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ABSTRACT  
This study explores the acquisition of genericity in English as a 
second language (L2) by analysing judgments of singular noun 
phrases’ acceptability across generic contexts. We sampled three 
groups acquiring L2 English: L1-Norwegian L2-English learners, 
L1-Polish L2-English learners (bilingual group), and L1 Polish L2 
English learners also acquiring Norwegian as a third language 
(multilingual group). Our findings confirm a selective effect of 
native language transfer in the Norwegian group, arguably due to 
L1–L2 similarities. Within the Polish groups, we found that 
knowledge of another language with articles positively impacted 
the understanding of genericity, with the multilingual group 
showing more nuanced acceptance of the target-like form– 
meaning choices, compared to the bilingual group. At the same 
time, the bilingual group performed better on two proficiency 
measures. Furthermore, we assessed participants’ knowledge of 
the English article system. The multilingual group outperformed 
the bilingual group, thus suggesting that a better grasp of the L2 
article system correlated with the ability to comprehend generic 
forms more accurately.
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Introduction

Research on second language (L2) acquisition typically includes one or more learner 
groups chosen strategically. Participants’ first language (L1) typically differs from the 
target language on the property under investigation, so that they must acquire a contrast 
without the aid of their first language. In such studies, including another participant 
group with a native language similar to the target language in the respective property 
strengthens the research design. However, participants are often not completely identical 
in their learning histories, some speaking or learning other languages beyond the target 
language. Current research is unclear on what additional language exposure brings to the 
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second language acquisition experience. In this study, we address this question by eval
uating learners of L2 English with three different backgrounds. One group has Norwegian 
as L1 (L1Nor) and can potentially benefit from close morphological similarity between 
their L1 and L2 with respect to the property under investigation. A second group has 
Polish as L1 and English as their only additional language (L1Pol-bi). Our third participant 
group are also Polish L1 speakers with L2 English but learning a third language (L3) – 
Norwegian (L1Pol-multi).

The property under discussion is genericity, a universal set of meanings expressing 
generalizations, characterizations, or assertions about kinds. Although universal, generic 
meanings are rendered through different morphological means and depend on other 
lexical items in the sentence. Therefore, acquiring genericity, specifically how generic 
expressions are mapped onto meanings in the L2, presents distinct hurdles for adult lear
ners. Due to the absence of dedicated markers of genericity, functional morphemes such 
as plurals and articles, which may also express other concepts such as plurality, specificity 
or (in)definiteness, are employed. Thus, the generic markers’ polysemy leads to ambiguity 
between generic and non-generic meanings.

In this study, we analyse how bilingual and multilingual speakers evaluate generic 
statements in L2 English by focusing on singular noun phrases (NPs). While English and 
Norwegian mark genericity in similar ways, English and Polish differ in terms of the avail
ability of functional morphemes. Polish lacks articles and the bare singular form is ambig
uous between generic and non-generic readings. Thus, a priori, Polish L1 speakers 
learning English are predicted to have difficulties in acquiring L2 English genericity 
marking, as generic meanings are part of the meanings reflected in the article system.

The innovative aspect of our study lies in its exploration of differences between bilin
gual and multilingual speakers. We ask whether knowledge of an additional language 
with marking similar to the target language facilitates acquisition. As we focus on the 
acquisition of genericity, we investigate whether multilinguals have an advantage 
through increased sensitivity to article meanings more generally, even when sensitivity 
to L3 genericity marking may not be fully established. Thus, we explore reverse crosslin
guistic influence from L3 into L2, and whether linguistic experience across all the 
languages of a speaker may contribute to acquiring a given property. This approach 
builds and substantiates on Cook’s (2007, 2016) concept of multi-competence; namely 
that the different languages of a multilingual create one connected system, rather than 
remaining separate systems.

