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At the Interface between Sociolinguistic and 
Grammatical Development: The Expression of Futurity 
in L2 French 

A Preliminary Study 

Martin Howard. University College Cork 
 
 
Abstract 
As an example of socio-grammatical variation in target language French, the morphological 
variation at work in the expression of futurity constitutes an interesting area to intricately 
relate the L2 learner’s sociolinguistic and grammatical development. This conceptual entity is 
all the more interesting since previous studies of this variable in native speaker French point 
to a certain discrepancy between prescriptive and sociolinguistic norms in the speaker’s choice 
between the inflected and periphrastic forms as well as in the use of the present to mark 
futurity, whereby the prescriptively hypothesized semantic restrictions on the use of each form 
are not seen to be upheld in real language usage. This paper is concerned with the acquisition 
challenge that such a threefold choice poses to the L2 learner of French, based on a 
quantitative cross-sectional analysis of Irish instructed and study abroad learners of French. 
Reflecting previous studies of other variables (see, for example, Dewaele 2004; Mougeon et al. 
2010), results suggest an important effect for naturalistic exposure on the acquisition of native 
speaker norms surrounding the expression of futurity, as well as for the actual target language 
variety to which the learners are exposed. 

 
 
The expression of futurity in target language French offers an 

interesting area of study in L2 acquisition, given that the L2 development of 
the morphological means used to express futurity illuminates not solely the 
learner’s grammatical development, but also his/her sociolinguistic 
development in appropriating the native speaker’s variation patterns 
underlying the use of such means in French (see Dewaele 2004; Mougeon et 
al. 2010; Howard et al. 2013). In terms of the difficulty that the expression of 
futurity poses, the learner is therefore faced with a twofold challenge. On the 
one hand, as outlined below, from the perspective of the learner’s 
grammatical development, future reference is less characterised by one form-
one function symmetry than by form-function asymmetry which is more 
characteristic of the multiple morphological forms available in target language 
French, and whose variable use overlaps in the functional contexts within 
which they prescriptively occur. 
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On the other hand, such variable use of the morphological forms 
available for future reference has been shown to be not just conceptualised as 
a feature of the native speaker’s grammatical repertoire, but also as an 
important feature of the speaker’s sociolinguistic competence. The acquisition 
challenge for the learner is therefore twofold, as (s)he is also confronted with 
the problem of learning the sociolinguistic values underlying the actual use of 
each form in target language French, which may differ from the semantic 
values which prescriptive norms have assigned to them within a grammatical 
framework. 

1. The Expression of Futurity in Target Language 

While English also uses the present progressive in future time 
contexts, French has three morphological forms which express futurity, 
namely the present, an inflected form, and a periphrastic device involving 
aller ‘to go’ as exemplified in (1)-(3): 

 
(1)  Je pars demain 
  I leave.PRES tomorrow 
  ‘I leave tomorrow.’ 
 
(2)  Je partirai demain 
  I leave.FUT tomorrow 
  ‘I will leave tomorrow.’ 
 
(3)  Je vais partir demain 
  I go.PRES leave.INF tomorrow 
  ‘I’m going to leave tomorrow.’ 
  
Such forms have historically been the focus of various prescriptive 

rules which generally suggest that the choice of each form differentially 
reflects “the degree of speaker interest, engagement and certainty vis-à-vis the 
(future) eventuality” (Poplack and Turpin 1999: 135). For example, use of 
the periphrastic future is seen to imply greater certainty as well as immediacy 
in relation to the temporal occurrence of the event. In contrast, while use of 
the inflected form implies opposite values, namely a lesser degree of certainty 
and immediacy such that the occurrence of the event is projected much 
further into the future, use of the present is deemed to be more akin to the 
periphrastic form whereby certainty and immediacy are values that both 
forms seem to share (for discussion of such differential values, see, for 
example, Gougenheim 1971; Fleischman 1982; Sundell 1991; Vet 1993; 
Confais 1993, 1995). 
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However, a number of empirical studies point to the contrast which 
exists between such prescriptive rules and everyday speech, whereby in some 
varieties of French the inflected and present forms are observed to be 
minimally used compared to their periphrastic equivalent. For example, in a 
study of francophone speakers in Canada’s National Capital Region, Poplack 
and Turpin (1999) report respective levels of use at 20%, 73%, and 7% for 
the inflected, periphrastic, and present forms respectively, such that the 
authors suggest that the inflected form has been subject to gradual loss in a 
long process of language change. In particular, use of the periphrastic form is 
more dominant among younger speakers, whereas the inflected form is used 
more frequently among older speakers. Other Canadian studies which also 
report dominant use of the periphrastic form compared to the inflected form 
include Deshaies and Laforge (1981) for Quebec City, as well as Emirkanian 
and Sankoff (1985) and Zimmer (1994) for Montreal. However, Blondeau’s 
(2006) relatively more recent study in Montreal points to the complexity of 
characterizing the inflected form as one undergoing gradual loss. Her 
longitudinal findings for the same speakers over a period of 24 years reveal 
how they increasingly use the inflected form as they age, such that at the third 
stage of the study (24 years after the initial data elicitation), they make greater 
use of the inflected form than they did when they were in their late teens and 
early twenties. Blondeau interprets such findings in terms of an effect for 
prestige placed on use of standard linguistic norms by the linguistic market. 

A further study of the same database by Evans Wagner and Sankoff 
(2011) offers complementary insights to Blondeau’s findings. In a 
longitudinal analysis of the same Montreal speaker cohort at two data 
collection times over a twelve-year period between 1971 and 1984, these 
authors also report increased use of the inflected future at the second data 
collection time, as well as higher levels of use of this form among their older 
speaker-participants compared to the younger speakers at the first data 
collection time. The authors interpret such findings in the context of the 
general consensus that the variation between the inflected and periphrastic 
future forms reflects a long process of language change. In contrast, they 
suggest a strong effect for stable age-grading, whereby an apparent time 
analysis which might point to such language change is premature in the 
context of the findings of their real time analysis. Since the inflected future is 
used with much greater frequency among older speakers in the earlier dataset 
compared to the younger speakers, such differences are much less acute in the 
second dataset, where the younger speakers, now older, use the inflected 
future more frequently than they had done previously. Indeed, it is 
noteworthy that some of the younger speakers did not use it at all as young 
adults, in contrast with their use of this form twelve years later, suggesting 
that it is a form that becomes part of their grammar at a later age. 

Beyond mere levels of usage, studies also document a range of 
contextual features which impinge on the use of each form in spoken 
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language, but which prescriptive grammars have not previously highlighted. 
For example, while Poplack and Turpin (1999) find that the periphrastic 
future is used in all semantic contexts, the inflected form is generally 
restricted to more formal speech, and to co-occurring with negative 
utterances, formulaic chunks, and the formal 2nd person address pronoun, 
vous. In contrast, the present is found to co-occur mostly with temporal 
adverbs. Zimmer (1994), however, finds that some syntactic contexts where 
the inflected form is favoured, namely in the context of negation, are subject 
to increasing usage of the periphrastic form. All in all, the findings detailed 
point to a discrepancy with prescriptive norms such that semantic restrictions 
underlying such norms are not in evidence in real language usage. The 
periphrastic form is by far the dominant form used across all contexts. Even 
when the other forms are used, their use is not found to be semantically 
restricted to specific contexts. Rather, all three forms overlap in the semantic 
contexts in which they occur, with only the present showing a slight tendency 
to mark events whose likelihood of occurrence is more immediate. 

