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ABSTRACT:
Fossilization describes the end state of an L2 learner’s grammar, usually a deviant form of the target 
language. Since L2 learners tend to develop different interlanguage grammars during acquisition, 
fossilization appears complex and problematic. Thus, the term stabilization, which represents the 
L2 learner’s interlanguage at a particular point, was suggested. This study investigates the two con-
cepts to determine the point of their occurrence in L2 learners’ interlanguage. Two sets of data (oral 
production and composition) collected at an interval of seven years from two groups of Yorùbá na-
tive speakers whose L2 is English (Beginner and Advanced) with a focus on inflectional morphology 
revealed that while some errors disappeared from the interlanguage of learners in both groups, they 
still committed similar types of earlier errors despite the seven-year interval but at a lesser rate. This 
confirmed the existence of different levels of error, i.e., stabilization. The results revealed that after 
the interval, inflectional errors across both groups were not static (fossilized) but changed (stabi-
lized) due to different factors. This confirms that, while the stabilization of L2 features can be iden-
tified and established, it is usually difficult to identify fossilized features.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Based on previous studies on second language (henceforth L2) acquisition (hence-
forth SLA), it has been established that L2 learners display different types of profi-
ciency at different levels of acquisition, which in reality reflects different types of 
interlanguage grammar. According to White (2003), L2 learners’ grammar tends to 
change (in most cases improve) as their level of exposure and knowledge of the L2 in-
creases. However, despite endless opportunities to improve, it was observed that L2 
learners usually retain deviant structures and forms because such deviant forms con-
tinue to reappear in L2 performance long after they are thought to have been over-
come. This implies that L2 learners’ grammar, which is aimed at a native-like form, 
exhibits deviations in the process of acquisition. Some of these deviations manifest 
across all groups of L2 learners irrespective of their level of competence. They occur 
among those at the non-native-like and near-native-like levels and even among those 
with a native-like level, which is very close to the native speakers’ level.

The major question which has received attention is why these deviant forms still 
appear and at what point in the process of learning do these deviant forms remain 
indelible in L2 performance. Selinker (1972) proposes the concept of fossilization that 
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he claims is responsible for the reappearance of the deviant forms (errors) and also 
attempts to indicate the particular point at which such errors become permanent in 
L2 performance. However, Long (2005) observes that fossilization appears too broad 
to account for the issue. He argues that when L2 errors appear to stabilize at some 
point it does not indicate fossilization because such errors are not permanent since 
they tend to be corrected or even disappear in L2 performance. Therefore, he suggests 
the concept of stabilization, which is an offshoot of fossilization, to account for the 
phenomenon. Since L2 learners exhibit different types of errors, this longitudinal 
study will attempt to establish if there is any point at which L2 learners appear to 
have attained the level of permanence where any form of improvement is assumed 
to be impossible or whether they tend to correct their errors over time with age and 
more exposure to the target L2. The goal is to establish whether L2 learners stabilize 
or fossilize. The focus is on morphological variability, which concerns inflectional 
errors among L2 learners.

2. MORPHOLOGICAL VARIABILITY AND INFLECTIONAL ERRORS

According to Dulay and Burt (1974), Beck (1998), White (2003), Haznedar (2007), Mc-
Carthy (2008), Lardiere (2009, 2011), Santoro (2012), and Oshodi (2014), the issue of 
tense and agreement has remained one of the most significant discussions in SLA 
studies. Tense and agreement are the areas in which L2 learners exhibit obvious and 
persistent errors in their interlanguage grammars, and this applies to both children 
and adults, including those at advanced or native-like levels. The errors basically in-
volve the inconsistent use of target-like morphology, i.e., inflectional morphemes, by 
L2 learners, which is better known as morphological variability in SLA circles.

From earlier literature on L2, e.g., Dulay and Burt (1974), Bley-Vroman (1989), 
Lardiere (1998a), to recent studies, e.g., Santoro (2012), Oshodi (2014), Foote (2017), 
Gwilliams and Marantz (2018), Bosch et al. (2019) and Ciaccio et al. (2020), morpho-
logical variability has been defined as the “inability” of L2 learners to accurately and 
consistently use inflectional morphology. Inaccurate and inconsistent use here could 
mean non-use (omission), wrong use, as well as over-use of the morphemes involved. 
In L2 English, which is our focus in this study, it involves the variable use of inflec-
tional morphemes like 3rd person singular -s, past tense -ed (regular and irregular), 
plural markers (-s, -es, -ies, -en) and free morphemes, such as determiners (a, the, Ø), 
demonstratives (this, those, these), auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) and gender markers 
(he, she, him, her, his, her) in obligatory contexts (i.e., contexts in which native speak-
ers would naturally use them). Based on the large body of literature that has inves-
tigated morphological variability among L2 learners, the problem is confined to two 
syntactic domains: verbal and nominal. 

Morphological variability has received tremendous attention, particularly the 
question of what constitutes the source or cause of L2 inflectional errors. It has to 
be explicitly stated here that the goal of this study is not to examine the source or 
cause of morphological variability, but to examine the concepts of fossilization and 
stabilization, with a focus on errors in inflectional morphology, to establish the point 
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of their occurrence among L2 learners, using data collected from Beginner and Ad-
vanced Yorùbá native speakers who are L2 learners of English. 

3. FOSSILIZATION AND STABILIZATION

Selinker (1972, p. 209) defines fossilization as “a mechanism which is assumed to also 
exist in the latent psychological structure (…). Fossilizable linguistic phenomena are 
linguistic items, rules, and subsystems which speakers of a particular native lan-
guage will tend to keep in their interlanguage relative to a particular target language, 
no matter what the age of the learner or the amount of explanation and instruction 
received in the target language”. Selinker (ibid, p. 215) observes that “a crucial fact 
which any adequate theory of second language learning will have to explain is the 
regular reappearance or re-emergence in interlanguage productive performance of 
linguistic structures which were thought to have been eradicated. This behavioural 
reappearance is what has led me to postulate the reality of fossilization and inter-
language grammars”. This process of reappearance of non-native-like structures be-
lieved to have been eradicated is what Selinker (ibid.) describes as ‘backsliding’ to 
the permanent non-native-like state and terms fossilization. Selinker (ibid.) assumes 
that these non-native-like reoccurring structures have become permanent in the L2 
learners’ interlanguage, hence his belief that they have become fossilized.

