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An, Youngjae. “L2 Syntax of Long-Distance Wh-Movement in English.” Studies in English Language 
& Literature 45.4 (2019): 235-253. This paper investigates Korean speakers’ knowledge of long-distance 
(LD) wh-movement in English to identify the role of the first language (L1) and second language (L2) 
proficiency in the acquisition of L2 syntax, which allows us to observe a developmental path in L2 
syntax. To this end, the two current models of L2 grammar are considered: the Interpretability Hypothesis 
(IH; Tsimpli & Dimitrakopoulou, 2007) and the Feature Reassembly Hypothesis (FRH; Ladiere, 2009). 
The results show that the advanced speakers, patterning with the native speakers of English, exhibited 
abstract grammatical knowledge of LD wh-movement in English. However, they demonstrated 
significantly slower response times than the native speakers of English in making judgement on all of the 
sentence types, regardless of their (un)acceptability. These findings suggest that L2 syntactic competence 
is deemed to be affected not by L2 speakers’ L1, but by performance factors associated with the syntactic 
constraint parser. (Korea University)  
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I. Introduction

  The key question in the acquisition of long-distance (LD) wh-movement in second 
language (L2) English has been centred on whether L2 speakers whose first 
language (L1) is wh-in-situ languages are able to acquire language specific properties 
that trigger LD wh-movement (1a) and observe syntactic constraints that rule out LD 
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wh-movement (1b).

  (1) a. Whoi did Yengmi say she dated ti after years of friendship?
b. *Whoi did Yanf start the rumour that Yengmi had an affair with ti?

  Interestingly, however, L2 grammar in principle has little empirical base for 
inducing ungrammatical constructions such as (1b). In other words, lack of 
accessibility to constraints on LD wh-movement constitutes a learnability problem 
for L2 speakers of wh-in-situ languages since the relevant positive input is available 
nowhere else. In order to address the issue of poverty of the stimulus in L2, a 
number of studies have been conducted on L2 speakers’ ability to acquire constraints 
on LD wh-movement in English. And yet, the results have been mixed, leading to 
different conclusions over the specific issue (Belikova & White, 2009). As for L2 
speakers of wh-ex-situ languages, for example, there is a general consensus that they 
are able to acquire constraints on LD wh-movement in English due to benefit from 
their L1s. As for L2 speakers of wh-in-situ languages, on the other hand, L2 
researchers are struggling to reach a conclusion. 
  In order to provide empirical evidence on the nature of L2 syntax, this article 
investigates whether Korean speakers of English have access to constraints on LD 
wh-movement in English, testing the current two competing models of L2 
acquisition: the Interpretability Hypothesis (IH; Tsimpli & Dimitrakopoulou, 2007) 
and the Feature Reassembly Hypothesis (FRH; Ladiere, 2009). The IH predicts a 
representational deficit in L2 syntax due to the L1 interference whereas the FRH 
predicts successful development of L2 syntax by reassembling fixed L1 syntactic 
features into the target syntactic features. By evaluating the predictability of both 
hypotheses, this study will allow us to observe a developmental path in L2 syntax.
  In what follows, I discuss syntactic aspects of complex wh-questions between 
English and Korean, along with a possible learning problem ahead of Korean 
speakers of English. 
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II. Background