While Poplack and Turpin’s study is exemplary in terms of the 
insights it provides into their informants’ grammar in relation to future time 
reference, empirical studies of continental French in a similar vein are 
generally restricted to issues related to levels of use of the inflected and 
periphrastic forms, and tend not to account for the present. On this score, 
they tend to offer opposing findings to those for Quebecois and Ontarian 
French, but which have also been observed in the case of Acadian French 
varieties. For example, Jeanjean (1988) finds that the inflected and 
periphrastic forms are used in almost equal proportions among her speakers 
in Aix-en-Provence, at 58% and 42% respectively, although the author does 
caution that such high frequency of use of the inflected future may reflect an 
effect of discourse type in her study, carried out by the Groupe aixois de 
recherche en syntaxe (GARS).1 In an overview study of various literary corpora, 
Sundell (1991) also suggests tendencies of usage in the same direction, 
reporting that use of the periphrastic form accounts for about 1 in 3 future 
time expressions compared to the inflected form which accounts for 2 in 3. 
Roberts (2012) offers a more recent study of a metropolitan speech corpus 
with speakers from different areas of France. His findings point to a reversal 
in the relative frequency of each form compared to those presented in earlier 
metropolitan studies, with a rate of 58.8% for the periphrastic future and 
41.2% for the inflected future. Similarly, in the case of Acadian French, King 
and Nadasdi (2003) find that use of the inflected future generally dominates 
over the periphrastic form at 53% and 47% respectively, although Chevalier 
(1996) offers opposing findings, showing that the periphrastic form is by far 

                                                
1 See also Blanche-Benveniste (1990) for discussion of the findings in relation to futurity as 
well as for a presentation of the GARS’ work on the spoken French language. 
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the more dominant form, just as in Quebecois and Franco-Ontarian 
varieties.2 

In view of such differential findings concerning the process of 
language change which seems to be impinging on use of the inflected form to 
differing extents in continental and Franco-Canadian contexts, as well as the 
discrepancy between prescriptive norms and real language usage in a Franco-
Canadian context at least, the question arises as to how the L2 learner in 
general, and the instructed L2 learner in particular, will express futurity in 
his/her language usage, and in so doing, come to reflect either prescriptive 
grammatical norms or native speaker sociolinguistic norms. 

2. The L2 Acquisition of Futurity 

In terms of previous research, the acquisition of futurity has received 
some attention in recent years, complementing earlier research since the 
1980s which has very fruitfully illuminated the acquisition of temporality in 
general, with particular reference to present and past time, as well as 
progressivity (see Bardovi-Harlig (2000) and Dietrich et al. (1995) for an 
overview, as well as Salaberry and Shirai (2002) and Li and Shirai (2000) for 
state-of-the-art studies). Such pivotal work has very succinctly documented 
the difficulty that the acquisition of temporality poses for the learner, with 
the emergence of aspectuo-temporal morphology characterized by a long and 
difficult trajectory, even after many years of learning. In relation to futurity, 
existing studies suggest that its grammatical marking is acquired late, such 
that the various morphological forms do not emerge simultaneously and may 
be only minimally used even by quite advanced learners. For example, in the 
case of L2 Italian, Giacalone Ramat (1992) places the inflectional form 
towards the latter end of the acquisition order that she presents for her 
naturalistic learners in the Pavia Project. Wiberg (2002) also offers an 
insightful study of the marking of futurity in L2 Italian. Her findings suggest 
that learners often avoid speaking about the future by presenting future 
events in terms of more habitual actions. While this is also a feature of native 
speaker discourse, Wiberg suggests that tense-switching between future and 
habitual events gives rise to much more tightly-structured discourse in the 
case of her native speaker informants compared to the learners. 

In the case of L2 English, Bardovi-Harlig (2002, 2004a, 2004b, 
2005) offers further insightful findings in a number of related studies. 
Notable findings include the fact that will is the most frequent form in her 

                                                
2 Such differential findings for Acadian and Quebec French reflect other features of French 
which, while in decline in Quebec, seem to be retained in Acadia (for discussion, see King 
and Nadasdi 2003). 
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learners’ interlanguage: perhaps due to its structural simplicity, the form is 
highly frequent even when past time forms have not yet stabilized, while also 
being used in tandem with a wide range of overtly modal verbs expressing 
future “possibility, probability, intention and desire or volition (Bybee, 1985) 
of which intentionality is the most common” (Bardovi-Harlig 2004b: 1).3 In 
contrast to such frequent recourse to will and lexical future verbs, other forms 
are much less frequent. They include the go future, as well as present and 
progressive forms. In particular, when it does emerge, the go future is often 
restricted to formulaic chunks, before more creative usage is observed. Even 
then, it tends to be first used to express intentions, only being extended to 
predictions at a later stage (see Bardovi-Harlig 2004a). 

While investigations of other L2s are limited to a few important 
studies, curiously, the expression of futurity has been the subject of very little 
work in the case of L2 French, and this in spite of its specific appeal as a 
double-guised area of study involving both grammatical and sociolinguistic 
developmental issues. In general, studies such as Bartning (1997), Harley 
(1992), Kihlstedt (1998), and Labeau (2005) have simply noted the limited 
use of the inflected future, such that it would seem to be acquired late, 
without revealing how acquisition of that specific form relates to other 
markers of futurity. Notable exceptions, however, are Ayoun (2013) and 
Nadasdi et al. (2003). Ayoun’s study focuses on North American university 
learners using data from a written composition and cloze test. In comparison 
with a native speaker control group who overwhelmingly used the inflected 
future, the learners used the same form to a lesser extent, with much less 
frequent use of the present futurate and the periphrastic future. In the cloze 
test which the author notes required use of the inflected future in a majority 
of cases, the learners demonstrated much greater variation in use of the forms 
with different predicates, compared to the native speakers who tended to 
favour the inflected future, but also evidenced some variation. A strong 
proficiency effect was noted with increased use of the inflected future at more 
advanced levels. 

Nadasdi et al.’s (2003) study explores the expression of futurity as a 
feature of their Canadian immersion learners’ sociolinguistic competence. 
While not reaching Franco-Canadian native speaker levels of use of 70%, the 
periphrastic form constitutes the more dominant form in their learners’ 
expression of futurity, with the inflected and simple present forms being used 
much less frequently. The learners therefore very much reflect native speaker 
norms whereby the periphrastic future is the dominant marker of futurity, 
with much lower use of the inflected form. Beyond such a sociolinguistic 
study, Moses (2002) offers more developmental insights, suggesting that the 
simple future is acquired late compared to the earlier emergence of the 

                                                
3 Examples of such verbs include want to and hope to. 
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periphrastic future in his American learners. Such a developmental pattern is 
in line with Schlyter’s (1990) findings for her Swedish naturalistic learners. 