According to Long (2005), stabilization can be defined as a mechanism that un-
derlies surface linguistic material which speakers of a particular L1 tend to keep in 
their interlanguage at a particular point in time relative to a particular target lan-
guage, no matter the age of the learner or amount of explanation and instruction he/
she receives in the target language, but which has the tendency to change over time 
based on several linguistic and social factors, which include the individual L2 learner 
involved, length of exposure to the L2, context, task, age, etc. This is somehow dif-
ferent from fossilization. Bley-Vroman (1989) opines that the major and significant 
difference between stabilization and fossilization is permanence. While stabilization 
assumes changes in the interlanguage over time occasioned by different factors, par-
ticularly more exposure to the target L2, fossilization assumes a permanent deficit of 
the L2 interlanguage. Selinker and Lakshmanan (1992) observe that stabilization is 
the first sign of (putative) fossilization. According to Long (2005), this makes it dif-
ficult to determine the exact point or period where the L2 stabilized interlanguage is 
fossilized. This makes stabilization testable, while fossilization is a bit more difficult 
to ascertain.

Both fossilization and stabilization are crucial concepts in SLA because they 
emphasize the role of L1 in the development of interlanguage grammars in L2 ac-
quisition. For example, if the Yorùbá advanced learners examined in this study still 
commit similar errors of morphological variability in their interlanguage with the 
same frequency rate after seven years, then we can assume that it is a case of fos-
silization. However, if they improve or commit similar errors at a lesser rate in the 
second instance of data collection, it may be considered a case of stabilization. Long 
(1997, p. 491) observes that “since no study has shown fossilization in L2 children it 



BOLUwAJI OSHODI 45

is a concept which can only occur in adult L2 learners”. Selinker (1992) expatiates 
on fossilization and sees it as a situation where L2 learners cannot progress beyond 
a particular stage. There are serious issues with Selinker’s assertion. For example, at 
what point does fossilization take place? Does it take place immediately when an L2 
learner starts learning an L2 or at a later time in the process? Can L2 learners still im-
prove after fossilization has taken place? If yes, how can fossilization be established? 
This study shall attempt to provide answers to these questions.

4. WHAT IS INTERLANGUAGE GRAMMAR?

The definitions of fossilization and stabilization often include the phrase “interlan-
guage grammar”. According to Selinker (1972), interlanguage refers to intermediate 
states or intermediate grammars of an L2 learner’s language as it moves towards the 
target language. It is a product of a creative process driven by inner forces and inter-
action, influenced by the native language and input from the target language. The “in-
terlanguage hypothesis” sees the L2 learner’s language as an independent and vari-
able system, which contains elements of the first and second languages as well as its 
own distinctive ones (Selinker, 1992). Consequently, the errors committed may not be 
traceable to the L1 and can also deviate from the normal L1 acquisition pattern. How-
ever, there are always obvious structural similarities between the two languages (i.e., 
the L1 and the target L2), and the resultant transfers and interferences are still highly 
prominent. The interlanguage grammar has several distinctive characteristics, the 
most prominent one being regular and frequent changes. Also, interlanguage is gov-
erned by some innate rules as well as the structure of the L1. Saville-Troike (2006) ob-
serves that interlanguage reduces complex grammaticality in form and it is also used 
for a smaller range of communicative needs. White (2000a) identifies three main 
levels of interlanguage: initial state, intermediate state, and end state. Interlanguage 
grammar also varies depending on several linguistic, cognitive, or even social factors 
among L2 learners with the same native language and a similar background, experi-
ence and exposure to the L2 (White, 2000b).

5. PREVIOUS STUDIES ON FOSSILIZATION AND STABILIZATION

A large number of studies have examined the concept of fossilization among differ-
ent groups of L2 learners. Long (2005) observed that virtually all the studies on fos-
silization have come up with controversial findings which end up complicating the 
issue rather than resolving it.

Previous studies on fossilization include Mukkatash (1986), Thep-Ackrapong 
(1990), Lennon (1991a, 1991b), Washburn (1992, 1994), Lin (1995), Lin and Hedgcock 
(1996). All these studies concluded that based on the persistent errors committed by 
the L2 learners examined, they have all reached a stage where their interlanguage can 
no longer improve which by implication is a sign of fossilization. Washburn (1992) 
and Lin (1995) both used the term fossilization for persistent L2 errors because they 
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believe the learners have lived in the L2 environment long enough for such errors to 
still manifest in their interlanguage. However, serious issues have been raised con-
cerning most of the findings of the studies that identified fossilization. The issues 
include the following points: (i) Results are based on assumptions because neither 
fossilization nor stabilization was actually demonstrated. (ii) There are problems 
with the types of subjects used. In most cases, inappropriate subjects were selected 
for such studies. (iii) The findings of these studies are based on insufficient data. 
(iv) Most analyses used in the studies are inadequate.

Han (2009) proposes the Selective Fossilization Hypothesis (SFH), an analytic 
model that attempts to account for both the acquisitional and fossilizable prospect 
of linguistic features. The unique thing about this model is the recognition of the 
fact that not all L2 features are fossilizable and some features (e.g., morphosyntactic 
features) that have been the focus of most fossilization studies are more prone to 
fossilization than others. The major goal of SFH is to identify fossilizable features by 
investigating the likely factors that trigger fossilization in the acquisition process. 
According to Han’s (ibid.) Selective Fossilization Hypothesis, it is the interaction of 
first language markedness and the strength of the second language input taking place 
in the learner’s mind that determines how acquirable or fossilizable certain linguistic 
features will be. In summary, Han (ibid.) identified a selective type of stabilization in 
L2 interlanguage.

