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Introduction

The use of a corpus-​based approach to study texts beyond the sentential level provides 
researchers with a comprehensive view of how writers employ language features such 
as discourse markers, thematic progression, authorial stance, coherence, and cohesion 
in large collections of texts. This approach not only facilitates the analysis of recur-
ring patterns in natural occurring language but also complements other methodo-
logical approaches such as discourse analysis (Charles, Pecorari, & Hunston, 2009, p.�1). 
Numerous corpus studies have analyzed discourse-​motivated variables affecting the 
choice of different linguistic variables (see examples in other chapters) in written and oral 
language, contexts such as the academic and professional ones, and in second-​language 
learning. This chapter shows how language learner corpora can offer insights into dis-
course development across different instructional levels by analyzing the linguistic asso-
ciations learners make with different L2 written academic discourses while acquiring the 
Spanish subjunctive.

The subjunctive, a polysemic functional morpheme, plays a central role in the Spanish 
foreign-​language (FL) curriculum (Collentine, 2010, p.�49). It is of interest to second-​
language acquisition (SLA) theory since, like research on other polysemic grammat-
ical phenomena such as Spanish�s two copulas ser/​estar and its dual past-​tense system 
preterite/​imperfect, subjunctive research provides insights into the extent and limits of 
the communicative function of L2 grammar (Bardovi-​Harlig, 2007, p.�68; Zyzik, 2014, 
p.�31). Most subjunctive research focuses on why the subjunctive is dif�cult to acquire, 
and investigations of its communicative function concentrate on learners� abilities 
at the sentential level in tasks where the structure is intentionally prompted (e.g., sen-
tence completions, question prompts; Collentine, 1995; Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010; 
Gudmestad, 2006, 2012). Notwithstanding these studies� valuable insights, we know little 
about the function that learners ascribe to the subjunctive when not prompted (Asención-​
Delaney & Collentine, 2011). In addition, more information is needed to understand the 
structure�s function at the level of discourse, where it plays an important role in framing 
events and states (Quer, 2001, p.�82). Studying how L2 learners use the subjunctive at 
different levels of pro�ciency can provide insights into how polysemic structures develop, 
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thus elucidating how learners organize and restructure the L2 at different stages of devel-
opment (Bardovi-​Harlig, 2007, pp.�56�​58). To that end, the following presents a corpus-​
based analysis of the writing of three levels of learners studying Spanish as a foreign 
language (FL) to identify its communicative function at the level of discourse.

Perspectives and core issues in research on the Spanish subjunctive

�e Spanish subjunctive

The Spanish subjunctive is a polysemic in�ectional morpheme whose connotation depends 
on the type of clause where it appears (e.g., nominal, relative, adverbial) and the speaker�s/​
writer�s pragmatic goals (Quer, 2010, pp.�166�​167). Syntactically, it is largely limited to 
subordinate clauses. Semantically, the subjunctive expresses a lack of commitment to 
a proposition�s truth-​value as it is encoded anaphorically in:�(1) the main clause verb�s 
modality (e.g., Deseo que me ayudes, �I want you to help me�), (2)�lexico-​grammatical 
or situational clues about an antecedent�s referential status (e.g., No hay nadie que sepa, 
�There is nobody who knows�), or (3)�the subordinating conjunction (e.g., Trabajo para 
que estudies, �I work so that you can study�) (Palmer, 2001, pp.�24�​103).

Quer (2001, p.�82) argues that the subjunctive is a discourse marker, a cue that the 
listener/​reader should alter his or her interpretation of some event/​state away from a 
�default� to some �alternative� conceptualization. The subjunctive indicates that an 
event/​state does not occur how, when, where, or why a listener or reader might presume. 
In Quer�s (2010, pp.� 166�​167) view, the subjunctive�s abstract and polysemic nature 
results from the fact that its connotation is largely determined by situational (e.g., illocu-
tion) and discourse (e.g., implicature) considerations. Because of this, Spanish language 
learners must develop the ability to understand and generate discursive implicatures, such 
as those conveyed by conditional sentences (Si esto hubiera pasado, las cosas habrían 
cambiado rÆpidamente. �If  this had happened, things would have changed quickly.�).