While such studies have provided pivotal insights into the expression 
of futurity, the study to be presented here aims to complement them by 
exploring a number of further questions, as outlined in the following. 

3. Presentation of the Study 

In this section, we first present the aims of the study undertaken. 
Thereafter, we outline the methodology in relation to the participants, data 
collection, and analysis. 

3.1. Aims 

As mentioned at the outset, future time reference constitutes an 
interesting area in which to consider the relationship between the L2 learner’s 
grammatical and sociolinguistic development: the question of how 
grammatical development in this area may reflect sociolinguistic norms is an 
important one. While Nadasdi et al. (2003) explore use of future time forms 
in a Canadian immersion context, there is scope to complement such a study 
in a European context, where the sociolinguistic norms surrounding future 
time reference are not necessarily the same as those in the Canadian 
francophone context. For example, as alluded to earlier, use of the 
periphrastic future is generally seen to be higher in some Canadian French 
varieties compared to metropolitan French, where the inflected future is seen 
to be stronger. By presenting findings for learners in a European context, the 
study we present therefore provides some insights into how different local 
speech norms may impact differentially on their acquisition by the L2 learner, 
such that Nadasdi et al.’s findings may be more or less specific to the 
Canadian immersion context. 

Related to such a question of generalisation, or not, of findings across 
speech communities, is the issue of how learning context also has an impact. 
For example, whereas Nadasdi et al. focus on Canadian immersion learners, 
we also aim to explore how naturalistic exposure, on the one hand, and 
classroom instruction, on the other, may differentially impact the learner’s 
expression of futurity. Of particular interest here is the potential impact of the 
discrepancy we have already alluded to between the prescriptive norms 
underlying future time reference and the sociolinguistic norms of real 
language usage. While prescriptive grammars choose to assign different 
semantic values to each future time form, real language use suggests 
considerable overlap in their usage, particularly in the case of the periphrastic 
form. The question therefore arises as to how naturalistic and instructed 
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learners may differentially reflect prescriptive and sociolinguistic norms 
depending on their context of learning, where such norms may be available to 
greater or lesser extents. For example, it is to be expected that the classroom 
learner has greater exposure to prescriptive norms than in the case of the 
naturalistic learner. 

3.2. Learner-Participants 

The study is based on a quantitative analysis of the speech of 18 Irish 
Anglophone learners of French. At the time of the study, the learner-
participants, who were aged between 20-22 years, and were studying French 
and one other subject as part of their university studies. They had been 
learning French for two to three years at university, and previously for five to 
six years at high school. They had also learnt Irish for thirteen to fourteen 
years in an instructed setting; some had also learnt other languages, notably 
German and Spanish, also through classroom instruction. As prescribed in 
the Irish Modern Languages curriculum, their exposure to French was based 
on a communicative method during their pre-university schooling where they 
followed four 40-minute classes per week. That is not to say, however, that 
they received no formal grammar instruction. They did through formal 
written language classes at university, where they engaged in a range of 
grammar, translation, and other written language activities. Such classes were 
twice-weekly one-hour sessions, and complemented by a weekly one-hour 
oral language class conducted by a native metropolitan speaker. They also had 
considerable exposure to the target language through the use of various text 
types, notably of a literary and journalistic nature, but also in the spoken 
medium. As specialist students in French, they also followed a range of 
courses in French literature and culture. 

In terms of their learner profile, the learners reflect the linguistic and 
extralinguistic characteristics of the advanced instructed learner variety 
described by Bartning (1997; 2009). For example, at a linguistic level, the 
target language morpho-syntactic forms can generally be considered as less 
emerging than having emerged in the learners’ language system. However, use 
of such morphology by the learners is characterised by significant linguistic 
variation whereby they do not engage in categorical use of the appropriate 
morpho-syntactic forms in contexts where these would be deemed to be 
required, but rather use the appropriate form in alternation with one or more 
other less appropriate ones, giving rise to significant variation in their usage. 
This variation is particularly evident, for example, in the case of tense-aspect-
modality marking, gender attribution and agreement, as well as marking of 
number and person. Such variation contrasts with the learners’ metalinguistic 
knowledge of such morphology which has been developed over many years 
through their formal study of French grammar, and which contrasts with 
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naturalistic learners’ more implicit exposure to the language. Bartning also 
notes such extensive instruction as a key characteristic of the advanced 
instructed learner variety in contrast with naturalistic learners. A further 
characteristic at an extralinguistic level concerns the advanced learner’s 
motivation, whereby (s)he is seen as evidencing high motivation insofar as 
(s)he has chosen to specialise in the L2 at university level for the purposes of 
his/her studies. Such motivation is also often evident in the advanced 
instructed learner’s choice to spend a period of residence in the target 
language community as part of an exchange program within his/her 
university studies. 

In the case of our learner-participants, some had spent such a period 
of residence in France. This involved an academic year at a French university 
as part of a European inter-university exchange program, where they followed 
an agreed program of study in collaboration with their home university. Their 
courses were primarily in French literature and translation taken with their 
native French counterparts, although they did not receive any formal 
instruction in the French language. While in France, the learners lived in the 
French university halls of residence, offering further opportunities for 
naturalistic interaction with their French student counterparts. While not 
wholly naturalistic learners, such individuals constitute a pseudo-naturalistic 
group for the purposes of the ‘naturalistic versus instructed’ comparison 
underlying this study. This group of learners contrasts with the other learners 
in our study who had not studied abroad, and who did not therefore have 
such naturalistic exposure. We divided these latter learners into two groups 
depending on the year in which they were studying, namely second year or 
third year. The learners who had completed two years of university study 
form Group 1, while the study abroad learners constitute Group 2 since they 
had also completed two years of study, after which they spent a year in 
France; the learners who had completed three years of study without going to 
France constitute Group 3. In sum, taking Group 1 as the baseline group, the 
grouping of the learners allows for a comparison of the impact of naturalistic 
exposure (Group 2) relative to further classroom instruction (Group 3). Table 
1 summarises the distinguishing characteristics of each group in terms of their 
exposure to French. Each group consisted of six learners, which, while small, 
was compensated in some way by our attempts to elicit an ample amount of 
speech data from each learner. We outline the data collection method in the 
following. 
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Group High school French  
instruction (Years) 

 University French  
iinstruction (Years) 

Study abroad 
in France (Years) 

Group 1 6 2 — 
Group 2 6 2 1 
Group 3 6 3 — 

 
Table 1: The learner-groups 

3.3. Data Elicitation 

For the purposes of a large-scale project on the acquisition of French, the 
learner-participants volunteered to participate in individual sociolinguistic 
interviews with the researcher who demonstrated near-native competence in 
the target language. The interviews were conducted in a university office and 
lasted about one hour, giving rise to over 18 hours of spoken data. The word 
count of each interview ranged from 5,787 to 8,716 words. The interviews 
followed the guidelines proposed by Labov (1984) for the elicitation of 
natural, spontaneous speech. These guidelines principally centred around 
Labov’s network of conversational modules which we adapted as a function of 
the general interests of our informants. These included, among others, 
pastimes and vacations, education, career, and future life plans. Following 
their elicitation, the data were transcribed into standard orthography with the 
aid of the transcription conventions presented in Blanche-Benveniste and 
Jeanjean (1987). The study of futurity presented here is one of many for 
which the data have been used in the study of the advanced learner’s 
grammatical and sociolinguistic development (for previous studies, see, for 
example, Howard 2005, 2006a, 2006b). 

