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abstract  

The present study investigated the acquisition of verb movement in L3 
French by L1 speakers of Norwegian with English as their L2. To investigate 
the impact of previously learned languages in L3 acquisition, we looked at 
two sentence types with lexical verbs where Norwegian, English, and French 
differ in systematic ways: a) non-subject initial declarative main clauses and 
b) subject-initial declarative main clauses with a short sentence-medial ad-
verbial. Students completed acceptability judgment tasks in both the L2 and 
the L3. Results did not indicate a privileged status for either language as a 
source of transfer. Rather, there were indications that both prior languages 
may influence L3 French. We argue that the partially overlapping surface 
word order with French in each prior language may cause non-target trans-
fer into the L3. Furthermore, higher L2 proficiency was associated with less 
evidence of L2 transfer in the L3.  

Key words: Third language acquisition, word order, V2, second language, 
transfer 

[1] Introduction  

French has a long history as a foreign language in Norwegian schools. Its position 
and importance in the Norwegian context have varied over the years, and pres-
ently, it is one of the foreign languages students can choose either from year 8 
(lower secondary education) or from year 11 (upper secondary education) in 
school. Students who start learning French in Norway today do so in an increas-
ingly multilingual context. In particular, English is taught from year 1 in school 
and is ubiquitous in most young Norwegians’ lives. Students are thus equipped 
with knowledge of more than one language and have relatively high English pro-
ficiency when they start learning French, and teachers of French often report 
errors which they attribute to the learners’ knowledge of English. 
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A growing field within research on language acquisition concentrates on the 
acquisition of a third language (L3) after the native language (L1) and a second 
language (L2), focusing on how these previously learned languages affect the ac-
quisition of the L3. The present study focuses on L3 learners of French who are 
L1 speakers of Norwegian but with substantial knowledge of English as an L2, 
looking at two sentence types where Norwegian, English, and French all differ in 
systematic ways. Our research questions focus on the impact of previously 
learned languages on the acquisition of French.  

[2] Background  

[2.1] Verb placement in French, English, and Norwegian 

We focus on two types of declarative main clauses with lexical verbs: 1) main 
clauses with a topicalized adverbial, and 2) subject-initial main clauses with sen-
tence adverbials of the type often and always. In the following, we discuss verb 
movement and describe placement of the verb as the second or third constituent 
in the sentence types in 1) and 2) in French, English and Norwegian, respectively. 

French, English and Norwegian are all SVO languages. The differences in verb 
placement between these languages are usually treated as evidence of systemat-
ically different settings for verb movement (cf. Pollock, 1989; Yang, 2002). Lan-
guages differ both in terms of which types of verbs move and how far they move. 
In French main clauses, all finite verbs undergo leftward movement from V to 
I/T. Like French, Norwegian displays leftward verb movement for all finite verbs 
in declarative main clauses. However, Norwegian verbs obligatorily move 
higher, to the C position (Åfarli & Eide, 2003), and Norwegian is thus referred to 
as a V2 language (cf. Holmberg & Platzack, 1995; Roberts, 2001). In English, lexi-
cal verbs always remain in situ. Auxiliaries move to I/T in declarative main 
clauses, and from I/T to C in yes/no-questions and wh-questions, as well as in 
certain other sentence types. In such structures, the verb becomes the second 
constituent, and English is thus said to display so-called residual V2 (Rizzi, 1996). 

Differences in verb movement have consequences for the surface word order 
of the three languages. In French, placement of the finite verb in I/T makes it the 
third constituent in non-subject initial topicalized structures (1a) and the second 
constituent in structures with a sentence adverbial (2a). In English, lexical verbs 
remain in situ and thus appear as the third constituent for both topicalized struc-
tures and sentences with sentence adverbials (1b, 2b). Since Norwegian has ob-
ligatory movement of finite verbs to C in main clauses, the finite verb is the sec-
ond constituent in both topicalized structures (1c) and sentences with sentence 
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adverbials (2c).1 
 
(1)  a. Le  lundi,   je   mange  du poisson.  (Topicalized element, 
  b. On  Mondays,  I   eat   fish       subject, verb) 
  c.  På  mandager spiser  jeg   fisk. 
 