Subjunctive SLA research

L2 subjunctive research tends to focus on why its acquisition is dif�cult and protracted. 
Throughout the course of L2 development, learners of Spanish unreliably produce the 
subjunctive where lexical and syntactic prescriptive rules dictate, probably because learners 
are slow to develop abilities to generate complex syntax and inter-​clausal relationships 
(Collentine, 1995, p.�22; 2010, p.�42; 2014, p.�272; Cheng & Mojica-​Díaz, 2006, p.�32; 
Isabelli & Nishida, 2005, p.� 88). In addition, learners are unreliable at producing the 
subjunctive based on situational or contextual pragmatic factors (Collentine, 2010, p.�48; 
2014, p.�274). L2 Universal Grammar (UG) research explains that the interface between 
the syntactic and the discourse/​pragmatic modules is �vulnerable� to not communicating 
properly (Borgonovo, Bruhn de Garavito, & PrØvost, 2008, p.�22; Montrul, 2008, p.�302). 
Finally, subjunctive forms may have low perceptual saliency for learners (Collentine, 
2014, p.�276; Farley, 2004, p.�229; FernÆndez, 2008, p.�284; Leow, Egi, Nuevo, & Tsai, 
2003, p.�7). For example, the thematic vowel �a� in toca [touches] that signals third-​person 
singular indicative is also present in viva [lives] where it signals third-​person singular sub-
junctive. In addition, the subjunctive�s cue validity may be low because native speakers 
exhibit variability in contexts entailing futurity and hypotheticality (Gudmestad, 2012, 
p.�393).
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Variationist L2 research provides some important insights into the subjunctive�s 
communicative function, although this line of research focuses on documenting where 
development is variable (e.g., Gudmestad, 2008, 2012). Learners initially generate the 
subjunctive without regard for its meaning, producing subjunctive forms in response to 
lexical triggers such as verb of volition or doubt/​denial. Subsequently, they produce the 
subjunctive with high-​frequency verbs that fall within a reduced set of semantic categories 
(e.g., verbs of volition like querer, �to want�; Collentine, 1995, p.�124; Gudmestad, 2008, 
p.�185). Learners eventually produce the subjunctive in response to more semantic cat-
egories and discursive relationships (e.g., futurity, hypotheticality), although production 
remains variable (Gudmestad, 2008, p.�160).

Nonetheless, we have an incomplete picture of the functions that learners ascribe to 
the subjunctive and how such functions might change over the course of development. 
Even though the subjunctive plays an important discursive role (Quer, 2001, p.�82), most 
data represent production at the sentential level.  In addition, the data largely consti-
tute prompted rather than spontaneous natural usage. The aforementioned Asención-​
Delaney and Collentine (2011) study hinted that intermediate to intermediate-​advanced 
learners could spontaneously use the subjunctive to express feelings and attitudes toward 
possible eventualities in narrative discourse. This sort of functional analysis is potentially 
important, since, for example, SLA research on narratives has largely focused on the role 
of articles and aspect, and not on mood (cf., Bardovi-​Harlig, 2007; Salaberry, 2011).

Considerations in studying L2 discourse

Discourse is an important construct in various linguistic analyses, from conversational 
analysis to cultural studies (Koteyko, 2006, p.�144). The present study is concerned with 
discourse types (Brown & Yule, 1983; Stubbs, 1983; Swales, 2002), sometimes known as 
discourse modes, text types (e.g., exposition), or genres (e.g., letters, narrative, descrip-
tion). Discourse types are a macro structure containing micro structures consisting of 
phrases, clauses, and sentences as well as �textual standards� (i.e., characteristics) such 
as cohesion (e.g., via transitional phrases, pronouns, verbal in�ections of tense/​mood/​
aspect) and coherence (e.g., implicatures, sequencing). A�discourse type uses particular 
micro structures and has a speci�c communicative purpose (e.g., to describe, to narrate, 
to persuade). For instance, in Spanish, the preterite, the imperfect, and articles reliably 
occur in storytelling (Biber, Davies, Jones, & Tracy-​Ventura, 2006, p.�21).