Theoretical background

Genericity as a semantic category

In their seminal work, Krifka et al. (1995) outline the semantic complexity of genericity. 
Two types of genericity are identified: kind and characterising. Kind-denoting NPs 
(Krifka et al., 1995) refer to a whole category of entities. Consider the example in (1) 
where the rabbit does not refer to an individual animal but rather to the species Orycto
lagus cuniculus. In comparison, (2) no longer describes the species but a single unspecified 
member thereof; we call such sentences ‘episodic’. Some predicates such as to be extinct 
as in (3) or to be widespread inherently impose a kind reading, as individual entities or 
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groups cannot possess such attributes (Ionin et al., 2011). As shown in (4), it is infelicitous 
to express kind level generics with an indefinite form in English. In the literature, kind gen
erics are also referred to as NP-level generics, as the locus of genericity is the NP itself 
(Carlson, 1995). 

(1) The rabbit reached Great Britain in the eleventh century.

(2) A rabbit is eating my carrots.

(3) The mammoth is extinct.

(4) *A mammoth is extinct.

Conversely, characterizing generics generalize over the typical representatives of a cat
egory as in (5)–(6). In contrast to transient characteristics, these pertain to normative or 
inherent qualities of the NP (Carlson, 1995, p. 13). 

(5) The/A lion has a mane.

(6) The/A lemon contains vitamin C.

(7) The/A lemon dropped out of the bag.

Characterizing generics are also known as ‘sentence-level generics’, since the generic 
meaning is derived from the whole sentence and not just from the NP. In English, both 
definite and indefinite singulars can occur in characterizing sentences with generic mean
ings (5)–(6). Characterizing sentences are static in nature, describing an attribute rather 
than narrating a specific event (Carlson, 1995, p. 17). In the current task, we compared 
them to ‘episodic’ sentences describing a concrete situation as in (2) and (7).1 In 
English, the definite or indefinite article can be used depending on whether the 
context has already mentioned a lemon.

We also include a third type of generic statements, inspired by Borthen’s (2003) work 
on bare singular forms in Norwegian. We refer to these as type-denoting.2 These forms 
refer to an abstract entity, unlike tokens which refer to an individual or an instance. 
They are expressed with the indefinite singular in English (8), whereas the definite singular 
denotes a token, i.e. a specific dog, rather than the type. 

(8) It is healthy to have *the/a dog.

Generic marking in Polish and Norwegian

Polish has no articles: the only singular form available is the bare singular,3 which can thus 
express all three types of genericity outlined above, see examples (9–11). The form itself 
remains ambiguous between generic and specific/episodic readings and is disambigu
ated by context.

(9)
Królik dotarł do Wielkiej Brytanii w 11 wieku.
rabbit.SG.NOM reach.3RD.SG to Great.SG.GEN Britain.SG.GEN in 11 centrurySG.LOC

‘The rabbit reached Great Britain in the eleventh century’. 
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(10)
Mamut wyginął.
mammoth.SG.NOM become-extinct. 3RD.SG

‘The mammoth is extinct’. 

(11) Zdrowo jest    Mieć  psa

healthy is.3RD.SG have  dog.SG.ACC

‘It is healthy to have a dog’.

Like English, Norwegian has articles, although there are some key differences between 
the two article systems. In English, both the definite and indefinite articles are free 
morphemes that appear before the noun. In Norwegian, the indefinite article 
appears as a free morpheme before the noun, comparable to English, but the definite 
article is a bound suffix on the noun. In Norwegian the definite form can denote Kind 
generics (12) (Halmøy, 2016), but also characterizing generic reading as exemplified in 
(13). The indefinite singular is described as having the capacity for signalling charac
terizing genericity (Halmøy, 2016), as demonstrated in (13). A crucial difference 
between Norwegian and English is that the former uses bare singulars in examples 
like (8), where the latter uses indefinite articles, see (14). A recent empirical study 
has found that the bare singular form is overall well accepted across the three 
generic contexts in Norwegian, but it is accepted most strongly in what we have 
defined here as type-denoting generic contexts (Velnić et al., 2025). This is related 
to the fact that Norwegian bare singulars are type-emphasizing rather than token- 
emphasizing; they refer to an abstract entity, unlike tokens, which refer to an individ
ual or an instance (Borthen, 2003). The indefinite form is also acceptable in type-denot
ing contexts (14). Nevertheless, it is crucial to highlight the subtle semantic distinction 
between the bare and indefinite forms. The bare form aligns more closely with the 
intended generic interpretation, as illustrated in (14). Specifically, choosing the bare 
noun suggests that owning a dog, in general, is healthy, without specifying quantity. 
In contrast, the indefinite form can imply that having exactly one dog – rather than 
multiple – is beneficial. 