(2)  a. Je  mange  toujours à 7 heures.  (Sentence adverbial,  
  b. I  always  eat   at 7 o’clock.    subject, verb) 

  c. Jeg  spiser  alltid  klokka 7. 

[2.2] Transfer in third language acquisition 

An important question in L2 acquisition research is that of the influence of the 
L1, often described as (L1) transfer. Such influence has been investigated for all 
domains of language, including syntax, and research has demonstrated system-
atic patterns of transfer of linguistic representations from L1 into the L2 (cf. 
Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996; White, 2003). Whether such transfer entails that the 
entire L1 grammar transfers to the L2 (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996), or whether 
there is merely potential for transfer for all or a subset of the L1 grammar 
(Westergaard, 2019) is still a matter of debate.  

An important question is what happens when the language being acquired is 
an L3 rather than an L2, which entails that the learner has more than one previ-
ous language system as a potential source of transfer (e.g., Williams & Hammar-
berg, 1998). Important research questions in this area are whether only one of 
the previously acquired languages constitutes the initial state of the L3, and what 
determines the influence of L1 and L2, respectively, in the initial stages and 
throughout L3 acquisition (see e.g., Bardel, 2019; Puig-Mayenco, González Alonso 
& Rothman, 2020; Slabakova, 2017 for overviews). 

One possibility is that the L1 is the main source of transfer, and some studies 
have indeed found evidence that this is the case (Hermas, 2010; Jin, 2009; Na Ra-
nong & Leung, 2009). However, others have found the L2 to have a privileged 
status for transfer in L3 acquisition (Bardel & Falk, 2007; Falk & Bardel, 2011). 
Bardel and Falk (2012) argue that L2 and L3 learned after a certain age share a 
similar status regarding metalinguistic knowledge and that L2 and L3 are ac-
quired, and thus stored, in a similar manner in the mind. According to the au-
thors, this reflects that, compared to the L1, L2 relies more heavily on the declar-
ative rather than the procedural memory system (cf. Paradis, 2009; Ullman, 
2001). A third possibility is that language similarity rather than order of acquisi-
tion decides which of the previously learned languages constitutes the source of 

                          

[1] See however Westergaard, Lohndal & Alexiadou (2019).   
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transfer, at least in the initial stages (e.g., Rothman, 2010). A final possibility is 
that both previously learned languages may influence the L3 during acquisition, 
either in that different structures are transferred from different languages (e.g., 
Flynn, Foley & Vinnitskaya, 2004; Slabakova, 2017), that one and the same struc-
ture may be influenced by both prior languages (Westergaard et al., 2017), or that 
influence from the respective prior languages may depend on L2 and L3 profi-
ciency (Sánchez, 2020; Stadt, Hulk & Sleeman, 2016, 2018a,b). A further compli-
cating factor when discussing transfer from the L2 is the fact that transfer must 
happen from the learner’s L2 grammar such as it is. Presumably, a structure must 
have been acquired in the L2 in order to be transferrable at all, since a learner 
“could not possibly transfer that which has not yet been acquired” (Rothman, 
Gonzáles Alonso & Puig-Mayenco, 2019, p. 209). 

There is still no consensus on what factors determine the influence of the re-
spective prior languages in L3 acquisition. In the case of foreign language learn-
ing, including French, in Norwegian schools, it is important to learn more about 
the role of previously learned languages in order to understand what impact the 
L1, the L2, and any other prior languages may have on the acquisition process in 
terms of benefits or added challenges. 