Some studies have also examined and justified stabilization, which has been sug-
gested by Long (1997) as a better alternative to fossilization. They include Long (1997, 
2005), Han (1998, 2000), and Lardiere (1998a, 1998b, 2000). These are all longitudinal 
studies in which L2 learners examined over a ten- to twenty-year period showed evi-
dence of improvement in the target L2 over time, even when they still committed the 
same type of errors. For example, Lardiere (1998a) examined Patty, an adult female 
native Chinese speaker who moved to the United States at the age of 22. The examina-
tion of her L2 (English) began after she had spent ten years learning it. This exami-
nation, which eventually lasted for nearly twenty years, revealed some interesting 
facts. The findings showed that although some errors still surfaced even after such 
a long exposure to English, Patty exhibited signs of improvement and some errors 
disappeared from her interlanguage. Patty’s L2 interlanguage appeared to stabilize 
rather than fossilize because she would sometimes correct inflectional errors which 
she had committed earlier. The issue of what constitutes fossilization and stabiliza-
tion remains contentious and more studies are needed to establish the point of their 
emergence. This study intends to contribute to this debate by using verifiable results, 
the right subjects, sufficient data, and valid analyses.

6. MORPHOLOGICAL VARIABILITY IN YORÙBÁ AND ENGLISH

Yorùbá is a Niger-Congo language majorly spoken in the Southwestern part of Nige-
ria and English is the official language in Nigeria. Yorùbá native speakers in Nigeria 
speak English as a second language. Unlike in English, where verbs and nouns are 
inflected for tense and number, verbs and nouns are never inflected in Yorùbá. For 
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example, while the past tense form of the words go, come, eat, sell and kill are went, 
came, ate, sold and killed respectively, the Yorùbá versions lọ ‘go’, wá ‘come’, jẹ ‘eat’, tà 
‘sell’ and pa ‘kill’ remain the same when used in the past. In English, nouns are in-
flected for number. For example, one house becomes two houses in plural, one child be-
comes two children. In Yorùbá, however, nouns are not inflected. Ilé kan ‘one house’ 
remains ilé méjì ‘two houses’, ọmọ kan ‘one child’ remains ọmọ méjì ‘two children’, i.e., 
ilé ‘house’ and ọmọ ‘child’ maintain their form when used in the plural. Also, while 
English marks pronouns for gender, Yorùbá does not. In Yorùbá, the pronoun ó is 
used for male, female, and neuter while in English, he, him, his are used for male, she 
and her for female, and it for neuter. These examples clearly show that inflection is 
a feature of English that is not attested in Yorùbá. Several studies such as Afolayan 
(1968), Bamgbose (1982), Bamiro (1991), Babalola and Akande (2002), Akande (2003), 
and Alo and Mesthrie (2008) have examined and confirmed that Yorùbá native speak-
ers whose L2 is English usually have problems with some aspects of the English lan-
guage and the most prominent one is inflectional morphology, where errors are ob-
vious and persistent.

7. DATA COLLECTION AND METHODOLOGY

Morphological variability has focused mainly on two domains: verbal and nominal. 
Beck (1998), White (2003), and Lardiere (2005) examined morphological variability 
in the verbal domain focusing on finiteness, tense, and agreement (features which 
are expressed by -s), past tense markers (regular and irregular), auxiliaries (is, are, 
was, were, has, have), the occurrence of finite verbs in non-finite contexts and past 
tense verbs in present contexts. In the nominal domain, the focus has been on articles 
(definite, indefinite and null), demonstratives, plural marking, gender (masculine 
used in feminine contexts and feminine used in masculine contexts). These features 
shall be examined in this study.

The features were coded in terms of error of accuracy versus inaccuracy, i.e., cor-
rect versus incorrect use of the inflectional features with a focus on the incorrect 
forms. The results were divided into the following categories: third person singu-
lar -s (3psg-s), past tense (regular and irregular), auxiliaries (is, are, has, have), finite 
verbs in non-finite contexts, articles (definite, indefinite, and null), demonstratives, 
plural marking, gender (masculine in feminine contexts and feminine in masculine 
contexts). The overall number of correct and incorrect usages of the inflections were 
calculated and will be presented as error count and accuracy rates in percentage. 
The data were collected in two instances. The first set was collected in 2012 while the 
second set was collected in 2019, which means there is a seven-year interval between 
both instances of data collection.

7.1 PARTIcIPANTS

Sixteen participants, all native speakers of Yorùbá, took part in this study. They were 
divided into two groups, Beginner Group and Advanced Group, based on their age and 
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length of exposure to the target L2. The first group comprised primary school pupils 
between eight and nine years of age who were still within the critical period (under 
the age of 10), and the second group was made up of adults between 40 and 50 years 
of age who were all secondary school teachers.

The sixteen (16) subjects, eight (8) in the Beginner Group and eight (8) in the Ad-
vanced Group, were selected after considering factors such as the viability of subjects 
and the number of features to be examined. Having subjects who can provide valid 
data was crucial to the study. It was ascertained that the parents of all the subjects 
were native Yorùbá speakers. They all affirmed that their language of interaction at 
home (i.e., among family members) was Yorùbá. Their parents were confirmed to be 
artisans and petty traders who were not exposed to the English language formally. 
Also, it was verified that no member of the Advanced Group taught English language 
as a subject. 

During the first round of data collection, subjects in the Beginner Group were in 
their fifth year of primary school. Based on the information supplied by their par-
ents, the researcher was able to gather some facts about their background in terms 
of their exposure to English. The parents affirmed that all the participants were never 
exposed to English before starting school, at least at home since they used (and still 
use) Yorùbá for communication at home. In the Nigerian primary school system, the 
fifth year is the period when children get their first formal exposure to the English 
language because pupils are taught in the mother tongue for the first three years 

and English is introduced in the fourth year alongside the mother tongue. There is 
one very important issue here that must be clarified. Considering the role of English 
as the official language in Nigeria, it may be difficult to determine the actual initial 
state of its acquisition because learners might pick up some English words through 
sources like the media (i.e., television and radio) long before they start the main pro-
cess of formal learning.