(12) Mammuten  / *En mammut  / *Mammut  er utryddet.

mammoth-DEF / a mammoth / mammoth  is extinct

‘The mammoth is extinct’.

(13) Løven   / en løve /* løve har  manke.

lion-DEF / a lion  / *lion has  mane

‘The lion has a mane’.

(14) Det er sunt  å ha  hund / en hund / *hunden

it  is healthy to have dog / a dog / *dog-DEF

‘It is healthy to have a dog’.

An overview and comparison of generic form-to-meaning mappings is displayed in 
Table 1, where shading indicates unavailability of a form, while X signals that the 
meaning is not expressed by that form.
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Acquisition of genericity in English L2

The acquisition of genericity in L2 English has been investigated in various learner groups 
including native speakers of Russian, Korean (Ionin et al., 2011), Japanese, Turkish, Chinese 
and Spanish (Snape, 2013; Snape et al., 2009). Our brief overview only discusses singular NPs.

Ionin et al. (2011) investigated how L2 English learners with either Russian or Korean as 
L1 acquire genericity distinctions. They found that the participants were more successful 
with indefinite than definite generics in L2 English and with characterizing over kind gen
erics. They argued that definite NPs in English are more complex because in addition to a 
[+definite] feature, they also have a [+taxonomic] feature (i.e. they denote Kind), while 
indefinite generics have the semantics of regular indefinites [−definite]. Nevertheless, 
there was high individual variation among participants and mastery of the indefinite read
ings did not always precede mastery of the definite ones.

Summarizing the studies by Snape et al. (2009) and Snape (2013), L1 Spanish speakers 
were found to outperform L1 Chinese, Turkish and Japanese speakers, arguably due to the 
presence of an article system in their L1. Turkish speakers tended to omit the definite 
article in singular generic contexts, as Turkish only has the indefinite equivalent, while 
Japanese learners used the indefinite instead of the definite in generic contexts. Thus, 
in support of the predictions in Ionin et al. (2011), English definite singular generics 
remained problematic for Snape’s L1 Turkish and Japanese speakers.

In a nutshell, acquiring the genericity mapping of singular NPs in English has been 
found to be more challenging if the learner’s L1 does not possess articles; differences 
in acceptance of the two articles in generic contexts were also uncovered. Our experimen
tal study aims to add to these findings.

The current study: aims and research questions

Since the three languages in this study map the available NP forms differently onto the 
universal generic meanings, the L2 speakers will need to reassemble their morphological 
mapping to convey the target meaning in the L2. The outline of properties in Table 1
demonstrates that the available nominal morphology in Polish and in English are in 

Table 1. Overview and comparison of generic form-to-meaning mappings 
across the three languages.

Definite singular Indefinite singular Bare singular

English
Kind √ X
Characterising √ √
Type-denoting X √
Polish
Kind √
Characterising √
Type-denoting √
Norwegian
Kind √ X √
Characterising √ √ √
Type-denoting X √ √
Note: Mass nouns are excluded from the current study; consequently, the bare singular 

form in English is marked as unavailable.
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stark contrast, and this is the main reason for predicted difficulties. Specifically, L1 Polish 
speakers have to acquire the definite and indefinite articles in L2 English with definite and 
indefinite meanings together with mapping them to generic expressions. Hence, (in)defi
niteness marking is expected to be a bottleneck on the way to genericity knowledge. Nor
wegian and English, on the other hand, show similarities in how the definite and indefinite 
singular map to generic meanings, although the bare singular is acceptable in Norwegian.

In the case of genericity, a further acquisition challenge is the pervasive polysemy of 
genericity-marking morphemes. L1 Norwegian learners may not have to pass through a 
morphological bottleneck compared to L1 Polish learners, but the acquisition of 
English generic expressions might still be subject to some ‘exponent remapping’, or 
adjusting which form reflects which meaning. Specifically, L1 Norwegian speakers must 
realize that singular count nouns in English cannot be bare.