[2.3] Previous research on (transfer in) the acquisition of verb placement 

L2 learners seem to struggle when verb placement in the L2 diverges from that 
of the L1, at least initially. Evidence has been found that L1 English speakers have 
problems with acquiring verb movement in L2 French (Ayoun, 1999; Hawkins, 
Towell & Bazergui, 1993), and, conversely, L1 French speakers have been found 
to allow non-target verb movement in L2 English (e.g., White, 1990/1991, Trahey 
& White, 1993). Furthermore, speakers of L1s with V2 tend to over-accept or pro-
duce V2 in L2 English (Westergaard, 2002, 2003; Rankin, 2012). In contrast, speak-
ers of L1s without V2 learning a language with V2 have been found not to pro-
duce V2 with finite verbs (cf. Schimke & Dimroth, 2018).  

In L3 acquisition, Håkansson et al. (2002) discovered that L1 Swedish learners 
do not start out producing V2 in L3 German, even though both are V2 languages. 
Bohnacker (2006), however, found that L1 Swedish speakers with no knowledge 
of English acquiring German as an L2 did produce V2 from the start, while 
knowledge of English seemed to impede such facilitative transfer from L1 to L3. 
Bardel and Falk (2007) investigated transfer of (non-)V2 among learners whose 
L1 and L3 were V2 languages (L1 Swedish/L3 Dutch and vice versa) with English 
as L2 and also identified transfer of non-V2 from L2 English. Stadt et al. (2016, 
2018a,b) found evidence of both transfer of V2 from L1 Dutch and transfer of 
non-V2 from L2 English in speakers of L3 French in the same sentence types as 
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those investigated in the present study. In Stadt et al.’s studies, transfer from L1 
was associated with the earliest stages of L3 acquisition, while transfer from L2 
English became more pronounced later in the acquisition process and was also 
associated with more exposure to and higher competence in L2 English. A recent 
study of the same structure types in the L3 acquisition of German by L1 speakers 
of Norwegian with English as L2 found no clear evidence indication of transfer 
from neither L1 nor L2 (Dahl, Listhaug & Busterud, 2020). 

In sum, it is not clear how prior languages influence the acquisition of verb 
placement in L3. The current study seeks to fill this knowledge gap. 

[3] The present study  

The present study of the L3 acquisition of verb placement in French in learners 
with L1 Norwegian and L2 English sought to answer the following research ques-
tions: 

(i) To what extent does (lexical) verb placement in L1 Norwegian and L2 Eng-
lish influence verb placement in L3 French? 

(ii) Does the partially overlapping surface word order with French in each 
prior language pose problems in the acquisition of verb placement in 
French? 

(iii) Is higher proficiency in L2 associated with more evidence of transfer from 
the L2 into the L3? 

[3.1] Methods and materials 

We investigated high-school students (age 16–17, n = 112) and university stu-
dents (mean age 21, n = 12). The high school students were in their first, second, 
forth, or fifth year of French studies2, see table 2. The participants completed 
acceptability judgment tests in both L2 English and L3 French, with sentence 
types like (1) and (2) above. There were 24 target sentences distributed across 
four conditions with six tokens for each condition: Verb in second position (verb-
2) and in third position (verb-3) in topicalized structures, and verb-2 and verb-3 
in subject-initial declaratives with sentence adverbials, see Table 1. In addition, 
the test included 12 grammatical and 12 ungrammatical filler sentences. Each 
sentence was judged on a four-point Likert scale where an emoticon at each end 
indicated that 1 represented an unacceptable sentence and 4 an acceptable sen-
tence. Participants first completed the test in L3 and then in L2 roughly two 

                          

[2]  High school students were in year 11 or 12 of school, and since foreign language teaching in Norway 
starts in either year 8 or year 11, this means that none were in their third year of French studies. 
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weeks later. 
 

Sentence type French English 
Topicalization, verb-2 *Le matin boit Tina 

du lait. 
*In the morning drinks Tina 
milk. 

Topicalization, verb-3 Le matin, Tina boit du 
lait. 

In the morning, Tina drinks 
milk. 

Sentence adverbial, verb-2 J’écoute souvent de la 
musique. 

*I listen often to music. 