2.1 Syntax of wh-questions between English and Korean

  With the advent of Minimalist syntax, it has been generally assumed that 
wh-parameterisation is determined by the feature composition between the 
interrogative C and the wh-word. For example, Chomsky (2000) proposes that 
wh-ex-situ languages such as English have the following feature composition: the 
wh-word has an uninterpretable wh-feature [uWH] and an interpretable Q-feature 
[Q], while an interrogative C has an uninterpretable Q-feature [uQ] and an 
uninterpretable EPP-feature. 
  However, the [uWH] on the wh-word is nothing but a postulation; in fact, 
Chomksy (2001: 48n57) leaves open as to the feature composition of the elements 
that are involved in the derivation of wh-questions. With respect to this, I propose 
that wh-words across languages are not specified for their quantificational forces in 
the lexicon; rather, the semantics of a wh-word is acquired from a specific particle 
that encodes its quantificational force (see also Kim, 2000; Nishigauchi, 1990). This 
has an implication that the interrogative force of a bare wh-word is determined only 
when a QWH-particle－whether it is phonologically present (e.g. Korean) or absent 
(e.g. English) on C－is selected for computation (see also Baker, 1970; Cheng & 
Rooryck, 2001). That is, if a syntactic derivation is to be a wh-question, a 
QWH-particle with a [QWH] and a wh-word with an [uQWH] are selected for 
computation, which is a universal property that all languages share (see also Cable, 
2010). Then the EPP on C comes into a play to determine the parametric variation 
of wh-questions in the sense that the EPP is responsible for remerging the elements 
in structure building along with an effect for PF consideration (Alexiadou & 
Anagnostopoulou, 1998). Wh-parameterisation is then attributed to whether or not 
the EPP is present on C. (Chomsky, 2000). Table 1 summarises the featural 
composition of the elements involved in the formation of wh-questions between 
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English and Korean.

  On the basis of the feature composition in Table 1, the derivation of wh-questions 
in English and Korean is sketched below under Chomsky’s (2000, 2001) probe-goal 
system.

  (2) a. Derivation of simplex wh-question in English
[CP WHi[uQWH:QWH] [C´ C[EPP]  ... [VP V ti]]]

b. Derivation of simplex wh-question in Korean
[CP [C´ C Q[QWH] ... [VP V WH[uQWH:QWH]]]]

  In (2a), a Matching relation holds between the phonologically covert QWH-particle 
and the wh-word, triggering Agree. Then the [uQWH] on the wh-word is valued, 
attaining the wh-interrogative reading. The movement of the wh-word is followed to 
satisfy the EPP on C. In (2b), on the other hand, a Matching relation is established 
between the phonologically overt QWH-particle and the wh-word, and the [uQWH] on 
the wh-word is deleted by Agree, achieving the wh-interrogative force. Since the 
EPP is absent on C, the wh-word remains in situ.

2.2 Successive cyclicity and constraints on wh-movement

  Since Chomsky (1973), it has generally been assumed that LD wh-movement 
cannot proceed in one fell swoop, as in (3a); rather, it happens successive-cyclically 
through the intermediate Spec of CP, as in (3b), and this movement is assumed to 

Wh-word Interrogative C
English [uQWH] [QWH], EPP
Korean [uQWH] [QWH]

Table 1 Feature Composition in Wh-question Formation
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be driven by EPP-features on C (Chomksy, 2000, 2001). 

  (3) a. [CP WHi [C´ C ... [VP V [CP [C´ C ... [VP V ti]]]]]]]
b. [CP WHi [C´ C[EPP] ... [VP V [CP ti [C´ C[EPP] ... [VP V ti]]]]]]]

  This successive cyclic nature of wh-movement is captured in terms of locality 
constraint such as island constraints (Ross, 1967). For example, a wh-word cannot 
escape from a wh-island, as in (4).

  (4) *Whoi does Yengmi remember [CP whether Yanf met ti yesterday]?

  In order to rule out illicit wh-movement in (4), much effort has been made within 
the Minimalist framework. In response to this, Rizzi (2013) releases a version of 
locality constraints which is often referred to as the Featural Relativized Minimality.

  (5) Featural Relativized Minimality (FRM; Rizzi, 2013, p. 179)
In the configuration [… X … Z … Y …], a local relation (e.g. movement) 
cannot hold between X and Y if Z intervenes and Z fully matches the 
specification of X in the relevant morphosyntactic features.  

  To illustrate, consider the wh-island (4), repeated here as (6). The relevant 
morphosyntactic features that are responsible for the derivation of (6) are represented 
in accordance with the FRM. 