The subjects in the Advanced Group were all university graduates from different 
academic fields. They were all secondary school teachers in Yorùbá speaking towns 
during data collection. They had received both naturalistic and classroom exposure 
to English. They had had contacts with native speakers of English at one time or an-
other during their secondary school and undergraduate days. Also, in their present 
employment, the medium of instruction is English. Based on the length of their ex-
posure to the English language, their grammar was considered to be in an advanced 
state. They had passed two internationally recognized examinations: the General 
Certificate Examination (GCE O/L), which is the final year certificate examination 
taken in high school, and the Joint Matriculation Examination (JME), which is the 
university entrance examination in Nigeria, both conducted in English. Also, they 
had attended conferences and seminars conducted in English. Subjects in this group 
had had contact with the English language both formally and informally for over 
37 years.

In the second round of  data collection, some of the variables had changed. 
Members of the Beginner Group were now sixteen (16) years old and were all in 
senior secondary school 3, which is the certificate class. By implication, the length 
of their exposure to English had increased. Fortunately, the eight participants in 
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this group were in the same secondary school. This made the second round of data 
collection easier. For the Advanced Group, some variables had also changed. Apart 
from the increase in age, two had become school principals and two had become 
vice-principals while the remaining four had become senior teachers. The length 
of their exposure to English had also increased. Only two members of  the Ad-
vanced Group were in the same school during the second round of data collection. 
For the remaining six, the researcher had to conduct the two tests individually in 
their new schools.

7.2 PROcEDURE AND TASKS

Two types of tasks were administered to the subjects: spontaneous oral production 
and written composition tasks. For the oral production task, subjects were tested in 
naturalistic contexts through interviews and discussions administered by the re-
searcher. The subjects were allowed to discuss any topic and also ask questions about 
any topic that was of interest to them. This allowed us to elicit naturalistic data as 
much as possible. While the subjects in the Advanced Group were interviewed at 
home (individually) without any issues, subjects in the Beginner Group were reluc-
tant to be interviewed at home. As a result of this, the interviews and discussions 
were conducted in their school. Topics discussed varied according to the groups. For 
example, while the Beginner Group discussed topics such as The best movie I ever saw, 
My first day at school, My best friend, My room, My parents, and Two stories I like so much, 
those in the Advanced Group preferred discussions related to politics, salary, and 
current affairs. All the subjects in the two groups were interviewed individually four 
times within the period of one month and each interview lasted between 30 and 45 
minutes. These interviews were recorded to make subsequent analysis possible. Fol-
lowing the method adopted by McCarthy (2008), utterances that were followed by 
self-expression were excluded; however, the final corrected forms were included. 
Self-repetitions were also excluded.

In the written composition task, the subjects were instructed to pick a topic and 
write on it. The composition test was administered exactly a month after adminis-
tering the oral production test. Here, subjects in the Beginner Group wrote on one 
of these topics: The food I like best, My best friend, A good movie I saw, My school and My 
parents. These topics were chosen for members of this group because during the oral 
production tasks, the subjects showed tremendous interest in them. By implication, it 
means they tended to express themselves freely and produce natural sentences while 
writing on them. Subjects in the Advanced Group all agreed and wrote on the topic 
The Nigerian political situation. The written compositions were untimed and they were 
conducted under the supervision of the researcher. The fact that the tasks were un-
timed gave the subjects the opportunity to go over their answers and to have enough 
time to complete the tasks at their own pace and convenience. Another interesting 
fact is that subjects in both groups wrote on the same topics in both instances of data 
collection, i.e., in 2012 and 2019.
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8. RESULTS

The results presented here focus on morphological variability of verbal and nominal 
inflections among the two groups of Yorùbá L2 English subjects based on elicitations 
of natural speech and writing. Results of two sets of data are presented. The first one 
reports the results of the tasks from the first year of data collection and the second 
one presents the results from the seventh year. Both results will be compared to see if 
there were changes between the 1st- and the 7th-year results. This will help to establish 
if there were any changes in the rate and pattern of errors within the two groups as 
well as between them. Below are examples of inflectional errors in the interlanguage 
of the subjects (Beginner and Advanced Groups). The results are presented in two 
parts: those for data collected in the first year, i.e., in 2012, and those collected seven 
years after in 2019. They are presented under oral production and written composi-
tion. The focus is on the incorrect use of the target inflections in obligatory contexts. 
Results for auxiliaries are presented separately because they are free morphemes and 
are also inflected for tense.

8.1 ERRORS IN ORAL PRODUcTION  
(FIRST INSTANcE OF DATA cOLLEcTION)

Examples of errors from the oral production tasks for both the Beginner and the Ad-
vanced Groups covering verbal and nominal inflections are presented below:

3rd person singular -s (agreement), past tense markers (regular and irregular)

a. My mummy beat me anytime I don’t read my book (beats) [sub2 BG]
b. I likes to wear the shoe that my mummy bought for me (like) [sub4 BG]
c. My mummy cook food for me which I brings to school (cooks, bring) [sub6 BG]
d. I knows the boy very well he does not come to school regularly (know)  

[sub3 AG]
e. He fight a lot yet he knows nothing (fights) [sub4 AG]
f. Why does he likes to come late to school all the time? (like) [sub5 AG]

Auxiliaries 

a. My daddy have bought a car this year (has) [sub1 BG]
b. Everyone in my class have paid their school fees (has) [sub5 BG]
c. Some people has been teaching for years yet with no experience (have)  

[sub6 AG]
d. The boy join a group that are robbing people in the town (is) [sub7 AG]

Finite verb in non-finite contexts 

a. Yesterday my mother asked me to fetched water for her (fetch) [sub6 BG]
b. When the man wanted to slaughtered the goat (slaughter) [sub4 BG]
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c. If the president knew the rule why did he failed to applied them? (apply)  
[sub3 AG]

d. The governor was expected to paid the arrears to us last month (pay)  
[sub3 AG]