Sentence adverbial, verb-3 *Je souvent écoute de 
la musique. 

I often listen to music. 

Table 1. examples of test items 

Background data were collected about age, gender, relevant diagnoses, L1 back-
ground, years of exposure to L2 and L3, and L2 and L3 proficiency (indicated by 
the last term grade and self-ratings). Only participants with Norwegian as their 
only L1 who did not have self-rated competence in an additional language be-
yond L1 Norwegian and L2 English higher than that of L3 French, and who did 
not report any diagnoses which may influence acquisition (e.g., autism) were in-
cluded. The project was registered with the Norwegian Centre for Research Data, 
and participation was voluntary. 

[4] Results  

In this section we first present the results from the L3 French test, and then from 
the L2 English test. Data were analyzed using Tibco Statistica 13.5.0.  

 table 2 shows mean scores and standard deviations on the L3 French test sen-
tences. High mean scores (maximum = 4) imply high levels of acceptance. We see 
a general trend where mean scores increase for grammatical and decrease for 
ungrammatical sentences with more years of instruction.  
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  Verb-2 Verb-3 

Years of 
French 

 
Topicalization 

Sentence 
adverbial Topicalization 

Sentence 
adverbial 

n Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

1 9 2.22 0.61 2.66 0.33 2.93 0.31 2.69 0.38 
2 18 2.62 0.43 2.80 0.49 2.76 0.48 2.99 0.41 
4 40 2.14 0.57 3.06 0.36 3.22 0.38 2.68 0.43 
5 45 2.23 0.55 2.97 0.59 2.89 0.48 2.66 0.49 

Uni 12 1.67 0.53 3.51 0.47 3.35 0.40 2.16 0.70 

table 2.  mean scores and standard deviations for test sentences 
in L3 French per experimental group 

Results were compared in a 2 (verb placement; verb-2 vs verb-3) x 2 (Sentence 
type; Topicalization vs Sentence adverbial) repeated measures ANOVA with 
years of French instruction as the grouping variable. Results showed a main 
effect of verb placement (F(1,119)=42.21, p<.0001, ηp

2=.26), where sentences with 
verb-2 received lower scores (mean=2.59, SE=0.06) than sentences with verb-3 
(mean=2.83, SE=0.06). Furthermore, there was a main effect of sentence type 
(F(1,119)=31.26, p<.0001, ηp

2=.21), where sentences with topicalizations received 
lower scores overall (mean=2.60, SE=0.06) than sentences with a sentence 
adverbial (mean=2.82, SE=0.06). Finally, there was an interaction effect of verb 
placement and sentence type (F(1,119)=134.70, p<.0001, ηp

2=.53), where 
ungrammatical sentences with sentence adverbials (i.e., verb-3) received overall 
higher judgment scores (mean=2.63, SE=.05) than ungrammatical sentences with 
topicalizations (i.e., verb-2) (mean=2.17, SE=.06). This interaction was in turn 
modulated by group (F(4,119)=20.20, p<.0001, ηp

2=.40), see figure 1. 
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figure 1:  three-way interaction of verb placement, sentence  
type, and participant group in L3 French. Vertical bars 
denote 95% confidence intervals. 

To break down the three-way interaction of verb placement, sentence type and 
participant group, Tukey HSD post-hocs were conducted. They revealed signifi-
cant differences in judgments on grammatical verb-3 vs ungrammatical verb-2 
with topicalizations in learners in Year 4 (p<.001), Year 5 (p<.001), and at univer-
sity (p<.001), but not in learners in Years 1 and 2 (see table 2 for means). For 
sentences with sentence adverbials, there were significant differences in judg-
ments on grammatical verb-2 vs ungrammatical verb-3 only in learners at uni-
versity level (p<.001). This indicates that learners started to discriminate be-
tween the two word orders in topicalized structures earlier than in sentences 
with a sentence adverbial. 