The challenges outlined above stem from L1–L2 contrasts. However, our second goal is 
to look for differences between our L1Pol-bi and L1-multi groups, compared to English 
native controls (L1Eng) and to L1Nor. This is because L1Pol-multi have been exposed 
to two additional languages with articles, while L1Pol-bi have been exposed to English 
only. Respective levels of proficiency are taken into consideration. Our research questions 
are as follows: 

1. Does having definite and indefinite articles in the L1 help the acquisition of generic 
expressions in L2 English?

2. Does knowledge of an L3 with similar morphological expressions influence knowledge 
of genericity expression in the L2?

Overall, we expect L1Nor to experience facilitation and be more accurate in judgments 
compared to both L1Pol groups, although proficiency may obscure the picture somewhat 
(RQ1). However, as much as the presence of the article system in Norwegian is expected to 
have a positive effect on the form-to-meaning mapping process in L2 English as the Nor
wegian group does not need to go through the bottleneck of acquiring the article system, 
the Norwegian and English systems are not identical, as Norwegian makes a much more 
extended use of the bare form compared to English (Velnić et al., 2025). Thus, over-accep
tance of bare singulars is also possible in L1Nor (Table 1), suggesting that form-to- 
meaning mappings proceed one by one, based on the structural distinctions between 
the concrete L1 and L2 morphemes.

If knowing another language with articles has a positive effect on acquiring the mor
phological expression of genericity, we anticipate L1Pol-multi to exhibit better perform
ance compared to L1Pol-bi (RQ2). A vast body of research suggests that knowing more 
than one language is beneficial in acquiring yet another. However, these studies focus 
on the acquisition of an L3 by already bilingual speakers (Jensen et al., 2021; Kolb 
et al., 2022; Leung, 2005; Westergaard et al., 2017). Our RQ relates to an inverted chron
ology in order of acquisition, with our L1Pol-multi’s Norwegian being acquired chrono
logically after L2 English.

In order to address the effect of the inverted chronology, the L1Pol-multi completed 
the same task in L3 Norwegian (as part of a larger study). We found no discernible knowl
edge of Norwegian genericity marking in that task (Velnić et al., 2023). Thus, transferring 
genericity form-to-meaning mappings from L3 Norwegian into L2 English is not possible 

6 M. VELNIĆ ET AL.



for these participants. We also checked their article use in specific (second mention) and 
episodic indefinite contexts (both non-generic) and found that they were more target-like 
with the indefinite form than with the definite form (for examples, see Table 2 in the 
Methodology section).4 A potential reason lies in the position of the definite and indefi
nite morphemes in Norwegian: the indefinite form is a self-standing morpheme (en katt- 
‘a cat’), while the definite article is attached to the noun (katt-en- ‘cat-DET’). These learners 
also accepted the bare form in both of these contexts, while the native Norwegian con
trols did not. We attribute this to the influence from their L1 Polish. In summary, while not 
completely mastered, the L1Pol-multi group have attained some knowledge of the Nor
wegian definiteness marking paradigm. Therefore, we may see a positive effect of multi
lingualism due to experience with articles in two languages. Regrettably, our research 
design does not allow us to distinguish between a pure multilingualism effect and an 
enhanced-experience-of-articles effect. In order to make that distinction, we would 
need an additional group with an article-less language as an L3. This would be a good 
avenue for future research into establishing how languages can influence each other in 
a chronological inversion.

Methodology

Design and materials

The task was part of a larger online study comprising three tasks,5 with the current task as 
the second one. It was a contextualized Acceptability Judgment task (AJT) designed in 
OpenSesameWeb (Mathôt et al., 2012) and distributed through a JATOS server (Lange 
et al., 2015).