  (6) *[CP Whoi does Yengmi remember [CP whether Yanf met ti yesterday]]?
[+QWH]      [+QWH]         [+QWH] 

     X     Z  Y

  In (6), the intervening candidate Z matches the feature specification of X: both X 
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and Z are specified as [+QWH]. Thus, the local relation does not hold between X and 
Y; movement of X is blocked by the intervention of Z that has the same feature 
specification as X.
  In Korean, however, EPP-features on C are not selected for computation, allowing 
wh-words to remain in situ; consequently, wh-questions in Korean are assumed to be 
immune to island constraints (e.g. Hong, 2005; Lee, 2009). 

  (7) Yengmi-nun [Yanf-ka   ecey     nwukwu-lul  mannass-nunci] 
Yengmi-TOP Yanf-NOM  yesterday  who-ACC   met-Q 

kiekha-ni?
remember-Q
*‘Who does Yengmi remember whether Yanf met yesterday?’
 ‘Does Yengmi remember who Yanf met yesterday?’

  The wh-question (7) only has the embedded wh-question reading since in Korean 
wh-scope marking strategies are determined by the position of a Q-particle. The 
following examples show the wh-scope marking between a matrix and embedded 
wh-question in Korean.

  (8) a. Yengmi-nun    [Yanf-ka     ecey      nwukwu-lul   mannass-nunci] 
Yengmi-TOP   Yanf-NOM   yesterday  who-ACC   met-Q 

kiekha-ni?
remember-Q
‘Does Yengmi remember who Yanf met yesterday?’

b. Yengmi-nun    [Yanf-ka     ecey     nwukwu-lul  mannass-ta-ko] 
Yengmi-TOP   Yanf-NOM  yesterday  who-ACC  met-DEC-COMP 

sayngkakha-ni?
think-Q
‘Who does Yengmi think that Yanf met yesterday?’
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  In both questions, the wh-words are in the embedded clause; however, the 
position of the Q-particles differs. In (8a), the Q-particle is positioned in the 
embedded clause as well as in the matrix clause, but only the embedded reading is 
possible. The unavailability of the matrix reading is due to the intervening embedded 
Q-particle nunci specified as [+QWH]. This intervention effect, as predicted in Rizzi’s 
FRM, disrupts the local relation between the embedded wh-word nwukwu with 
[+QWH] and the matrix Q-particle ni with [+QWH] (see also Hagstrom, 1998). As a 
consequence, the matrix wh-question reading is not allowed in (8a). In (8b), by 
contrast, there is no intervening Q-particle between the embedded wh-word nwukwu 
and the matrix Q-particle ni, and as such the matrix wh-question reading is allowed. 
This explains why wh-questions in Korean are not allergic to island effects.
  A possible learning problem ahead of Korean speakers is then reduced to 
reconfigure the featural composition of the interrogative C in English. That is to say, 
they must come to know that EPP-features are realised on C, triggering successive 
cyclic movement of wh-words. 
  In the following, I look into two key findings from previous L2 studies on island 
constraints to see whether this is the case.

2.3 L2 in island constraints

  L2 studies on island constraints in English has been often carried out with 
speakers whose L1s are wh-in-situ languages and used to identify the role of L1 in 
the acquisition of L2 syntax. This section reports the two representative studies 
relevant to the purpose at hand: Schachter (1990) and Martohardjono (1993).
  Schachter (1990) examined island constraints in L2 English with Chinese, Dutch, 
Indonesian, and Korean speakers. The overall results from a grammaticality 
judgement task are present in Table 2, which is based on Schachter (1990, p. 111).
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  On the basis of the result in Table 2, Schachter reports that L2 speakers of 
wh-in-situ languages such as Chinese, Indonesian, and Korean fail to observe island 
constraints in English, which is not the case for L2 speakers of wh-ex-situ languages 
such as Dutch. Schachter (1990, pp. 118-119) concludes that L2 speakers of 
wh-in-situ languages do not have access to island constraints due to L1 interference, 
whereas L2 speakers of wh-ex-situ languages have access to island constraints due 
to L1 transfer benefit. 
  On the other hand, Martohardjono (1993), using a grammaticality judgement task, 
documented the opposite results with Chinese, Indonesian, and Italian speakers of 
English. All the languages are argued not to observe island constraints. 
Martohardjono was particularly interested in whether L2 speakers’ rejection rates 
vary for the types of island effects: strong island violation (i.e. movement out of 
adjunct positions such as relative clause islands and adjunct islands) and weak island 
violation (i.e. movement out of argument positions such as wh-islands and complex 
NP islands). Table 3 gives L2 speakers’ rejection rates of strong and weak island 
violations, which is based on Martohardjono (1993, p. 124).