In the individual learner groups there were no significant differences be-
tween judgments on the two grammatical structures, i.e., verb-3 with topicaliza-
tions and verb-2 with sentence adverbials. For the ungrammatical sentences, on 
the other hand, students in Years 4 and 5 judged sentences with topicalizations 
significantly lower than sentences with sentence adverbials (Year 4 p=.0005, Year 
5 p=.007), i.e., they more consistently rejected the former. These are the same 
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two learner groups which discriminated between grammatical and ungrammat-
ical word orders for topicalized structures but not for sentence adverbials. We 
return to this finding in the Discussion. Overall, learners in Years 1 and 2 do not 
distinguish between grammatical and ungrammatical sentences for either sen-
tence type. Learners in Years 4 and 5 distinguish between grammatical and un-
grammatical sentences with topicalizations but fail to reject ungrammatical sen-
tences with sentence adverbials. The university students clearly distinguish be-
tween grammatical and ungrammatical sentences of either type. 

We turn next to the results from the L2 English test. table 3 shows mean scores 
and standard deviations for English test sentences. Note that group labels refer 
to years of instruction in L3 French, not in English. 

 

  Verb-2 Verb-3 

Years of 
French 

 
Topicalization 

Sentence 
adverbial Topicalization 

Sentence 
adverbial 

n Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

1 9 1.42 0.53 1.93 0.76 3.20 0.63 3.27 0.53 
2 18 1.46 0.35 2.02 0.65 3.21 0.43 3.25 0.37 
4 40 1.64 0.39 2.01 0.45 3.39 0.35 3.51 0.36 
5 45 1.45 0.43 1.82 0.48 3.37 0.44 3.32 0.37 

Uni 12 1.78 0.65 1.88 0.70 3.58 0.29 3.61 0.41 

table 3. mean scores and standard deviations for test sentences  
in L2 English per experimental group. 
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Results were compared in a 2 (verb placement; verb-2 vs verb-3) x 2 (Sentence 
type; Topicalization vs Sentence adverbial) repeated measures ANOVA with 
years of French instruction as the grouping variable. There were no (interaction) 
effects of learner group, which was expected, given that groups correspond to 
years of French, not English instruction. Results showed a main effect of verb 
placement (F(1,119)=1018.63, p<.00001, ηp

2=.90), where sentences with verb-2 
(mean=1.74, SE= 0.07) received significantly lower scores than sentences with 
verb-3 (mean=3.37, SE=0.05). There was also a main effect of sentence type 
(F(1,119)=44.38, p<.00001, ηp

2=.27) where sentences with topicalizations 
(mean=2.45, SE=0.05) received lower scores than sentences with sentence adver-
bials (mean=2.66, SE=0.06). Importantly, there was an interaction effect of verb 
placement and sentence type (F(1,119)=25.95, p<.00001, ηp

2=.18), see figure 2.  

figure 2. interaction effect of verb placement and sentence type 
in L2 English. Vertical bars denote 95% confidence 
intervals. 

Tukey HSD post-hocs were conducted to break down the interaction. Results 
showed no significant differences in scores for the two sentence types for gram-
matical sentences (i.e., verb-3), whereas ungrammatical sentences (i.e., verb-2) 
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with sentence adverbials (mean=1.93, SE=0.06) received significantly higher 
scores than ungrammatical sentences with topicalizations (mean=1.55, SE=0.05). 
This indicates that while participants generally accepted the grammatical and 
rejected the ungrammatical sentences, they were less consistent in rejecting un-
grammatical sentences with sentence adverbials compared to ungrammatical 
topicalized constructions. 

Together, results for the two tests indicated greater insecurity about judg-
ments for sentences with sentence adverbials compared to topicalizations in 
both L2 English and L3 French. 