Past tense verb in present contexts 

a. Who did you gave the money to yesterday? (give) [sub2 BG]
b. When did you came home last night? (come) [sub4 BG]
c. Why did he stole so much money? (steal) [sub3 AG]
d. Why did he failed his exams? (fail) [sub5 AG]

Articles (definite, indefinite and null)

a. Both the boy and ø girl come back to look for the girl’s bag (the) [sub3 BG]
b. He ride ø bicycle to school every day (a) [sub5 BG]
c. On that day ø principal of Ajiroke Technical college was there (the) [sub3 AG] 
d. Did they score ø same mark? (the) [sub5 AG]

Demonstratives

a. I know this girls, they live in Ikare (these) [sub2 BG]
b. He told the actor that this girl are bad (these) [sub9 BG]
c. This tree over there were planted by the villagers (these) [sub3 AG]
d. This are not good students, good students are always serious (these) [sub5 AG]

Plural marking

a. The boy have two bicycle (bicycles) [sub8 BG]
b. I have two dress for Christmas (dresses) [sub2 BG] 
c. Imagine Ekiti state that had three governor in 4 years (governors) [sub8 AG]
d. I’m sure there are over eight-hundred student in this school (students)  

[sub6 AG]

Gender Marking

a. After the woman kill the child he ran away from there (she) [sub7 BG]
b. My mother travel to Lagos and he spend 3 month with my sister (she)  

[sub4 BG]
c. My daughter knows me well; if he misbehave I will be angry (she) [sub5 AG]
d. How can Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala1 be collecting his salary in dollars? (her)  

[sub3 AG]

1 Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala is a woman; she was the minister of finance in Nigeria when the data 
were collected. 
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8.2 ERRORS IN wRITTEN cOMPOSITION  
(FIRST INSTANcE OF DATA cOLLEcTION)

Examples of errors from the written composition task for both the Beginner and the 
Advanced Groups are presented below:

3rd person singular -s (agreement), past tense markers  
(regular and irregular)

a. He love to read in the class during break time (loves) [sub1 BG]
b. I likes American films because of the way they fight (like) [sub3 BG]
c. Babangida is a crook, he should be lock up in prison (locked) [sub9 AG]
d. Even Obasanjo at his age still run after women (runs) [sub5 AG]
e. Our leaders knows the problems facing Nigeria (know) [sub3 AG]
f. I forget my voters’ card at home so I did not vote (forgot) [sub2 AG]

Auxiliaries 

a. After the boss have killed the dog (has) [sub4 BG] 
b. They thought the actor have died (had) [sub13 BG] 
c. The two commissioner has left this sinful world (have) [sub3 AG]
d. Everyone were reading in class when the fire started (was) [sub5 AG]

Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 

a. My teacher used to caned me a lot last year (cane) [sub2 BG]
b. How the actor manage to killed the boss was very surprising (kill)  

[sub9 BG]
c. It is very painful to lost someone very close last year (lose) [sub3 AG]
d. In 1985, I used to paid 30 Naira as house rent (pay) [sub6 AG]

Past Tense Verbs in Present Context

a. They asked him who did he met at home (…)? (meet) [sub2 BG]
b. Why did he not passed the ball to the goalkeeper? (pass) [sub5 BG]
c. How did the boy got such a huge amount of money (get) [sub7 AG]
d. Why did the governor sacked the loyal commissioner? (sack) [sub5 AG]

Articles (definite, indefinite and null)

a. A man and ø man can now marry in America (a) [sub3 BG]
b. My friend ride ø motorcycle to school every day (a) [sub5 BG]
c. Did they marry ø same woman? (the) [sub5 AG]
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Demonstratives

a. They like this students because they are neat (these) [sub2 BG]
b. This are bad politicians who steal the people’s money (these)  

[sub5 AG]

Plural Marking

a. My father have two car (cars) [sub8 BG]
b. There are over three hundred senator in Nigeria (senators)  

[sub8 AG]

Gender Marking

a. Mrs Ojo is a very nice teacher, he teach us very well (she) [sub7 BG]
b. The woman is wicked, he beats the houseboy every time (she)  

[sub4 BG]

The results of the errors collected after a seven-year interval from the subjects in both 
verbal and nominal domains are presented below under oral production and written 
composition.

8.3 ERRORS IN ORAL PRODUcTION AND wRITTEN cOMPOSITION TASKS  
(SEcOND INSTANcE OF DATA cOLLEcTION)

Examples of the incorrect use of inflectional morphemes in oral production and writ-
ten composition tasks for both the Beginner and the Advanced Groups covering ver-
bal and nominal inflections are presented below. The results are combined because 
the errors committed by the subjects are fewer and also similar in pattern to those 
obtained in the first instance of data collection.

3rd person singular -s 

a. My mummy love to cook for me on weekends (loves) [sub2 BG]
b. My friend ride his bicycle every Saturday (rides) [sub4 BG]
c. A commissioner that buy cars every week (buys) [sub6 AG]
d. The president change his minister all the time (changes) [sub3 AG]
e. Our leaders knows the problems with Nigeria (know) [sub4 AG]

Past tense marker (regular verb)

a. The boss die in the fire (died) [sub2 BG]
b. I was tired when I trek to school on that day (trekked) [sub4 BG]
c. The next day, he walk to school (walked) [sub2 BG]
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Articles (definite, indefinite and null)

a. I will enter ø bus to Akungba (a) [sub2 BG]
b. When I get to ø University (the) [sub4 BG]
c. The boy saw ø bicycle coming towards him (a) [sub3 BG]
d. I watch ø film when I got home (a) [sub4 BG]

Plural marking 

a. I have three brother (brothers) [sub2 BG]
b. Our house have two gate (gates) [sub4 BG]
c. They should sack all the politician above 60 years (politicians) [sub6 AG]
d. Many politician use civil servant to destroy Nigeria (politicians, civil servants) 

[sub2 AG]

8.4 PRESENTATION AND cOMPARISON  
OF THE INcORREcT USE OF INFLEcTIONS 

The results obtained from the various incidences of incorrect use of inflections by the 
subjects in the Beginner and the Advanced Groups are presented below in percent-
ages and also compared to bring out the differences between the two instances of data 
collection. This comparison will help to establish whether or not there were changes 
in the pattern and the rate of errors among the subjects.