Group Strong island violations Weak island violations
Native control 94% 79%

Italian 89% 61%
Indonesian 87% 42%

Chinese 76% 38%

Table 3 Rejection Rates of Strong and Weak Island Violations 

Group Grammatical sentences Island constraints
Native control 93% 92%

Dutch 97% 91%
Indonesian 72% 63%

Chinese 73% 72%
Korean 77% 52%

Table 2 Response Rates of Grammatical and Ungrammatical Wh-questions 
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  Marohardjono reports that all the L2 groups distinguish strong from weak 
violations, patterning with the control group. Martohardjono concludes that L2 
speakers, regardless of their L1s, have access to island constraints.
  The previous findings suggest that even though L2 speakers of wh-in-situ 
languages are not as good as native speakers of English, they are aware of abstract 
grammatical knowledge of the target structures. Those who were not as good as 
native speakers of English may project the interrogative C in English without an 
EPP. As a result of this, they may employ non-target-like grammars available in 
their L1s such as wh-topicalisation or wh-scrambling (Hawkins, 2001).
  The next section explores whether genuine wh-movement resides in Korean 
speakers’ interlanguage grammar of English. 

III. Experiment

3.1 Hypotheses

  In accordance with the assumptions of previous research on LD wh-movement in 
English (Belikova & White, 2009; Hawkins, 2001; Martohardjono, 1993; Schachter, 
1990), the following hypotheses are raised in terms of the Interpretability Hypothesis 
(IH; Tsimpli & Dimitrakopoulou, 2007) and the Feature Reassembly Hypothesis 
(FRH; Ladiere, 2009).

  (9) From the FRH perspective, Korean speakers may acquire island constraints in 
English by reconfiguring the target features despite the marked contrast in 
featural composition.

  (10) From the IH perspective, Korean speakers may not be sensitive to island 
constraints due to lack of L2 features that are not selected in their L1.
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3.2 Participants

  51 participants participated in the experiment: 32 L1 Korean-L2 English speakers, 
serving as an experimental group and 19 L1 English speakers, serving as a control 
group. All the control participants were students at UK universities; the experimental 
participants consisted of 29 were students at UK universities and three working 
professionals living in the UK. The participants’ background information is 
summarised in Table 4. 

Table 4 Summary of Participants’ Background Information

Note. OE = onset of English learning in year; LOR = length of residence in English-speaking 
countries in year. aKorean (n = 32); English (n = 19).

  The Korean speakers were further divided into two subgroups on the basis of 
their performance on the proficiency test. Their proficiency in English was 
determined by the Quick Placement Test (QPT; Oxford University Press, 2001). The 
results of the proficiency test are present in Table 5. 

Table 5 Mean Scores on the QPT

Note. CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound. aKA = Korean advanced (n 
= 10); KI = Korean intermediate (n = 22). 

  The mean score for the KA group (55.2) does not fall within the CI for the 
intermediate group [41.4, 43.4] and vice versa, which indicates that the difference 

Age Gender OE LOR
Groupa M Range Male Female M Range M Range
Korean 33.1 18-52 11 21 11.4 7-14 3.1 0.9-16
English 23.9 20-41 14 5 N/A N/A N/A N/A

95% CI
Groupa M SD LB UB Min Max

KA 55.2 3.7 53.3 57.2 48 59
KI 42.4 2.3 41.4 43.4 38 46
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between these two mean is statistically significant (for a detailed explanation, see 
Lason-Hall & Plonsky, 2015). 