In order to investigate the relationship between the two structures within 
and across the L2 and the L3, we calculated the degree to which participants dis-
criminated between the grammatical and the ungrammatical word orders. This 
discrimination score was calculated by subtracting the mean score for the ungram-
matical from that of the grammatical word order for each participant, for each 
sentence type, and in each language. The maximum possible discrimination 
score was thus 3, indicating that the participant gave a mean score of 4 to the 
grammatical and 1 to the ungrammatical structure, whereas a negative value in-
dicated higher scores to the ungrammatical than the grammatical structure. 
Higher scores thus indicate clearer discrimination between grammatical and un-
grammatical word orders. table 4 shows mean discrimination scores and stand-
ard deviations for each experimental group.  

 
  French English 

Years of 
French 

 

Topicalization 
Sentence 
adverbial Topicalization 

Sentence 
adverbial 

n Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

1 9 0.71 0.36 -0.02 0.36 1.78 0.69 1.34 0.79 
2 18 0.14 0.55 -0.19 0.47 1.76 0.50 1.23 0.63 
4 40 1.09 0.64 0.38 0.50 1.74 0.43 1.50 0.51 
5 45 0.66 0.70 0.31 0.61 1.93 0.55 1.50 0.54 

Uni 12 1.67 0.39 1.34 0.80 1.18 0.69 1.73 0.75 

table 4. mean discrimination scores and standard deviations per 
experimental group. 

Correlation analyses were performed with Pearson’s r on discrimination scores 
across structure types and languages. We looked both at data from all groups 
combined and from each experimental group separately, given that transfer 
from L1 vs L2 can be expected to vary over the course of L3 acquisition.  
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In L3 French, results for all participant groups combined showed a significant 
positive correlation between discrimination scores on the two structures (i.e., 
topicalizations vs sentence adverbials) (r=.51, p<.00001). However, the relation-
ship differed across groups, with the correlation being significant only for par-
ticipants in Year 4 (r=.41, p<.01) and Year 5 (r=.36, p<.05). In L2 English, there was 
also a significant positive correlation between scores on the two structure types 
(r=.39, p=<.001) for all groups combined.  Analyses for separate experimental 
groups yielded a positive correlation only in Year 5 (r=.48, p=.001). Overall, for 
both languages, the results showed that participants who discriminated more 
between the grammatical and the ungrammatical word order did so in both sen-
tence types. 

Comparison of results across languages (i.e., L3 French vs L2 English) showed 
no significant correlations between discrimination scores on sentences with top-
icalizations. This may reflect ceiling effects for this structure type in English. For 
sentences with sentence adverbials, however, there was a positive correlation 
for all groups combined (r=.24, p<.01). Looking at the individual groups, the cor-
relation was only significant in Year 4 (r=.45, p<.01). This indicates that partici-
pants who discriminated more clearly between grammatical and ungrammatical 
word orders with sentence adverbials in L2 English did so also in L3 French. 

We investigated the relationship between proficiency in the L2 and perfor-
mance in L3 by correlating L3 discrimination scores with our two measures of 
proficiency in L2 English: self-reported proficiency level and term grade. There 
were no significant correlations with self-reported proficiency in English and 
discrimination scores on either sentence type in L3 French, probably due to ceil-
ing effects; 75% of the participants rated their English proficiency to be 5 or 
above on our 6-point scale. There was, however, a positive correlation between 
reported grade in English and discrimination scores both for topicalized con-
structions (r=.25 p<.01) and sentences with sentence adverbials (r=.30 p<.001), in-
dicating that higher general proficiency in English was associated with clearer 
discrimination between grammatical and ungrammatical word orders in L3 
French. 

Taken together, results showed that participants in the first two years of 
learning French showed no clear preference for verb-2 or verb-3 for either struc-
ture in French. In later years, participants were more target-like in judgments of 
topicalizations than of sentences with sentence adverbials. Furthermore, there 
were positive correlations between both performance and proficiency in L2 Eng-
lish and performance in L3 French.  
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[5] Discussion  

