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Both Wolfram’s (1985) principle of phonetic saliency and the Aspect Hypothesis 

are considered to be possible constraints on language change and acquisition (Bayley 
1994 p. 158). Wolfram’s phonetic saliency principle states that the more phonetically 
dissimilar the present and past tense forms of a verb are, the more likely they will be 
marked for tense. The Aspect Hypothesis, with respect to SLA, states that, in part, 
learners acquire achievement and accomplishment verbs first, followed by activity and 
state verbs (Shirai and Andersen 1995).  Does the medium of communication affect the 
role these hypotheses play in language acquisition? The online environment is novel in 
that it is a place for informal and relatively unmonitored written speech production, 
unlike oral speech production in a classroom or written essays. This study tests these 
hypotheses on the language use of twenty Spanish-speaking advanced ELLs participating 
in informal chat room discussions. 1,409 tokens taken from chat transcriptions were 
coded for tense marking; phonetic saliency, based upon Bayley’s (1994) schema; and 
lexical aspect, based upon Vendler’s (1967) four-way classification. The data were 
analyzed using Goldvarb X and it was found that neither hypothesis was completely 
confirmed. In fact, a reversal trend of the Aspect Hypothesis was found. For example, 
state verbs were the most commonly used (N=653) while the Aspect Hypothesis predicts 
that these verbs should be the least common.  Also, phonetic saliency seems to play a 
minor role. Particularly among the higher proficient students, more salient verbs (such as 
suppletives and copulas) are marked more often (89.9%) than less salient verbs. So, do 
learners write as they speak? The results seem to indicate that perhaps verb frequency is a 
contributing factor more than aspect or saliency.  Regardless, the online environment is a 
unique place to collect informal written speech data from language learners.  
 