3.3 Test design

  An acceptability judgment task (AJT) was designed to examine whether Korean 
speakers of English utilise abstract grammatical knowledge of the target language. 
The AJT consisted of 52 long-distance wh-questions: 24 were grammatical sentences, 
12 were ungrammatical sentences, and 16 were island violations. No fillers were 
included in the task since each sentence type, being distinct from each other, serves 
as distractors. The target sentences are illustrated in (11)-(13). 

  (11) Grammatical sentences
a. Wh-movement from embedded subject

Who does the archaeologist believe ti arrived here first?
b. Wh-movement from embedded object

What does Mary say she will sell at the charity sale ti tomorrow?

  (12) Ungrammatical sentences
a. No T-to-C movement

Who Natalie said everyone wanted to invite ti to the party? 
b. Double marking of tense

What does Ryan worries they will ban ti due to its explicit contents?
c. No pied-piping

What did the reporter say WikiLeaks released ti documents? 

  (13) Island violations
a. Wh-island

*?Who did Susan explain why she had to break up with ti? 
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b. Complex noun phrase island
*?What did they raise doubts about the report that North Korea had ti?

c. Relative clause island
*What did the reporter criticise the company that produced ti?

d. Adjunct island
*Who did Marvin hate Charlotte because she used to hang out with ti? 

3.4 Procedure

The experiment was run on a laptop PC, using PsychoPy (Peirce, 2007). Participants 
were asked to read each sentence carefully and to judge whether the sentence is 
fully possible or impossible, on the basis of a five-point scale: -2 (i.e. ‘completely 
unnatural, this is impossible as a sentence of English’); -1 (i.e. ‘somewhat unnatural, 
people probably don’t say this’); 0 (i.e. ‘I can’t decide’); +1 (i.e. ‘somewhat natural, 
people might say this’); +2 (i.e. ‘completely natural, this is a fully possible sentence 
of English’). In addition to this, judgement response times were measured using 
PsychoPy.

IV. Results and Discussion

4.1 Acceptability judgement task

  For the data analysis, each correct judgement was given a score of ‘1’, and each 
incorrect judgement was given a score of ‘0’. In addition, ‘I can’t decide’ judgement 
was removed from the analysis, and this affects 2.8% of the native control, 2.1% of 
the Korean advanced, and 3.9% of the Korean intermediate group data. Note that the 
analysis here does not rely on p-values; instead, the group differences are analysed 
in terms of the CI due to the sample size (for a detailed explanation, see Lason-Hall 
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& Plonsky, 2015). 
  Consider, first, whether Korean speakers’ grammar involves LD wh-movement in 
English. Table 6 presents mean rates of acceptance for grammatical wh-questions. 

Note. CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound. aNC = native control (n = 
19); KA = Korean advanced (n = 10); KI = Korean intermediate (n = 22).

  Overall, the NC group’s rates of acceptance for grammatical wh-questions are 
significantly different from the L2 groups. The mean acceptance rate for the NC 
group (95%) does not fall within the CIs for the KA group [61, 92] and KI group 
[47, 70], and vice versa, which indicates statistical significance. The KA group has 
relatively higher rates of acceptance for grammatical wh-questions compared with the 
KI group. The mean acceptance rate for the KA group (77%) does not fall within 
the CIs for the KI group [47, 70] and the other way around, revealing statistical 
significance. 
  At a glimpse, Korean speakers appear not to have LD wh-movement in English. 
Nonetheless, what is interesting here is that a similar judgement pattern is observed 
between wh-subject and wh-object extractions. Descriptively, not only Korean 
speakers but only English speakers show lower acceptance rates for wh-subject 
extractions (93% in the NC group; 73% in the KA group; 50% in the KI group) 
compared with wh-object extractions (97% in the NC group; 80% in the KA group; 
67% in the KI group). Wh-subject extractions seem to be a source of divergence for 
Korean speakers of English compared with wh-object extractions.