Our first research question asked to what extent we see an influence of Norwe-
gian and/or English in the participants’ judgments of verb placement in L3 
French. We found no clear evidence that our participants had fully transferred 
the grammar of neither L1 Norwegian nor L2 English at the earliest stages of 
acquisition. Participants in Years 1 and 2 showed an indeterminacy which prob-
ably reflected insecurity rather than transfer per se. However, this insecurity 
may in part stem from some form of cross-linguistic influence from the prior 
languages. While there were no significant differences, participants in Years 1 
and 2 gave topicalized structures with verb-3 higher scores than topicalized 
structures with verb-2. This may reflect emergent acquisition of the French 
structure but could also have been facilitated by influence from L2 English. How-
ever, since topicalized constructions with V2 entail movement of the finite verb 
across the subject to C, the relative acceptance of these ungrammatical struc-
tures suggests that participants in Years 1 and 2 are “uneconomical” in the sense 
that they allow (or at least do not clearly reject) verb movement for which they 
have no evidence in the L3 input. Movement to C is argued to depend on pro-
cessing procedures that are not available at early stages of acquisition (cf. 
Håkansson et al., 2002), and as far as we know, there is no evidence that L1 speak-
ers of non-V2 languages overuse this type of movement in non-V2 L2s. It thus 
seems most likely that the low rejection of topicalizations with verb-2 in our par-
ticipants is due to influence from Norwegian. For these structures, V2 is not ac-
ceptable in English and does not seem to be part of our participants’ L2 grammar, 
and therefore cannot be a result of L2 transfer. 

For placement of sentence adverbials, on the other hand, Norwegian and 
French have the same surface word order. It is striking that participants are even 
more uncertain about these structures than about topicalizations. In fact, in Year 
1 and 2, students preferred the ungrammatical verb-3 word order over the gram-
matical verb-2 word order, as evidenced by the negative mean discrimination 
scores in both these groups. The question is whether this uncertainty is due to 
influence from English, and, in particular, responding to our second research 
question, whether the uncertainty about verb placement relative to sentence ad-
verbial placement may be a result of influence from Norwegian and English com-
bined: Upon realizing that French and English are more similar in other struc-
tures, such as topicalizations, the participants may have generalized this simi-
larity to also hold for constructions with sentence adverbials.  

 It is of course possible that the difference in performance for sentences with 
sentence adverbials compared to topicalizations simply implies that adverbial 
placement is generally more difficult. Adverbial distribution has for example 
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been argued to be an unreliable cue in the acquisition of verb placement in L1 
(Lightfoot & Hornstein, 1994).  

The ideal testbed for establishing whether insecurity about verb placement 
relative to adverbials in L3 French is in fact a result of influence from English 
would be to compare our results to a group of L1 Norwegian L2 French learners, 
where there is no possibility of transfer from English. Such a group, however, is 
virtually impossible to find, because of the status of English in Norway. However, 
comparison to other studies may be enlightening. Results from a very similar 
study to the present one, but on the L3 acquisition of German in L1 Norwegian 
L2 English speakers (Dahl et al., 2020), suggest that verb placement relative to 
sentence adverbials is not uniformly more difficult than in topicalizations. That 
study investigated the same two structure types as the current study and found 
more target-like judgments for sentence adverbials than for topicalizations in L3 
German. Similarly, Stadt et al. (2020) found that adverbial placement in L3 Ger-
man was more target-like than in L3 French in two proficiency-matched groups 
of L1 Dutch L2 English speakers. These studies indicate that word order relative 
to sentence adverbials may be especially problematic for L3 French in L1 speak-
ers of V2 languages with English as an L2. This would support the hypothesis that 
partial (surface) word order overlap resulting in cross-linguistic influence from 
English plays a role. 

Regarding our third research question, it seems likely that the non-target 
judgments on sentence adverbials in the current study are a result of transfer 
from English. Based on Stadt et al. (2016, 2018a,b), who investigated relatively 
similar learners and found that higher proficiency in L2 English was associated 
with more evidence of transfer from the L2, the prediction would be that this 
transfer will be most prominent for participants with higher proficiency in Eng-
lish. However, in our results we saw a positive correlation between grades in 
English and discrimination scores in L3 French for both topicalizations and sen-
tences with sentence adverbials. These results are in line with findings in Dahl 
et al. (2020), where higher L2 English proficiency was associated with more tar-
get-like performance in L3 German and thus less evidence of L2 transfer. It thus 
seems that our results are in line with studies finding more evidence of L2 trans-
fer at lower L2 proficiency levels (e.g., Sánchez, 2020).  