L2 communicative-​competence models recognize that advanced learners must com-
municate not just at the sentential level but also at the level of discourse. Bachman (1990, 
p.�88) argues that an essential component of communicative language ability is discur-
sive competence, which entails using lexis and grammar to produce different discourse 
types cohesively and coherently. The ACTFL Writing Pro�ciency Guidelines (2012) 
stipulate that pro�cient learners produce the L2 in �writing tasks� and �discourses� 
such as descriptions, narrations, and of�cial correspondences. Considering that the sub-
junctive has an important discursive role, we can ascertain the structure�s L2 communi-
cative function by identifying the discourse types where learners produce it and chart the 
restructuring process by determining its function at different levels of pro�ciency.

Theories of language resulting from recent corpus research posit that certain cogni-
tive processes account for the micro structures that typify discourse types. Hoey (2005, 
pp.�59�​60), for example, explains that a discourse type primes the activation of particular 
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lexical and grammatical features, which helps explain why structures such as the preterite, 
the imperfect, de�nite-​articles, and inde�nite articles reliably occur in storytelling. Along 
with identifying the macro-​level discourse types where the subjunctive occurs, identifying 
the micro structures reliably co-​occurring with it will produce a comprehensive cognitive 
picture of the structure�s function. Furthermore, by comparing the subjunctive�s associ-
ations at different pro�ciency levels we can gain insights into the subjunctive�s develop-
mental path and the L2 restructuring process in general.

L2 discourse is more chaotic than native-​speaker discourse. L2 UG research claims 
that the interface (i.e., communication and coordination) between the syntactic and the 
discourse-​pragmatic modules is weak (Borgonovo et� al., 2008, p.� 22; Montrul, 2008, 
p.�302). Learners thus struggle to coordinate grammatical and discourse/​pragmatic infor-
mation during production. Consequently, at the level of discourse, learners generate 
unexpected and non-​native-​like shifts (Bachman, 1990, p.� 126; Lozano, 2009, p.� 160). 
For instance, according to the ACTFL Writing Pro�ciency Guidelines (2012), because 
learners at the intermediate level (i.e., ranging from the second to third years of university 
instruction) do not possess the full range of lexical and grammatical abilities for any one 
discourse mode, they tend not to stay within a discourse type when writing.

The following section presents an analysis of the discourse functions of the Spanish 
subjunctive in a learner corpus of L2 academic writing. We believe that by identifying 
the discourse type(s) in which the subjunctive appears spontaneously at different instruc-
tional levels and by identifying micro structures with which it occurs, we can gain novel 
insights into its communicative function and acquisition across different pro�ciency 
levels.

Corpus-​based analysis of the Spanish subjunctive

Corpus linguistic tools and techniques can identify the functions that both native speakers 
(Biber et�al., 2006) and L2 learners (Asención-​Delaney & Collentine, 2011) assign lexical 
and grammatical phenomena. With regard to L2 modality, most of the studies using 
learner corpora have researched the use of modal elements such as modal verbs, modal 
adverbs, and modal lexical verbs in learners� L2 texts in comparison with their use in 
L1s with full use of these elements (e.g., Italian) vs. L1s that do not use mood elements 
in discourse (Neff-​van Aertselaer, 2015, p.�263). The corpus study we carried out took a 
different look at the use of the subjunctive in learners of Spanish:�the development in the 
association with various types of academic written discourse while learning this linguistic 
feature.

Many corpus-​based studies on discourse types have used the multidimensional 
approach to identify clusters of linguistic features (i.e., co-​occurring) in large corpora, 
such that each cluster represents a discourse type. For example, the multidimensional 
study of oral and written Spanish by Biber et� al. (2006, p.� 18) reported that the sub-
junctive plays a central role in �hypothetical� discourse, which communicates possibilities 
and counterfactual information. The subjunctive co-​occurs with features such as condi-
tional constructions, future forms, verbs of obligation, and causation (e.g., dejar, �to let�, 
permitir, �to permit�, hacer, �to make� + in�nitive), imperfective aspect (e.g., imperfect, 
present participle), and dependent que, �that� clauses. In another multidimensional ana-
lysis of Spanish, Parodi (2007, p.�30) reported that the subjunctive occurs prominently 
in �informational� discourse (e.g., scienti�c writing), which condenses complex facts 
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and details, with the subjunctive as well as modal verbs of obligation, nominalizations, 
participles with an adjectival function, and noun phrases conjoined by prepositions.