Subject extraction Object extraction Total

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Groupa M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB

NC 93% (9) 88 97 97% (6) 95 100 95% (5) 92 98

KA 73% (30) 52 95 80% (18) 67 93 77% (21) 61 92

KI 50% (32) 36 64 67% (26) 55 79 59% (25) 47 70

Table 6 Mean Acceptance Rates of Grammatical Wh-questions
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  Consider now ungrammatical wh-questions where language specific properties 
displayed by wh-movement in English. Table 7 gives mean rates of rejection for 
ungrammatical wh-questions.

Table 7 Rejection Rates for Ungrammatical Wh-questions

Note. CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound. aNC = native control (n = 
19); KA = Korean advanced (n = 10); KI = Korean intermediate (n = 22).

  The KI group, in general, shows relatively lower rates of rejection for 
ungrammatical wh-questions compared with both NC and KA group. The mean 
rejection rate for the KI (64%) is not within the CIs for the NC group [68, 86] and 
for the KA group [66, 91], and the other way around. No significant differences are 
found between the NC and KA group. 
  It appears that the rejection rates for ungrammatical wh-questions vary from one 
type to the next. Both KI and KA group are not as good as the NC group in 
making judgement on ungrammatical wh-questions without T-to-C movement (60% 
in the KI group; 73% in the KA group; 82% in the NC group) and with pied-piping 
(60% in the KI group; 73% in the KA group; 86% in the NC group). Both KI and 
KA group, however, exhibit better performance with ungrammatical wh-questions 
doubly-marked for tense compared with the NC group (72% in the KI group, 90% 
in the KA group, and 63% in the NC group). In addition, the NC group’s 
performance on ungrammatical wh-questions is not as robust as their performance on 
grammatical wh-questions. This might be a consequence which follows from native 
speakers’ general tendency to make judgement on ungrammatical sentences; that is, 
native speakers tend to ignore minor grammatical errors when they encounter a 

No T-to-C movement Double-marking of tense No pied-piping Total

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Groupa M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB

NC 82% (20) 72 91 63% (32) 48 78 86% (21) 75 96 77% (19) 68 86

KA 73% (34) 48 97 90% (17) 77 103 73% (18) 59 86 78% (17) 66 91

KI 60% (31) 46 74 72% (30) 58 85 60% (31) 47 74 64% (23) 54 74
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sentence with a globally plausible meaning (Heather Marsden, personal 
communication, 2016).  
  Taken together, the data in Table 6 and 7 suggest that the KA group appears to 
acquire syntactic properties of LD wh-movement in English, whereas the KI group 
is still progressing. 
  Turning now to the island violations to see whether Korean speakers have access 
to locality constraints on wh-movement in English. The relevant data are given in 
Table 8. 

Table 8 Rejection Rates for Strong vs. Weak Islands

Note. CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound. aNC = native control (n = 
19); KA = Korean advanced (n = 10); KI = Korean intermediate (n = 22). 

  Looking at the KA group, their mean rates of rejection for the strong islands are 
not significantly different from the NC group; the mean rejection rate of the relative 
clause islands for the KA group (90%) is within the CI for the NC group [94, 101], 
and that of the adjunct islands for the KA group (73%) is within the CI for the NC 
group [71, 94]. The weak islands are much of the same. The KA group appears to 
be aware of constraints on wh-movement in English.
  Moving onto the KI group, they have relatively lower rates of rejection for island 
constraints compared with the NC and KA group. This has, to some extent, already 
anticipated from their performance on both grammatical and ungrammatical 
wh-questions. 
  Interestingly, a similar pattern uncovered in Martohardjono (1993) can be found in 
Table 8, which implicates that Korean speakers are able to distinguish the relative 

Weak island Strong island Total

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Groupa M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB M (SD) LB UB

NC 78% (16) 71 86 90% (14) 96 101 84% (13) 78 90

KA 69% (25) 51 87 81% (20) 67 95 75% (20) 61 89

KI 52% (24) 42 63 65% (29) 52 78 59% (24) 48 69



250 Youngjae An

unacceptability of island constraints in English. That is, the rejection rates for the 
strong islands are higher than the weak islands: 81% (strong islands) vs. 69% (weak 
islands) in the KA group; 65% (strong islands) vs. 52% (weak islands) in the KI 
group. This confirms that while the KA group has indeed reconfigured the featural 
composition of wh-questions in English (i.e. EPP-features on C), the KI group has 
not yet fully reassembled the featural composition of the target structure proper, 
showing limited access to island constraints. 