As pointed out in section 2.2, we assume that a particular structure must have 
been acquired in the L2 for it to be transferrable to the L3. One might also expect 
that more consistent target-like judgments, possibly reflecting a more stable L2 
representation, might predict more prominent L2 transfer. Although our partic-
ipants clearly accepted the grammatical word order for English sentences with 
sentence adverbials, not all of them consistently rejected non-target like (verb-



FRENCH AS A THIRD LANGUAGE IN NORWAY [139] 

 

OSLa volume 12(1), 2021 

2) word order. Yet, the positive correlation between discrimination scores for 
this structure in L2 English and L3 French supports the idea that participants 
with less clear intuitions for the structure in L2 English were more prone to 
transfer the English word order into the L3. This is in line with the findings in 
Sánchez (2020) that high syntactic proficiency for a specific structure in L2 is not 
a prerequisite for its transfer to the L3. 

In sum, both with respect to general L2 proficiency and to knowledge of par-
ticular structures, we see that higher proficiency in the L2 correlates with more 
target-like performance in the L3. The difference between our results and those 
of Stadt et al. (2016, 2018a,b) may stem from the specific learning context for L2 
and L3. All participants in our study had been learning English for approximately 
the same number of years, and in a similar context. Learner-internal factors such 
as language learning abilities, meta-linguistic knowledge, learning strategies, 
and motivation are therefore likely to be the main explanations for differences 
in L2 proficiency and may affect L3 acquisition as well. Arguably, learners with 
less strong language learning abilities and/or strategies and motivation may also 
be less sensitive to the relevant difference between L2 English and L3 French and 
may therefore be more prone to misanalysis due to L2 English. In Stadt et al. 
(2016,2018a,b), on the other hand, the participants’ English proficiency de-
pended on external circumstances, i.e., whether they were in the immersion 
track or for how many years they had been learning English. The individual dif-
ferences relevant in the present study were probably less influential for the re-
sults in Stadt et al.’s studies. Bardel and Falk (2012) hypothesize that L2 transfer 
will be less prominent in speakers with very high L2 proficiency. It is not obvious 
that the L2 Status Factor model is relevant for L2 English in our study, given the 
low L2 starting age and general high proficiency. However, it is possible that, 
compared to those with higher L2 proficiency, our lower proficiency L2 partici-
pants treated both languages more similarly as foreign languages and thus were 
more prone transfer between the two (often referred to as "interlanguage trans-
fer", cf. De Angelis & Selinker (2001)), and that this partially explains our find-
ings.       

[6] Conclusion  

We do not see conclusive evidence of transfer from neither L1 Norwegian nor L2 
English in our results. In particular, it is difficult to argue that we see a privileged 
status for either language as a source of transfer. We do, however, see indications 
that both languages may possibly influence L3 French. Specifically, we argue that 
the partial overlap in surface word order with French in both L1 and L2 may po-
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tentially cause transfer of a non-target structure into L3. Importantly, and some-
what surprisingly, higher L2 proficiency seems to be associated with less L2 
transfer, arguably because of the common individual factors underlying both L2 
and L3 acquisition. 

While we cannot conclude definitively that our results demonstrate transfer 
from L2 English into L3 French, our data do indicate that some form of L2 influ-
ence may contribute to shaping Norwegian learners’ intuitions about L3 French. 
This underlines the importance of keeping in mind the current role of English in 
Norway; the study of other additional languages, such as French, must consider 
that these additional languages are never second languages. In Norway, English 
will always be part of the participants’ linguistic background and must therefore 
be taken into account. 
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