With regard to Spanish L2 learners� language, Asención-​Delaney and Collentine�s 
(2011) comprehensive corpus analysis indicated that intermediate to intermediate-​
advanced learners of Spanish produce the subjunctive in narratives to describe subjective 
feelings and attitudes toward events. Asención-​Delaney (2014) also observed that English-​
speaking Spanish graduate students use the subjunctive prominently in two discourse 
types:�exposition and speculation. Similar to Parodi (2007), advanced learners employed 
it in �expository� discourse to express stance (e.g., lack of certainty). Subjunctive forms 
co-​occurred with nominal features such as nouns, adjectives, prepositions, and de�nite 
articles, and the pronoun se to produce the middle voice (i.e., active, agentless structures). 
Similar to Asención-​Delaney and Collentine (2011), Asención-​Delaney (2014) found the 
imperfect subjunctive to be important in a type of narrative discourse termed �specula-
tive� discourse, where writers explored the causes of past actions, behaviors, or events. 
It was associated with preterite verbs as well as probability predicates and adverbs. On 
the whole, corpus-​based studies can help us elucidate the role of subjunctive in learners� 
development of academic discourse in a second language.

Focal analysis

In this section, we discuss our method for studying the function of the Spanish sub-
junctive and its associated lexico-​grammatical features in academic discourse. We pro-
vide a corpus-​based analysis of the functional use of the subjunctive across discourse 
types by FL learners of Spanish at the second, third, and fourth years of university-​level 
instruction.

Corpus description

To understand the subjunctive�s use in academic discourse, we designed a corpus that was 
ample enough to attain generalizability and representativeness (see corpus information in 
Asención-​Delaney & Collentine, 2011, p.�304). The Spanish-​learner corpus consisted of 
436 unedited written Spanish samples produced by English-​speaking learners of Spanish 
at three levels of instruction:� second year (48,435 words; n�=�239), third year (57,356 
words; n�=�86), and fourth year (94,422 words; n�=�111). The corpus contained mostly 
expository texts (70%; e.g., 2-​ to 3-​page essays), as well as plot summaries (11%), personal 
narratives (11%), short essays (4%), and descriptions (4%). Table�16.1 shows the distribu-
tion of the types of texts by instructional level.

Table�16.1  Distribution of types of texts in the corpus by instructional level

Expository Plot 
summaries

Personal 
narratives

Short essays Descriptions

Second year 22,739 17,532 0 8,164 0
Third year 36,583 0 12,591 0 8,182
Fourth year 81,637 4,245 8,540 0 0
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We did not want to depend on instructional level alone to understand how academic 
discourse might change over time. Thus, to estimate each instructional level�s written pro-
�ciency, we rated a random sample of 50 documents from each level (N�=�150 documents) 
using the ACTFL Writing Pro�ciency Scale (ACTFL, 2012) with a high inter-​rater reli-
ability (r�=�.97; p < .01). The analysis indicated that generally the second-​year learners 
wrote at the Intermediate High level, the third-​year learners at the Advanced Low level, 
and the fourth-​year learners between the Advanced Low and Advanced Mid-​levels.

We then used Python and the Natural Language Tool Kit (NLTK; http://​www.nltk.
org/​) to tag the data for 75 lexico-​grammatical features that included word class (e.g., 
adjective, noun, verb, determiner, preposition), in�ectional morphology, and lemma. 
Once the corpus was tagged, we could obtain normed counts for each feature and easily 
locate instances of any feature in the corpus, one of them being the subjunctive.

Because the subjunctive is relatively infrequent in both native and learner discourse 
(Collentine, 2014; p.� 270), we focus on segments of the corpus that contain instances 
where the learners produced subjunctive forms�​correctly or not�​instead of examining 
its frequency relative to, say, other verbal structures. This analytical approach permits 
us to examine the discourse types where the subjunctive is common and its associative 
lexico-​grammatical features. All the instances of subjunctive identi�ed by the tagger were 
assessed by the researchers to discard instances that could have been mis-​tagged as sub-
junctive (e.g., command forms). In all, the corpus contained 890 subjunctive instances, 
with the majority appearing in expository texts (expository:�613/​890�=�69%; plot sum-
maries:�105/​890�=�12%; personal narratives:�89/​890�=�10%; short essays:�43/​890�=�5%; 
descriptions:�40/​890�=�4%).