3.4. Data Analysis 

We extracted all verb tokens used in future time contexts, where, in 
Reichenbachian terms, the event time is clearly posterior to the speech time. 
Important indicators of such future time reference were the use of temporal 
adverbs and adverbials, as well as the temporal frame provided by the learner’s 
interlocutor in which (s)he was called upon to temporally anchor his/her 
response. For example, such a future time-frame was clearly evident in the 
interviewer’s questions about the interviewee’s plans for the future in terms of 
employment, vacations, and future studies. Following previous studies such as 
Poplack and Turpin (1999), Evans Wagner and Sankoff (2011), and Roberts 
(2012), we were careful to exclude future time forms which did not express 
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future time reference but rather carried other values, such as habituality and 
movement, as exemplified respectively in (4) and (5) from the learner data: 

 
(4)  de temps en temps on va regarder un film ensemble 
  (Learner 1, Group 2) 
  from time to time we go.PRES watch.INF a film together 
  ‘From time to time we go watch a movie together.’ 
 
(5)  je vais passer chez mes amis (Learner 4, Group 2) 
  I go.PRES pass.INF by my friends 
  ‘I’m going to call on my friends.’ 

 
The tokens abstracted from the data were subsequently coded for 

their morphological form and the actual lexical verb concerned as well as a 
number of factors believed to impact their variable usage, as previously 
investigated in native speaker discourse by Poplack and Turpin (1999), Evans 
Wagner and Sankoff (2011), and Roberts (2012). They included: 

 
– The presence/absence of temporal adverbs and adverbials and their 

specification depending on whether their temporal sense was specific or 
not. Such a factor is interesting from a functionalist perspective since it 
allows us to consider how functional constraints may impinge on whether 
the learners choose to mark futurity morphologically or not – the 
functionalist hypothesis would suggest that such marking is less likely 
when the meaning of futurity is otherwise available in context such as 
through the use of a temporal adverb. 
 

Specific 
 

(6a) Je pars demain (Learner 3, Group 1) 
  I leave.PRES tomorrow 
  ‘I’m leaving tomorrow.’ 
 
Non-specific 

 
(6b) J’irai en Australie un jour (Learner 5, Group 1) 
  I go.FUT in Australia a day 
  ‘I will go to Australia some day.’ 

 
– Temporal distance between the event and speech time – proximal, where 

the event is situated as occurring within a few days of the speech time, and 
distal, where its occurrence is situated beyond a number of days. The cut-
off time was less than one week. Such a factor allows us to consider how 
the learners’ choice of future time marker is semantically constrained as 



Howard  Expression of Futurity 

Arborescences 
Revue d’études françaises 
ISSN: 1925-5357   108  

predicted by prescriptive grammars which traditionally suggest that the 
inflected form is restricted to distal contexts in contrast to the present and 
the periphrastic form which are used to mark proximity, giving rise to a 
greater sense of immediacy and certainty regarding the likelihood of 
occurrence of the event. 
 

Proximal 
 

(7a) Je pars demain (Learner 3, Group 1) 
  I leave.PRES tomorrow 
  ‘I’m leaving tomorrow.’ 
 
Distal 

 
(7b) Je vais faire du travail bénévole pendant l’été 
  (Learner 6, Group 2) 
  I go.PRES do.INF some work voluntary during the summer 
  ‘I’m going to do volunteer work during the summer.’ 

 
– Contingency of the event where the validity of the assertion differs in its 

relative hypothetical value, with contingent events being hypothetical in 
terms of their likelihood of occurrence, and assumed events reflecting a 
certainty. Contingent events were therefore identified in the case of events 
that were dependent on another event expressed as a condition with si ‘if’. 
In contrast, assumed events were identified in cases where no such 
condition was present, but rather the event was presented as a certainty. 
Once again, such a factor reflects the semantic issue at play in prescriptive 
grammars whereby the present and the periphrastic forms would be 
expected to mark events whose likelihood of occurrence is greater than in 
the case of less certain events which are expected to be marked with the 
inflected form. 
 

Contingent 
 

(8a) Si j’étudie beaucoup, je ferai l’examen (Learner 2, Group 3) 
  If I study.PRES a lot, I do.FUT the exam 
  ‘If I study a lot, I will do the exam.’ 
 
Assumed 

 
(8b) Puisque j’ai raté l’examen une fois, je devrai travailler beaucoup 
  (Learner 4, Group 2) 
  Since I have fail.PAST PART the exam one time, I have to.FUT 
  work.INF a lot 
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  ‘Since I’ve failed the exam once, I will have to work a lot.’ 
 

– Negation polarity in terms of whether the assertion of the future event was 
negated or not. Poplack and Turpin (1999) find this factor to exert an 
extremely strong effect on their speakers’ use of the inflected future form, 
in contrast with affirmative statements which show a strong probability to 
produce the periphrastic future. 
 

Affirmative 
 

(9a) Je vais faire une maîtrise après ma licence (Learner 2, Group 2) 
  I go.FUT do.INF a masters after my degree 
  ‘I’m going to do a masters after my degree.’ 
 
Negative 

 
(9b) Je ne suis pas sûr que j’enseignerai le français 
  (Learner 5, Group 1) 
  I NEG am NEG sure that I teach.FUT the French 
  ‘I’m not sure that I will teach French.’ 

 
– Subject form of the verb to be marked, where Poplack and Turpin (1999) 

find the inflected future form to frequently co-occur with the formal vous 
subject form, reflecting the more formal status of the inflected form. 
However, regrettably, the data did not provide enough tokens of different 
subject forms in future time contexts, in particular the vous form, and 
therefore the issue of the role of subject form was excluded here from the 
subsequent analysis. 
 