8.4.1 cOMPARISON OF INcORREcT USE OF INFLEcTIONS:  
BEGINNER GROUP AND ADVANcED GROUP, 1ST AND 2ND ROUNDS

In this section, the results of the comparison of incorrect use of inflections for oral 
production and written composition among the subjects in the Beginner Group and 
the Advanced Group (1st and 2nd rounds) are presented in Tables 1, 2, 3 and 4 below.

In Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4, two facts were revealed across the board. Firstly, the ove-
rall use of all the inflections tested was higher in the second round of data collection 
than in the first round. For example, as shown in Table 1 (oral production: Beginner 
Group), the inflections were used 1858 times in the first round of data collection and 
3099 times in the second round. In Table 2 (written composition: Beginner Group), 
the inflections were used 965 times in the first round and 1525 times in the second 
round. In Table 3 (oral production: Advanced Group), the inflections were used 3767 
times in the first round and 6369 times in the second round of data collection. In Ta-
ble 4 (written composition: Advanced Group), the inflections were used 1417 times in 
the first round of data collection and 3178 times in the second round.

Secondly, along with the higher use of the inflections in the second round of data 
collection, the number of incorrect uses of the inflections was lower in the second 
round than in the first round among the subjects in both groups. For example, in 
Tables 1 and 2 (oral production and written composition: Beginner Group), the total 
number of incorrect uses of the inflections in the second round of data collection was 
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1st Round     2nd Round
Beginner Group Beginner Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 92 23 20 246 16 6
Past tense marker (regular) 61 5 6 201 0 0
Past tense marker (irregular) 85 13 13 191 5 3
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 201 11 5 481 0 0
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 192 21 10 286 0 0
Articles (definite) 229 11 5 374 0 0
Articles (indefinite) 108 4 4 222 3 1
Articles (null) 33 7 18 51 2 7.5
Demonstratives 35 18 15 71 9 11.25
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts) 311 32 9 335 7 2

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts) 112 18 14 214 8 4

Gender feminine 93 0 0 189 0 0
Total 1695 163 9 3049 50 1.7
Table 1: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections among the Beginner Group: Oral 
production (1st and 2nd rounds).

           
                    

1st Round     2nd Round
Beginner Group Beginner Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 68 8 16 120 3 6
Past tense marker (regular) 89 3 6 102 0 0
Past tense marker (irregular) 76 5 6 107 3 2
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 112 4 4.3 270 0 0
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 96 2 7 101 0 0
Articles (definite) 101 3 4.5 103 0 0
Articles (indefinite) 88 3 5 121 3 2
Articles (null) 33 2 11 58 2 3
Demonstratives 41 3 7 62 0 0
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts) 74 4 9 211 6 2

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts) 82 3 9 108 0 0

Gender feminine 65 0 0 150 0 0
Total 925 40 4.1 1508 17 1.3
Table 2: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections among the Beginner Group: Writ-
ten composition (1st and 2nd rounds).
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1st Round 2nd Round
Advanced Group Advanced Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 151 26 15 305 19 2
Past tense marker (regular) 121 9 7 255 0 0
Past tense marker (irregular) 128 8 6 291 0 0
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 521 25 6 899 0 0
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 302 11 4 611 0 0
Articles (definite) 312 4 1 518 0 0
Articles (indefinite) 288 18 0.4 402 8 0
Articles (null) 101 16 3 224 9 0.4
Demonstratives 52 10 7 153 6 1
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts) 874 19 2 1134 7 0.6

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts) 223 17 7 493 0 0

Gender feminine 312 0 0 607 0 0
Total 3604 163 4 6329 40 0.6
Table 3: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections among the Advanced Group: Oral 
production (1st and 2nd rounds).

                    
                    

1st Round 2nd Round
Advanced Group Advanced Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect %

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 102 3 3 412 3 0.7
Past tense marker (regular) 121 2 1 310 0 0
Past tense marker (irregular) 119 3 2.5 152 0 0.6
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 203 1 1.5 365 0 0
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 101 1 0.3 403 0 0
Articles (definite) 111 2 2 424 0 0
Articles (indefinite) 102 0 0 177 0 0
Articles (null) 49 2 7 114 3 1
Demonstratives 63 2 7 105 0 0
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts)

201 3 2 354 4 0.5

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts)

115 2 3 214 0 0

Gender feminine 109 0 0 147 0 0
Total 1396 21 2 3168 10 0.3
Table 4: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections among the Advanced Group: Writ-
ten composition (1st and 2nd rounds).



BOLUwAJI OSHODI 57

52 in contrast to 192 recorded in the first round for oral production and 21 in the sec-
ond round in contrast to 40 recorded in the first round for written composition. Also, 
in Tables 3 and 4 (oral production and written composition: Advanced Group), the to-
tal number of incorrect uses of the inflections in the second round of data collection 
was 71 in contrast to 174 recorded in the first round for oral production and 10 in the 
second round as in contrast to 21 recorded in the first round for written composition.

8.4.2 cOMPARISON OF INcORREcT USE OF INFLEcTIONS: 
BEGINNER GROUP AND ADVANcED GROUP, 1ST ROUND

The results of the comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections between 
the Beginner and the Advanced Groups in oral production and written composition 
(1st round) are presented below in Tables 5 and 6.

