
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 Don’t + verb construction has also been categorized separately. It appears only 

in period-II (months 4, 5, 6) and period-III (months 7, 8, 9). Though don’t is still 

unanalysed as we do not find its other present and past forms (do not, does not, doesn’t, 

didn’t), it is the advanced stage of the memorized chunk don. 

 

 In auxiliary + negative particle category, we find the use of different auxiliaries 

(has no, can’t, did not, is not etc).   

 

IV. Findings 
 To investigate the learners ‘developmental sequence for the negative structure, 

relative frequencies of the categories can be seen in Figure1 below. This shows that the 

dominant device in period-I (months 1, 2, 3) is internal negation (50%). Of the three 

periods, the percentage of external negation is the highest in period-I, and it decreases in 

subsequent periods. Memorized chunk (don) also appears only in period-I. In the third 

month of the period-I not + phrase construction also appears. In period-I, we do not find 

don’t + verb construction and just one utterance of aux + neg construction is found.  

 

Figure 1: Percentage Frequency of Negative Devices 

 
 

 In period-II, internal negation is the highest in proportion (44%), but less than 

period-I. In this period, two major devices (variations of the negative structure) are: (i) 

internal negation (44%) and (ii) don’t + verb (22%). Memorized chunk (don) completely 

disappears. The percentage frequency of external negation also reduces to 11%, while the 

percentage frequency of aux + neg increases to 11%. 

 

 In period-III, aux + neg construction is the highest in proportion (35%) followed 

by don’t + verb construction (26%) and the percentage frequencies of external negation, 

internal negation and not + phrase construction reduce. The results clearly show the 

developmental sequence and gradual learning of the learner from the period I to III. 
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V. Discussion and Conclusion 
 To address the first research question, (Is this learner a language acquirer or has 

he fossilized?), we may compare the percentage frequency of each device (variations of 

the negative structure) in the three periods. It clearly reveals that the learner has not 

fossilized. In period-I, we find 21% external negation, which is reported as the first stage 

in the developmental sequence of the negative structure by a large number of researchers. 

In this period, the highest proportion (50%) of internal negation suggests that the learner 

is moving from the first stage of external negation to the internal negation which is 

reported as the second stage in many research studies. Similarly, the use of not along with 

no in not + phrase constructions at this stage also conforms to the learner’s passing 

through the developmental stages. 

 

 In period-II, the percentage frequency of external and internal negation 

decreases as compared to period-I. Memorized chunk (don) completely disappears. We 

also find the use of don’t + verb and aux + neg categories, which appear in the later 

developmental stages of the negative structure as reported by the researchers. Though the 

learner is not using these devices correctly, yet their use reveals that the learner is moving 

through the developmental stages. 

 

 In period-III, the learner has learnt the correct use of don’t though not of its 

other present and past forms (does not, doesn’t, didn’t). At this stage, we find the 

maximum (35%) use of aux + neg which is the advanced stage of negative. The learner 

uses a variety of aux + neg constructions, such as is not, am not, can’t, cannot, and did 

not. The data reveals that the learner has not completely mastered the negative 

construction, and he is gradually progressing from the basic forms to the more advanced 

forms of the negative structure which is a clear indication that he has not fossilized. 

 

 To address the second research question (Is the developmental pattern for 

negative constructions followed by this learner similar to the one that is reported for 

naturalistic learners?); we may compare the developmental pattern followed by this 

classroom learner with some other studies of naturalistic learners. The description given 

by Felix (1981) and Schumann (1978) that there is no significant difference between the 

sequence of developmental pattern followed by both instructed and naturalistic learners 

seems true to this classroom learner as he follows a similar developmental pattern for the 

negative structure as is mentioned in the research studies of naturalistic learners described 

earlier in the literature review. Table1 shows that initially the learner uses memorized 

chunk (don) and external negation. The appearance of memorized chunk only in period-I, 

decrease in the percentage of external negation and the highest percentage of internal 

negation in period-I and period-II reveals that the learner has passed from the first 

developmental stage to the second. Then, he starts using not along with no. In the second 

and third period, he gradually moves to the use of don’t +verb and aux + neg 

constructions. The highest percentage of aux + neg in period-III also suggests learner’s 

shift to the more advanced stage of the negative. This developmental pattern is quite 

similar to that of naturalistic learners described in the research studies by Adam (1974), 

Bloom (1970), Cazden et al. (1975) and Dulay et al. (1982), Gillis and Weber (1976), 

Klima and Bellugi (1966), Liu (2021),Lord (1974) and Milon (1974). Thus, it can surely 

be said that this classroom learner follows a similar developmental pattern as is reported 

to be followed by naturalistic learners.  
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VI. Implications 
 The present study is of great importance from pedagogic point of view, as like 

many other studies it also reveals that second language acquisition (SLA) is characterized 

with certain structural properties which are independent of naturalistic and instructed 

language learning settings. This concept gives strength to more learner-centred language 

teaching as it is evident that the real determinants of SLA are learner-internal rather than 

environmental. Research studies also show that spontaneous communication, which is the 

ultimate goal of language learning, reflects a similar developmental pattern in both 

instructed and naturalistic settings and that the difference in the two settings may affect 

the rate or success of SLA but not the sequence of development. So, it emphasizes on the 

need for teaching, which is based on the sequence of developmental pattern, use of 

communicative language technique, instruction based on a well-organized syllabus and 

encouraging the learners to learn independently, of course, under the guidance of the 

teacher in the form of scaffolding. Moreover, there is an obvious need in SLA to analyse 

the developmental pattern of various linguistic structures and to use these developmental 

patterns for effective language teaching. Following the desired sequence of learning of 

any particular structure, teachers can devise various activities or tasks and can also create 

exercises that gradually move from simple to complex use of language and learners can 

work on them and proceed according to their development of competence. Information 

technology has to offer much in this regard. 
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