While some previous native speaker studies have investigated a 
potential effect for the factor of imminence, they did not find an effect 
whereby a specific form might be favoured to mark impending as opposed to 
non-impending events. Since such a factor was previously found not to be at 
play in native speaker studies, we did not include the factor here. A final 
factor concerns a potential priming effect, whereby the choice of 
morphological form used in the interviewer’s questions about the future may 
have impacted the learner’s choice of form. While the issue of priming is 
beyond the scope of this paper (for discussion of priming in SLA research, see 
McDonough and Trofimovich 2009), the potential effect of priming was 
minimised on a number counts. In particular, we note that the interviews 
were conducted by the same experimenter, and that the use of the different 
future time forms by the experimenter was relatively similar across the 
interviews with the individual learners. Indeed, an essential principle in 
conducting a sociolinguistic interview within the Labovian framework, is that 
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the interviewer prepare the questions in advance, and that similar questions 
are asked of all interviewees. Moreover, it is crucial that the interviewer be 
completely at ease with the questions, so that they can be naturally integrated 
during the course of the interview being conducted. Against such a 
background, the different groups of learners nonetheless varied in their use of 
the different future time markers, as will be outlined in the results to be 
presented below. We also note that the learners established a future timeframe 
as they developed their discourse without the interviewer necessarily doing so. 
In other words, the learners produced the future time forms at various stages 
in their discourse in contexts where a future timeframe had not necessarily 
been established by the interviewer in his questions, making the issue of 
priming particularly complex to explore, and also to control for in the study 
presented here. 

4. Results 

In total, we identified 116 verb tokens where the underlying meaning 
of futurity displayed the variation under focus here. The number of tokens is 
very limited, especially given the size of our database relative to the number of 
learners in the study, and points to the potential limits of eliciting future time 
contexts in natural spoken data. As noted earlier, the data were elicited 
through the Labovian sociolinguistic interview which has proven particularly 
useful for the elicitation of naturally occurring speech features. However, in 
the case of future time reference in learner language at least, it may be the case 
that other data collection methods such as cloze tests would be more fruitful 
for tapping into the learner’s grammar for the expression of futurity, and 
which allow the researcher to manipulate the linguistic factors believed to 
underlie future time reference in a more controlled way. Notwithstanding, 
the benefit of using the sociolinguistic interview is that it allows us to 
illuminate the use of future time morphology in the learner’s natural, 
spontaneous speech which constitutes a very different task to other data 
collection methods which tap into the learner’s metalinguistic knowledge and 
comprehension. In terms of comparison, it is interesting to note that some 
native speaker studies also exemplify the difficulty of eliciting future time 
forms. For example, Roberts’ (2012) study based on Beeching’s corpus of 
metropolitan French (see Beeching 2002), identifies a total of 434 tokens of 
the inflected and periphrastic future for the entire speech sample elicited from 
95 interviews, giving an average of 4.56 tokens of both forms per interview. 
Indeed, the participants in our study here produced an average of 6.44 tokens 
(including the present futurate), suggesting that the problem of frequency in 
the elicitation of future time contexts may not be specific to L2 speakers but 
may also be at play with native speakers. While the issue of frequency is 
problematic given that the number of contexts of certain speech features is 
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not highly abundant, it does not necessarily preclude a preliminary analysis 
which is our intention here. Indeed, some authors such as Carruthers (1999) 
acknowledge such a problem of frequency in the study of rare forms as an 
issue with which sociolinguistic methods have to grapple, and where 
consensus on the matter remains an issue. As a very preliminary study, with a 
limited number of participants and tokens of the variable, we forego statistical 
analysis which is not feasible given the sample size. Nonetheless, we note that 
the trends outlined are true at an individual level across the learners within 
each group. 

Table 2 outlines the distribution of the three markers of futurity in 
such contexts across the learners according to their level of instruction and 
whether they had spent a prolonged period (one year) in the target language 
community. As we noted previously, Group 3 had completed an extra year of 
instruction compared to Groups 1 and 2, while Group 2 had returned from a 
year in France, but had received the same level of instruction as the learners in 
Group 1. Apart from tokens of the three forms under study, we also found 
tokens of other forms in future time contexts, which we categorise in Table 2 
as ‘other’. These primarily concerned barbarisms, and other non-future forms, 
such as the conditional, as illustrated in the following examples.  

 
(10) les étudiants partis aux États-Unis cet été (Learner 1, Group 1)  
  the students leave.PAST PART to the United States this summer 
  ‘The students will go to the US this summer.’ 
 
(11) l’examen il serait difficile (Learner 4, Group 3) 
  the exam it be.COND difficult 
  ‘The exam would be difficult.’ 

 
Form (% of tokens)  

Group 

 

Total 
contexts (n) 

 

Present Inflected  
future 

Periphrastic 
form 

 

Other 

Group 1 28 61 28 0 11 
Group 2 26 27 38 31 4 
Group 3 62 32 47 8 13 

 
Table 2: Distribution of morphological forms in future time contexts 

 
Table 2 reveals a number of interesting trends. Firstly, we note that in 

Group 1, the present form dominates in future time contexts to a much 
greater extent than the inflected form, reflecting the frequently observed use 
of the former marker in past time contexts in learner language in general (see, 
for example, Dietrich et al. 1995; Bardovi-Harlig 2000). Given such 
frequency of the present to mark not only past time but also future time 
among the learners in Group 1, it may constitute in many ways a passe-



Howard  Expression of Futurity 

Arborescences 
Revue d’études françaises 
ISSN: 1925-5357   112  

partout form used in all temporal contexts. In the case of the other groups, 
while the present is used to a lesser extent compared to Group 1, we do not 
find that its use reflects a tendency observed by Wiberg (2002) for singular 
events expected to occur in the future to be presented as habitual events 
situated in the present. Rather, when it is used by these groups, the present 
seems to express a general truth surrounding the event, although we find no 
evidence to then make the corresponding claim that events marked with the 
inflected and periphrastic forms are in some way lacking in a truth value, as 
exemplified in the following:  

 
(12a)  Je fais mes examens en mai (Learner 5, Group 2)  
  I do.PRES my exams in May 
  ‘I’m doing my exams in May.’ 
 
(12b)  Je vais faire mes examens en mai (Learner 4, Group 2)  
  I go.FUT do.INF my exams in May 
  ‘I’m doing my exams in May.’ 
 
Apart from the present, it is also noteworthy that the periphrastic 

form is not used at all by Group 1, in spite of its formal similarity with its 
English equivalent. In contrast, the learners in Group 3 use the latter form, 
but they do so to a minimal extent, with the inflected form constituting a far 
more dominant form for the expression of futurity in their interlanguage. 
Indeed, compared to Group 1, the further classroom instruction that they 
have received seems to have increased their use of the inflected form, such 
that they demonstrate more reduced use of the present compared to Group 1. 
It is also noteworthy that Group 3 produces the largest number of future time 
contexts overall, such that they spoke about the future to a greater extent than 
the other groups. Notwithstanding such differences between the number of 
tokens produced by Group 3 in relation to the other groups future, it does 
not necessarily point to a specific advantage for this group. We note in 
particular that all the interviews were very informal, and that the interviewer 
adhered to the principle of tangential shifting, allowing the learner-
interviewee to lead the direction of the conversation when (s)he took such a 
lead, as well as to develop their response as (s)he so wished. While the learners 
in Group 3 talked more about the future than the learners in the other 
groups, such a difference may simply reflect natural differences in the 
development and direction of the conversation across the groups. 