In Tables 5 and 6, two facts were also revealed. Firstly, in both tasks, i.e., oral pro-
duction and written composition, the subjects in the Advanced Group had a higher 
number of uses of the inflections than those in the Beginner Group. For example, in 
Table 5 (oral production), subjects in the Beginner Group used the target inflections 
1887 times while those in the Advanced Group used the target inflections 3767 times. 
For written composition tasks, as revealed in Table 6, subjects in the Beginner Group 
used the target inflections 965 times while the subjects in the Advanced Group used 
the target inflections 1417 times. In both tasks, the subjects in the Advanced Group 
used the target inflections more than the subjects in the Beginner Group.

Secondly, along with having a higher number of occurrences of the target inflec-
tions, the subjects in the Advanced Group had a lower number of errors than their 
counterparts in the Beginner Group. In Table 5, for oral production tasks, though the 
subjects in both groups had the same number of overall incorrect uses (which was 163 
times), the overall percentage of errors was 4% for those in the Advanced Group and 
10% for those in the Beginner Group. In Table 6, for the written composition tasks, the 
subjects in the Advanced Group had a total of 21 instances of incorrect use in contrast 
to 40 incorrect uses exhibited by the subjects in the Beginner Group.

8.4.3 cOMPARISON OF INcORREcT USE OF INFLEcTIONS: 
BEGINNER GROUP AND ADVANcED GROUP, 2ND ROUND

The results of the comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections between 
the Beginner and the Advanced Groups in oral production and written composition 
(2nd round) are presented below in Tables 7 and 8.

In Tables 7 and 8, two facts were revealed across the board. Just as in the first in-
stance of data collection, in both tasks, i.e., oral production and written composition, 
the subjects in the Advanced Group had a higher number of uses of the inflections 
than those in the Beginner Group. For example, in Table 7 (oral production), the sub-
jects in the Beginner Group used the target inflections 3099 times while those in the 
Advanced Group used the target inflections 6369 times. Also, in Table 8 (written com-
position), subjects in the Beginner Group used the target inflections 1525 times while 
those in the Advanced Group used the target inflections 3178 times.
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1st Round 1st Round
Beginner Group Advanced Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 92 23 20 151 26 15
Past tense marker (regular) 81 5 6 121 9 7
Past tense marker (irregular) 85 13 13 128 8 6
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 201 11 5 521 25 6
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 192 21 10 302 11 4
Articles (definite) 229 11 5 312 4 1
Articles (indefinite) 108 4 4 288 18 0.4
Articles (null) 33 7 18 101 16 3
Demonstratives 35 18 15 52 10 7
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts) 311 32 9 874 19 2

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts) 112 18 14 223 17 7

Gender feminine 93 0 0 312 0 0
Total 1695 163 10 3604 163 4
Table 5: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections between the Beginner Group and 
the Advanced Group: Oral production (1st round).

                    
                    

1st Round 1st Round
Beginner Group Advanced Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 68 8 16 102 3 3
Past tense marker (regular) 89 3 6 121 2 1
Past tense marker (irregular) 76 5 6 119 3 2.5
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 112 4 4.3 203 1 1.5
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 96 2 7 101 1 0.3
Articles (definite) 101 3 4.5 111 2 2
Articles (indefinite) 88 3 5 102 0 0
Articles (null) 33 2 11 49 2 7
Demonstratives 41 3 7 63 2 7
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts) 74 4 9 201 3 2

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts) 82 3 9 115 2 3

Gender feminine 65 0 0 109 0 0
Total 925 40 4 1396 21 2
Table 6: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections between the Beginner Group and 
the Advanced Group: Written composition (1st round).
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2nd Round 2nd Round
Beginner Group Advanced Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 246 16 6 305 10 2
Past tense marker (regular) 201 5 5 225 0 0
Past tense marker (irregular) 191 0 0 291 0 0
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 481 0 0 899 0 0
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 286 0 0 611 0 0
Articles (definite) 374 0 0 518 0 0
Articles (indefinite) 222 3 1 402 8 0
Articles (null) 51 2 4 224 9 0.4
Demonstratives 71 9 4 153 6 1
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts)

335 7 2 1134 7 0.4

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts)

214 8 4 493 0 0

Gender feminine 189 0 0 607 0 0
Total 3049 50 1.7 6329 40 0.6
Table 7: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections between the Beginner Group and 
the Advanced Group: Oral production (2nd round).

                    
                    

2nd Round 2nd Round
Beginner Group Advanced Group

Correct Incor-
rect

Incor-
rect % Correct Incor-

rect
Incor-
rect %

3psg-3 120 3 6 412 3 0.7
Past tense marker (regular) 102 3 3 310 0 0
Past tense marker (irregular) 107 0 0 152 0 0
Auxiliaries (is, are, has, have) 270 0 0 356 0 0
Finite verbs in non-finite contexts 101 0 0 403 0 0
Articles (definite) 103 0 0 424 0 0
Articles (indefinite) 121 3 2 177 0 0
Articles (null) 58 2 3 114 3 1
Demonstratives 62 0 0 105 0 0
Gender (masculine used in 
feminine contexts)

211 6 2 354 4 0.5

Gender (feminine used in 
masculine contexts)

103 0 0 214 0 0

Gender feminine 150 0 0 147 0 0
Total 1508 17 1.1 3168 10 0.3
Table 8: Comparison of the incidence of incorrect use of inflections between the Beginner Group and 
the Advanced Group: Written composition (2nd round).
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Also, along with having a higher use of the target inflections, the subjects in the 
Advanced Group still had a lower number of errors than their counterparts in the 
Beginner Group. In Table 7, for the oral production tasks, subjects in the Advanced 
Group had a total of 40 incorrect uses in contrast to 50 incorrect uses by those in the 
Beginner Group. While in Table 8, for the written composition tasks, the subjects in 
the Advanced Group had a total of 10 instances of incorrect use in contrast to 17 incor-
rect uses exhibited by the subjects in the Beginner Group.