To describe the types of  discourse where learners use the subjunctive and its associa-
tive lexico-​grammatical features (for learners), we sampled our corpus with two different 
�windows�. To identify the discourse types surrounding subjunctive use, we were 
mindful that L2 writing is likely to contain multiple discourse-​type shifts (Bachman, 
1990; Lozano, 2009). Thus, we built a sub-​corpus consisting of  one text per each sub-
junctive instance (N�=�890) representing a window of 101 words (50 words before and 
after each instance).1

With such contextual information immediately surrounding subjunctive instances, we 
then employed a factor analysis to objectively identify the discourse types where the sub-
junctive is used most by learners, that is, regardless of the overall task a teacher might 
have designed.

For a closer examination of the data, we also built a sub-​corpus consisting of one text 
per each subjunctive instance but with a smaller window:�41 words, at most 20 words 
before and 20 words after each instance. We examined this more restricted window to 
provide an analysis that complements the discourse-​type analysis, recognizing that�​
unlike structures such as the preterite/​imperfect, which are highly restricted by discur-
sive variables�​the subjunctive has many local morphological, lexical, and syntactic 
restrictions on its use in addition to more global pragmatic pressures.

Identifying major discourse types associated with learner subjunctive use

We employed an exploratory principal-​factor analysis with the 101-​word sub-​corpus in 
order to understand the discourse types associated with the subjunctive. We searched 
for and calculated the frequency in this tagged corpus of various general discourse-​
pragmatic features that multidimensional research has identi�ed as occurring in a variety 
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and in�nitives (e.g., querer entender, �to want to understand�), and suasive verbs (e.g., 
permitir, �permit�, dejar, �allow�). It is worth mentioning that the subordinate conjunc-
tion que �that� had a factor loading close to the cut-​off  at 0.26, which suggests that this 
factor re�ects both semantic and syntactic relationships compatible with the subjunctive. 
The �informational� discourse type is largely characterized by nominal features, which 
tend to encode information in a semantically dense, encyclopedic fashion (Biber, 1988, 
p.�104):�plural and derived nouns, along with de�nite articles, which modify such features, 
and prepositions, which connect nouns (e.g., el motivo del cambio, �the motive for the 
change�).

We also wanted to know whether these subjunctive discourse types distinguished 
the learners by instructional level (Figure�16.1). We used the coef�cients for each dis-
course type (i.e., factor from Table�16.2) to calculate a score for each learner for each 
level. A� MANOVA indicated that there was a signi�cant effect for discourse type, 
Wilk�s�=�0.984, F�=�3.591, df�=�4, 884, p�=�.006, ��2�=�0.11. To identify which dependent 
variables accounted for the effect, we adjusted alpha for the univariate analysis of each 
dependent variable by instructional level to 0.0125 (i.e., .05/​4). The univariate ANOVAs 
indicated that the three levels of learners were equally likely to use the subjunctive in ref-
erential and modality discourse types, but they employed the subjunctive to signi�cantly 
different degrees in narrative (F�=�18.384, df�=�2, 887, p < .001, ��2�=�0.04) and informa-
tional (F�=�98.015, df�=�2, 887, p < .001, ��2�=�0.18) discourse types.

Tukey�s pairwise comparisons indicated that the second-​ and third-​year learners 
employed the subjunctive in narrative discourse at the same rate, yet signi�cantly more 
than their fourth-​year counterparts. Tukey�s comparisons uncovered a clear pattern  
for the informational discourse features. The fourth-​year learners used the subjunctive in 
informational discourse to a greater extent than either of the other two levels of instruc-
tion, and the third-​year learners to a greater extent than the second-​year learners. Finally, 
it is interesting to note that, while there is not a signi�cant main effect for referential 
discourse by instructional level, Tukey�s pairwise comparisons indicated that the second-​
year learners� mean factor score was signi�cantly higher than the other two levels.

Figure�16.1  Mean factor scores by discourse type and instructional level

 

 

 




