In the case of Group 2, these study abroad learners behave similarly to 
Group 3 in terms of their more reduced use of the present, but unlike the 
other groups, they demonstrate far greater use of the periphrastic future, 
reflecting the native speaker findings we previously presented. Indeed, when 
we exclude the present form, and consider only the inflected and periphrastic 
forms, we find that Group 2 uses the two latter forms at rates of 56% and 
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44% respectively, very similar to rates of use among native speakers as 
reported by Jeanjean (1988). However, compared to Roberts’ (2012) more 
recent findings, the frequency of use of the periphrastic future (44%) is 
somewhat lower in Group 2 (Roberts reports a rate of use of 59%), while 
their use of the inflected future (56%) is higher (Roberts reports a rate of use 
of 41%). In contrast, the learners in Group 3 differ considerably from these 
metropolitan native speaker studies. Again, when we exclude the present from 
the figures presented in Table 2, we find that Group 3 uses the inflected form 
at the far higher rate of 85% compared to the periphrastic form whose 
relative use in contrast only reaches 15%. Indeed, such levels of use of the 
inflected and periphrastic forms by Group 3 reflect those reported by Wales 
(2002) for journalistic discourse, where the author reports respective rates of 
90% and 10% use of these forms in the French regional newspaper, Ouest 
France. 

Such high use of the inflected form by the classroom learners in 
Group 3 reflects a general tendency for classroom learners to overuse formal 
sociolinguistic variants at the expense of more informal ones, where the 
inflected future is considered to constitute a more formal variant compared to 
its more informal equivalent of the periphrastic future. In contrast, the more 
frequent use of the periphrastic form among the study abroad learners (Group 
2), compared to their Group 1 and 3 peers, reflects a similar tendency 
observed in the literature for the beneficial effect of naturalistic exposure on 
the acquisition of such informal sociolinguistic variants (see Rehner et al. 
2003; Dewaele 2004; Howard 2006b; Mougeon et al. 2010; and Howard et 
al. 2013, for discussion of use of sociolinguistic variants by classroom and 
immersion learners, and of the role of naturalistic exposure in the acquisition 
of sociolinguistic variation). 

The frequent use of the inflected form in Group 3 is also reflected in 
the more extensive lexical range of verbs to which this form is extended by 
this group, at 16 verbs in total, compared to just 5 and 7 verbs for Groups 1 
and 2 respectively (see the Appendix). Thus, while making less use of the 
inflected form, Group 1 extends this form to an almost similar range of verbs 
as Group 2. We do not find any difference for regular and irregular verbs, 
such that irregularly inflected forms might emerge before regularly inflected 
ones, as reported by Bayley (1996) and Dietrich et al. (1995) for the 
acquisition of past time morphology (see also Wolfram’s 1985 Principle of 
Perceptual Salience which suggests that the saliency surrounding irregular 
morphology favours its earlier acquisition compared to regular morphological 
forms). In the case of the periphrastic form, we also note that, in spite of its 
differential use across the groups, both Groups 2 and 3 extend this form to a 
very limited range of lexical verbs, at just 4 and 2 respectively. 

In spite of such differences among the groups, reflecting an important 
effect for classroom instruction in the emergence of the inflected form, as well 
as for naturalistic exposure in bringing about use of the periphrastic form, it is 
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also noteworthy that our learners do not reflect the findings for learners in a 
Canadian immersion context reported in Nadasdi et al. (2003). While not 
reaching the native speaker level of 70% use reported by Poplack and Turpin, 
the periphrastic form constitutes the more dominant form in their learners’ 
expression of futurity. As we have seen, our study abroad learners use the 
periphrastic future at a rate of 31%. In particular, such differences between 
our study abroad learners and the Canadian immersion learners suggest a 
potential effect for the variety of the target language to which the learners are 
exposed. In summary, while naturalistic exposure has considerably facilitated 
the acquisition of the periphrastic form by our study abroad learners, 
classroom instruction has not, with the inflected form dominating to differing 
degrees among our more advanced classroom learners, whether they have 
studied abroad (Group 2) or not (Group 1). 

Apart from the distributional use of each form, we also considered 
how use of each form may be (dis)favoured when other hypothesized 
conditioning factors are present in context, as previously described. A number 
of patterns will be discussed reflecting the impact of the linguistic context on 
the learners’ choice of future marker. Since Group 1 does not use the 
periphrastic form and makes less use of the inflected form, we will detail such 
patterns in the following for Groups 2 and 3, only referring to Group 1 
where relevant (data for this latter group will nonetheless be provided in the 
tables); failure to find tokens of some contextual features in the data for 
Group 1 also makes it necessary to focus on Groups 2 and 3. In the case of 
subject form, as we noted previously, the range of possible subject forms in 
future time contexts other than the 1st person singular form was not 
sufficient for analysis. 

The first factor to be considered is that of temporal distance, results 
for which are presented in Table 3.  

 
Form (% of tokens)  

Group 

 

 Temporal 
 distance 

 

Present Inflected  
future 

Periphrastic 
future 

 
Total (n) 

 Distal 68 32  25  

Group 1 
 Proximal     

 Distal 26 44 30 23  

Group 2 
 Proximal 50  50 2 

 Distal 30 70  40  

Group 3 
 Proximal 57 7 36 14 

 
Table 3: Temporal distance: Occurrence of future forms in distal and proximal contexts 

 
For Groups 2 and 3, we note that the inflected form tends to occur in 

distal contexts, while the present and periphrastic forms are more common in 
proximal contexts, reflecting what might be expected from prescriptive 



Howard  Expression of Futurity 

Arborescences 
Revue d’études françaises 
ISSN: 1925-5357   115  

norms. In the case of Group 2, the inflected future is not found at all in 
proximal contexts and just one token is produced by Group 3. Similarly, the 
periphrastic form is not produced at all in distal contexts by the learners in 
Group 3. However, it is nonetheless noteworthy that such semantic 
restrictions are relative, since all three forms occur across both context types. 

Table 4 presents the results for the factor of temporal adverbs. Since 
the number of non-specific adverbs was very limited, we combined this 
category with that of specific adverbs to form a single category ‘Adverbs’. 

 
Form (% of tokens)  

Group 

 

 Temporal 
 adverb 

 

Present Inflected  
future 

Periphrastic 
future 

 
Total (n) 

 None 86 14  14  

Group 1 
 Adverb 46 54  11 
 None 13 40 47 15  

Group 2 
 Adverb 50 40 10 10 
 None 38 51 11 47  

Group 3 
 Adverb 29 71  7 

 
Table 4: Temporal adverbs: Occurrence of future forms when temporal adverbs are 

present/absent in context 
 

In the case of temporal adverbs, it is more difficult to identify 
common patterns across the groups. At best, we can simply observe that, with 
Group 2, the present is more frequent when a temporal adverb is present, 
whereas the periphrastic form is more frequent when there is no adverb, 
reflecting what might be expected in terms of the functionalist hypothesis. 
The inflected form does not show any specific pattern. In the case of Group 
3, use of the inflected future is slightly higher when an adverb is present, 
whereas use of the present is slightly higher when there is no adverb (same 
tendency for Group 1). However, caution is needed in considering such a 
pattern given the overall very small number of tokens of future forms that co-
occur with temporal adverbs. In Group 1, the pattern of use is in contrast to 
the predictions of the functionalist hypothesis, with use of the present being 
much greater when temporal adverbs are absent, while the inflected form is 
more frequent when they are present. However, since the present dominates 
overall in this group’s future time contexts, there is need for caution in 
concluding that there might be a genuine effect for the temporal adverbs in 
this group. 