9. DISCUSSION

The results presented in the previous section revealed very interesting findings 
across verbal and nominal inflections. As shown in Tables 1–4, in the first round of 
data collection, both in the oral production and in the written composition tasks, 
apart from the error of feminine gender in the masculine context, which was not 
committed, every subject in both the Beginner and the Advanced Groups commit-
ted errors in the use of other inflections tested, i.e., 3rd person singular -s, past tense 
(regular and irregular), auxiliaries (is, are, has, have), finite verbs in non-finite con-
texts, articles (definite, indefinite, null), demonstratives, plural marking, and gender 
(masculine used in feminine contexts).

However, in the second round of data collection, three important facts were dis-
covered. Firstly, some errors disappeared in the interlanguage of the subjects in the 
two groups both in the oral production and the written composition tasks. For ex-
ample, in the second round of data collection among the Beginner Group, errors in-
volving past tense (irregular verbs), auxiliaries, finite verbs in non-finite contexts, 
and articles (definite) all disappeared from their interlanguage in both the oral pro-
duction and the written composition tasks. For the Advanced Group, errors involv-
ing past tense (regular and irregular verbs), auxiliaries, finite verbs in non-finite 
contexts, articles (definite and indefinite), and gender (masculine used in feminine 
contexts) all disappeared from their interlanguage in the two tasks examined.

Secondly, in contexts where the same type of error was committed by the subjects 
in both groups and both instances of data collection in the two tasks examined, the 
rate of errors in the second instance of data collection was far lower than in the first 
instance for all the inflections tested (see Tables 1–4).

Thirdly, in both instances of data collection and the two tasks examined, the sub-
jects in the Advanced Group had a higher rate of use of all the features tested and at 
the same time had a lower rate of errors than the subjects in the Beginner Group (see 
Tables 5–8).

Another important observation was the disparity between the results of the oral 
production tasks and in the written composition tasks, specifically in the incorrect 
use of demonstratives (this and these). In the oral production tasks in both instances 
of data collection and in the written composition in the first round of data collec-
tion, there were instances of the use of this /’ðɪs/ instead of these /’ði:z/ for plural 
nouns (see examples in section 8.1, 8.2) by the subjects in both groups. However, such 
errors did not occur at all in the written composition task of all the subjects after 
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the seven-year interval. The use of /i/ and /s/ for /i:/ and /z/ by the subjects is no 
doubt a phonological issue where the case of fossilization may be established. The 
long vowel /i:/ and the consonant /z/ in these /’ði:z/ are not attested in Yorùbá. The 
subjects substituted them for /i/ and /s/, which are the closest vowels to them in 
Yorùbá. This explains why they committed these errors in the oral production tasks 
but did not commit them in the written composition task. The fact that they were 
able to distinguish between this and these in the written composition task after the 
seven-year interval, where these was used only with plural subjects, makes the issue 
of whether /i:/ and /z/ have been fossilized in the subjects’ interlanguage somehow 
difficult to establish.

From the discussion of the results above, it is obvious that there were changes in 
the pattern as well as the rate of errors in the interlanguage of the subjects in the two 
groups examined across the two tasks (oral and written). The first instance of data 
collection represented a level at which inflectional errors were identified and estab-
lished. This according to Long (2005) is a sign of stabilization. The second instance 
of data collection, which was done seven years later, also represented another level. 
At this point, there were improvements in the type and rate of the earlier identified 
errors. Some errors disappeared completely from the interlanguage of the subjects. 
This is most likely due to more exposure to the target L2 as a result of the seven-year 
interval. This also substantiates a case of stabilization.

Furthermore, subjects in the Advanced Group showed more improvement in the 
second round of data collection in terms of performance. For example, past tense 
(regular verbs), articles (indefinite), and gender (masculine used in feminine con-
texts), which still manifested in the interlanguage of the subjects in the Beginner 
Group at the second instance of data collection, disappeared from the interlanguage 
of the subjects in the Advanced Group. However, some of the earlier errors still mani-
fested after seven years, but this time at a lower rate. What this implies is that, despite 
the seven-year interval, which created room for more exposure to the target L2, some 
inflectional errors still fluctuated between appearance and non-appearance, i.e., 
these features sometimes appeared, and in some cases failed to appear in the inter-
language of the subjects. According to the theory of fossilization, fossilized features 
are permanently deficient, i.e., they never appear in the interlanguage of L2 learners. 
However, the intermittent appearance of such features against their assumed perma-
nent non-appearance, as evident in the results above, makes it difficult to ascertain 
whether or not such features are truly fossilized.

10. CONCLUSION

The concepts of fossilization and stabilization among L2 learners remain highly 
controversial. Though Long (2005) claimed that stabilization is an offshoot of fos-
silization, the issue of permanence, where fossilized errors are considered per-
manent errors, makes fossilization a highly controversial concept. The argument 
would be that if  interlanguage changes, i.e., errors that manifested at a previous 
level are corrected at a later level in the interlanguage of L2 learners, then it would 
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be incorrect to  assume that L2 features can fossilize, because fossilization is a per-
manent thing.

As shown in this study, apart from exhibiting a lower rate of errors, the Yorùbá L2 
English subjects in both groups were able to correct some of the inflectional errors 
they committed after seven years. This appears to be possible due to more exposure 
to English over the seven-year period. The two instances of data collection represent 
different levels of stabilization in their interlanguage. The fact that the subjects used 
some inflectional features correctly in certain contexts but used them incorrectly in 
other contexts after the seven-year interval does not truly demonstrate fossilization. 
If the features are truly fossilized, there should not be any instances of correct use by 
the subjects. There is a tendency suggesting that a little more exposure to the target 
L2 may lead to the disappearance of such errors from the subjects’ interlanguage.

In conclusion, while every L2 linguistic feature can stabilize at a point, not all 
L2 features can fossilize. According to the Selective Fossilization Hypothesis (SFH), 
only certain linguistic features tend to fossilize. However, since L2 learners can also 
improve with the right input and more exposure to the L2, the exact point at which 
an L2 feature fossilizes is difficult to establish.
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