4.2 Judgement response times

  Consider response times (RTs) on the same sentence types to see whether L2 
competence is affected by performance factors. The RTs with ‘I can’t decide’ 
judgement were removed from the analysis. In addition to this, The RTs that were 
two standard deviations above the mean RT were replaced with the cut-off value 
(Mean RT ± 2SDs). This affects 5.2% of the control, 5.8% of the KA, and 5.5% of 
the KI group data. Table 9 presents overall RTs from each of the groups.

Table 9 Mean response times in milliseconds on three types of sentences

Note. CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound. aNC = native control (n = 19); 
KA = Korean advanced (n = 10); KI = Korean intermediate (n = 22).

  As shown in Table 9, it turns out that the KA group is significantly slower in 
judging all of the sentence types than the NC group; the mean RTs for the KA 

Grammatical sentences Ungrammatical sentences Island violations

95% CI 95% CI 95% CI

Groupa M 
(SD) LB UB M 

(SD) LB UB M 
(SD) LB UB

NC 6326 
(1548) 

5580
 

7072
 

6715 
(1543) 

5972 7459
 

7293 
(2298) 

6186 8401
 

KA 14945 
(6220) 

10496
 

19395 13550 
(5517) 

9603 17497
 

15634 
(6896) 

10700 20567 

KI 15797 
(3595) 

14203
 

17391 16630 
(4945) 

14438
 

18823
 

20188 
(6425) 

17340 23037 
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group are not within the CIs for the NC group, and in reverse. The KA group took 
longer to access native-like parsing of the target structures. This may explain their 
relatively lower accuracy in making judgement on all of the sentence types, 
compared with the NC group. 
  In the meantime, the KI group does not differ from the KA group; that is, the 
mean RTs for the KI group are within the CIs for the KA group. However, the KI 
group, as evidenced in the judgement data, employs different syntactic representation 
from the KA group does. That is to say, the KI group has not yet reassembled the 
featural composition of the target language proper, projecting C with or without the 
EPP. The initial state of L2 syntax is, after all, flexible to functional features of the 
target language. For this reason, they demonstrated relatively low judgement across 
the condition. Yet, they could also project C with the EPP. This is manifested by 
their ability to distinguish the relative unacceptability of island constraints.
  In short, the results suggest that the KA group has indeed acquired abstract 
grammatical knowledge of LD wh-movement in English. This in turn dismisses 
Tsimpli & Dimitrakopoulou’s (2007) claim that L2 syntactic representation is 
affected by the L1. And yet the KA group’s accuracy in rejecting or accepting LD 
wh-questions varies. Their slow judgement RTs are likely to be a good candidate for 
relatively low accuracy rates of the target structure compared with the NC group. 
The end-state of L2 syntax may be interfered not by the L1, but by syntactic 
constraint parsing of the target structures.

V. Conclusion

  The present study demonstrates that island constraints are operative at the 
advanced levels of acquisition but not at the intermediate levels of acquisition. In 
other words, L1 knowledge is not the main determinant of L2 syntactic 
development, rendering a support on the Feature Reassembly Hypothesis (Lardiere, 



252 Youngjae An

2009). The findings also suggest, given that grammar is related with competence and 
processing is associated with performance (Hawkins, 1999), that L2 end-state is, 
after all, diverges at processing of the target structures. In this regard, this study 
concludes that L1 knowledge does not influence L2 syntactic competence but rather 
may have an effect on L2 syntactic performance.
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