The difficulty in identifying a common effect found with temporal 
adverbs is also observed in the case of some of the other factors. The results 
for the factor of contingency are presented in Table 5. Here, while the 
inflected form is clearly preferred by Group 2 in contingent contexts, the 
number of tokens is extremely small, at just two. Group 3 tends to use the 
present in such contexts, with the inflected form tending to occur in assumed 
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contexts. Again, however, caution is needed given that the learners in Group 
3 only produce four tokens of contingent contexts. Assumed contexts do not 
show any preference for a specific form in Group 2.  

 
Form (% of tokens)  

Group 

 
 

Contingency  

Present Inflected  
future 

Periphrastic 
future 

 
Total (n) 

 Contingent 100   4  

Group 1 
 Assumed 62 38  21 

 Contingent  100  2  

Group 2 
 Assumed 30 35 35 23 

 Contingent 75 25  4  

Group 3 
 Assumed 35 55 10 49 

 
Table 5: Contingency: Occurrence of future forms in contingent and assumed contexts 

 
Table 6 presents the results in the case of the factor of polarity. We 

find that the inflected form tends to occur more frequently in affirmative 
contexts in both Groups 2 and 3. Negative contexts, in contrast, involve 
greater use of the periphrastic form in Group 2 and of the present in Group 
3.  

 
Form (% of tokens)  

Group 

 
 

Polarity  

Present Inflected  
future 

Periphrastic 
future 

 
Total (n) 

 Affirmative 71 29  24  

Group 1 
 Negative  100  1 

 Affirmative 39 50 11 18  

Group 2 
 Negative  14 84 7 

 Affirmative 30 60 9 43  

Group 3 
 Negative 64 27 9 11 

 
Table 6: Polarity: Occurrence of future forms in affirmative and negative statements 

5. Discussion 

Explicitly concerned with the expression of futurity in L2 French, this 
area has provided a number of key-themes which have been at the heart of 
this preliminary investigation, namely the impact of learning context on the 
acquisition of socio-grammatical variation in the area of future reference, and 
secondly the role of prescriptive grammatical norms versus sociolinguistic 
norms in such acquisition. We will discuss the results from both perspectives, 
which are ultimately inter-related. 
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With regard to use of the three forms marking future reference in 
target language French, a first point to note is the difficulty that the use of the 
periphrastic form seems to pose to our instructed learners. We have already 
seen that the use of this form is not evident among the learners in Group 1, 
while it is used to a limited extent among the learners in Group 3. In 
contrast, the present is the more dominant form in Group 1, while Group 3 
demonstrates greater use of the inflected form, although the use of the present 
still occurs. Group 3 also makes some use of the periphrastic form, although 
not to the same extent as the study abroad learners in Group 2 who also 
demonstrate considerable use of the inflected form. Such findings indicate an 
important role for learning context, with naturalistic exposure impacting 
considerably the use of both the inflected and periphrastic forms, while the 
further classroom instruction received by the learners in Group 3 has similarly 
led to considerable use of the inflected form, but much less so in the case of 
the periphrastic form. In terms of the gradual use of such forms, a hierarchical 
order can therefore be proposed as follows for the expression of futurity: 
present > inflected form > periphrastic form. 

Such an order, however, is at odds with previous findings. For 
example, Schlyter (1990) and Moses (2002) suggest that the periphrastic 
form is acquired earlier than the inflected form, while Nadasdi et al. (2003) 
report that the periphrastic form is the more dominant form among their 
Canadian immersion learners. Similarly, Harley (1992) notes that, 
structurally, the periphrastic form should not pose great difficulty to 
Anglophone learners of French given its structural similarity to the 
periphrastic form in English. Furthermore, the order is contra what might be 
expected given native speaker patterns of use, where the use of the 
periphrastic form is more dominant than, if not similar to, the inflected form. 
The order also goes against a more general tendency for the L2 learner to 
prefer analytical structures to synthetic ones, whereby it would have been 
expected that the inflected form would pose greater difficulty to the learners 
than the periphrastic form. However, in contrast with French, the inflected 
future’s equivalent in the learners’ L1, namely will, is found to dominate 
compared to the periphrastic equivalent of going to (Poplack and Turpin 
1999: 162). Given that English was also generally the L1 of Nadasdi et al.’s 
(2003) Canadian immersion learners, it would seem that the difference in 
results between our two studies may be assigned to the fact that our learners 
have been influenced by pedagogical norms which put the emphasis on the 
inflected form as the ‘true’ marker of futurity 

4 – the present and periphrastic 
                                                

4 We use the term ‘pedagogical norm’ in a general sense to refer to linguistic forms favoured 
during L2 instruction, but which may not necessarily reflect the variation that is present in 
native speaker usage, and which emphasize the perceived standard norm as opposed to other 
more informal ones. For example, while Nadasdi et al. (2003) find that the inflected future is 
favoured in textbooks, the periphrastic future dominates in the teacher input to which their 
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forms tend not to receive the same pedagogic attention in terms of their 
functional values in the expression of futurity. The fact that the present is 
frequently used among our learners in Group 1, but is subsequently greatly 
reduced in level of use in the other groups, would suggest that its future value 
may be somewhat different from how this form is used in native speaker 
French. That is to say, it may be used simply as a default marker of futurity 
by less proficient learners, until the other forms are acquired, unlike its true 
future value in native speaker French where it is used interchangeably with 
the other future forms. It only begins to assume the guise of a native-like 
variable marker, rather than an interlingual default marker, when the 
inflected form emerges as the more dominant marker of futurity. 

However, while pedagogical norms have an important impact on the 
use of the inflected form by our learners, the L2 learner can be influenced by 
naturalistic exposure, whereby we have seen that study abroad has led to 
considerable use of the periphrastic form among our learners in Group 2, in 
line with native speaker norms. Taken together, the findings point to a 
potential effect for the target language variety in the acquisition of 
sociolinguistic norms. Whereas Nadasdi et al. report lesser use of the inflected 
form, reflecting Canadian French sociolinguistic norms, this form dominates 
among our classroom learners in Group 3, reflecting classroom pedagogic 
norms. (As we have previously mentioned, we believe the more dominant use 
of the present in Group 1 to simply reflect the acquisitional difficulty posed 
by the two other forms, and not necessarily to reflect sociolinguistic or 
pedagogic norms). Unlike the other groups, our study abroad learners in 
Group 2, however, show greater development on the periphrastic form, 
which is used in tandem with the inflected form, reflecting very closely levels 
of use reported for metropolitan French. The study abroad learners have very 
clearly been sensitized to such norms, unlike their Canadian immersion 
counterparts who make far greater use of the periphrastic form to reflect the 
speech norms of the target language variety to which they have been exposed, 
as evidenced in the classroom input they have received (see Nadasdi et al. 
2003: p. 202). In conclusion, both classroom and naturalistic exposure are 
seen to differentially impact the forms used in the expression of futurity, 
while also reflecting an effect of the target language variety. In contrast, other 
issues such as structural similarity between the periphrastic form in French 
and English, as well as the L2 learner’s general preference for analytical forms 
as opposed to synthetic forms are not found to be at play in our learner data. 

                                                                                                                                   
immersion learners were exposed, reflecting its high rate of frequency in native discourse in 
general. For discussion of the concept of pedagogical norms, see the collection of papers in 
Gass et al. (2002) and Valdman’s extensive work on the topic in terms of the criteria he 
proposes for the choice of pedagogical norms, among which he places emphasis on the need 
to expose learners to such variation in terms of their sociolinguistic awareness at least (see, for 
example, Valdman 1989; 2002). 
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Apart from the issue of form, a remaining question underlying this 
study concerned the issue of how the learners might differ in their use of each 
future form depending on its prescriptive semantic value, as well as a number 
of other linguistic factors in context. This question also went to the heart of 
the issue of how the learners’ exposure to the L2 might have a differential 
impact on their use of each form. As we previously outlined, prescriptive 
norms, hypothesized to be at play in a pedagogic context, suggest that use of 
each future form differs primarily according to the semantic values of 
proximity and distance. In contrast, sociolinguistic norms, as evidenced in a 
French Canadian context at least, suggest that such semantic restrictions are 
not at work in real language usage to the extent that prescriptive norms would 
have us believe.5 We can therefore also consider the results in terms of how 
prescriptive norms, as opposed to sociolinguistic norms, might be evidenced 
in our learners’ use of the future forms, such that their usage better reflects 
one set of norms than another depending on their context of learning. 

In this regard, we have found that the issue of semantic value is at best 
ambiguous in relation to how the learners use the future forms. As we have 
seen, the use of all three forms is not as tightly restricted as one might expect 
based on prescriptive norms, with some overlap in use of the forms across 
contexts. However, we do nonetheless detect those norms insofar as the 
present and the periphrastic future are common in proximal contexts, while 
the inflected form is not found in such contexts at all in Group 2, and the 
periphrastic form is not found at all in distal contexts in Group 3. However, 
given the relative overlap in use of the forms across contexts, the impact of 
prescriptive norms cannot be viewed as greatly outweighing the 
sociolinguistic norms observed in real language usage, where the forms are 
increasingly seen to be used interchangeably across semantic contexts. 
Moreover, as we noted previously, there is a need for caution in interpreting 
the patterns presented given that, in some cases, they are based on a very 
small number of tokens. 

Apart from the issue of semantic value, other interesting findings 
concerning the effect of linguistic context on the choice of form relate to the 
factor of polarity. In this regard, the learners behave differently from native 
speaker norms, where negation is found to highly favour use of the inflected 
form. In contrast, our learners demonstrate the opposing tendency, favouring 
use of the inflected form in affirmative utterances. A final factor considered 
was that of temporal adverbs. While Group 2 behaves in line with what 
might be expected from a functionalist perspective, Group 1 does not, with 
findings less clear-cut in Group 3. Notwithstanding, given the small number 

                                                
5 We use the term ‘prescriptive norms’ to refer to the norms presented in traditional 
grammars, but which may be at odds with the rules found to underlie native use in 
descriptive studies within a sociolinguistic framework, and which often differ across 
grammars (see Poplack and Turpin 1999; Poplack and Dion 2009). 
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of tokens on which such patterns are based, they remain to be confirmed in 
future studies. 

6. Conclusion 

Taken together, the findings provide some very preliminary insight 
into the learners’ acquisition of a socio-grammatical variable, which reflect at 
once the difficulty posed by future reference from a developmental 
perspective in relation to their grammatical development, as well as in terms 
of their acquisition of sociolinguistic variation. That difficulty relates to the 
double-edged sword that is future time reference in target language French, 
where the learner is confronted with often-times mutually contradictory 
prescriptive and sociolinguistic norms. Indeed, the difficulty is very clearly 
seen in our differential findings for our study abroad and classroom learners, 
where both prescriptive norms and sociolinguistic norms have been suggested 
as potential reasons for the differential levels of use of each form across the 
groups. Our findings for future time reference corroborate those of a range of 
previous investigations of other sociolinguistic variables with regard to the 
highly beneficial impact of naturalistic exposure on the acquisition of 
informal variants such as deletion of the negative particle ne, /l/–deletion and 
use of the 1st person plural subject pronoun on (for an overview, see Mougeon 
et al. 2010; Howard et al. 2013). The fact, however, that our classroom 
learners are clearly sensitized to prescriptive norms, as evidenced in their 
highly frequent use of the synthetic inflected form, as opposed to the simpler, 
L1-structurally similar, analytic form that is the periphrastic future, would 
suggest that pedagogic input that also reflects sociolinguistic norms can have a 
significant effect on learners’ sociolinguistic development within a classroom 
context. It remains for future research to test such a hypothesis! 

At a methodological level, the findings also point to some other issues 
for future research to explore. As we have seen, our spoken production data of 
over 18 hours yielded a very limited number of tokens of future time 
contexts, raising questions of the suitability of such data for a richer level of 
investigation than has been possible here. While we have noted that spoken 
production data should not necessarily be excluded in the analysis of forms 
that are not always very frequent in natural discourse, there is a need to 
complement such data with other data elicitation techniques. These could 
include other production tasks such as in the written mode, but also more 
controlled spoken tasks where the learner is required to produce forms in a 
greater range of future time contexts. While many such techniques forgo the 
natural spontaneous quality allowed for by the sociolinguistic interview, they 
do have the advantage of not only providing a larger number of tokens of 
future time contexts, but also allow the researcher to control for some of the 
factors that may underlie learner variation in their choice of future time 
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marker, such as in relation to the presence of temporal adverbs and the 
proximity of the event. As we have seen, such factors are extremely difficult to 
control for in the data on which our study is based, giving rise to a minimal 
number of tokens in some cells. A final methodological approach might 
include tapping into the learners’ metalinguistic awareness in terms of the 
reasons underlying their choice of one variant over another. While futurity 
has been much less the subject of investigation in L2 research on temporality 
in general, but especially in the case of L2 French, undoubtedly future studies 
will provide wide-ranging insights. 
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Appendix 1 
List of verbs marked for futurity in the L2 learner corpus 
 

Verb form  

Group 
Inflected future aller ‘to go’ + infinitive 

Group 1 aller, améliorer, avoir, être, finir  
 

Group 2 aider, avoir, chercher, devoir, 
être, faire, suivre 

aider, blesser, faire, voir 

 
 

Group 3 

acheter, aimer, avoir, changer, 
enseigner, essayer, être, faire, 
gagner, marcher, pouvoir, 
prendre, rentrer, traiter, venir 

dire, réparer 

 