In the current AJT, each target sentence was preceded by a context sentence to clarify 
the generic or non-generic reading. Three generic (kind, characterizing, and type-denoting) 
and two non-generic (specific second-mention and episodic indefinite) conditions were 
included; the latter two to evaluate accuracy on articles, with the first being an appropriate 
condition for the definite article and the second for the indefinite article. Note that the 
target NPs were placed in object position in the type-denoting condition, as that is the 
most natural position for those generics to appear (see Table 2). Each test sentence had 
its subject expressed as either definite, indefinite or bare singular. Since the bare form is 

Table 2. Example of contexts and test items used in the task- the test item in bold is the expected 
response.
Condition Context Test item

Kind In biology classed we discussed the origin of various fruits and 
vegetables. I have just learnt that … 

the potato/a potato/potato 
comes from America

Characterising Today at school we learnt some unknown facts of the animal 
kingdom. For example, … 

the giraffe/a giraffe/giraffe 
has a purple tongue

Type-denoting 
(generic)

During the pandemic, a lot of people suffered from loneliness. 
Research has found that … 

it is healthy to have the dog/ 
a dog/dog

Specific (second- 
mention)

I like looking at African animals at the zoo. They have a lot of 
zebras and one giraffe. Yesterday the zebras were running 
around while … 

the giraffe/a giraffe/giraffe 
was enjoying the sun

Episodic (indefinite) Yesterday I was coming home from the store when I slipped and 
dropped my shopping bag

The potato/a potato/potato 
rolled out of the bag

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUALISM 7



ungrammatical with English count nouns, our target sample thus contained ungrammatical, 
infelicitous, and felicitous test items. The participants saw each context only once; three lists 
were created to test the full array of conditions and forms. Each list contained the same 
examples, but with the target NP being expressed with a different form (definite, indefinite, 
bare) across the three lists; each list contained 30 target items, 6 for each condition (see 
Table 2), distributed equally (2 per condition) among the three NP forms. Each list consisted 
of two blocks, so that the participants had a chance to take a planned break within the task. 
With the full experiment consisting of three tasks, we considered it necessary to plan for the 
breaks, so that the participants would be able to keep their focus for the full duration of the 
tasks. An overview of contexts and test items is presented in Table 2. Figure 1 depicts how 
items were displayed on the screen.

The fillers had the same presentation format as the target sentences. An equal number 
of grammatical and ungrammatical fillers (total n = 24) targeted subject–verb agreement. 
They consisted of dialogue examples (e.g. Have you met the new boss? No, I haven’t/*hasn’t 
met him yet.), or statements (e.g. Marie has been on safari many times. But she has/*have 
never seen the Siberian tiger.).

As displayed in Figure 1, we opted for a binary scale instead of the fine-grained Likert 
scale to avoid the participants choosing the middle values and thus reducing item vari
ation. This is a different approach from previous tests on genericty: genericty has been 
previously tested in English, Spanish, and Brazilian Portuguese (Ionin et al., 2011), 
Greek (Lazaridou-Chatzigoga & Alexiadou, 2019), and in Danish, Norwegian, and 
Swedish (Skrzypek et al., 2022), but in these studies the generic sentences appeared in 
all the relevant NPs following a context, and the participants had to judge (not rate) 

Figure 1. Example of test item presentation.

8 M. VELNIĆ ET AL.



each of the sentences. We opted for showing only one item to be judged, in order to 
isolate the judgment for a single NP form in particular, instead of risking a subconscious 
comparison between the available forms. By giving the participants only a binary choice 
of Good and Bad, we forced them to make a categorical distinction for each tested item. 
We still anticipated gradience in the judgments at a group level and were able to observe 
it, as the results will show.

Procedure

The instructions were presented in written an aural format, the participants were not able 
to move from one screen to the next before the instructions were read out. Participants 
were instructed to place their left index finger on the letter E, their right index finger on 
the letter O, and both thumbs on the space bar. The letter keys were used to judge items, 
while the space bar was used to progress in the task. For each item, a blue dot appeared in 
the centre of the screen for 500 ms, and then a context sentence appeared. Participants 
were instructed to read that sentence carefully as it provided the context for the target 
sentence. After they had read the context sentence, they pressed the space bar for the 
test sentence to appear. Here, they had to press E for Good and O for bad.6

Participant groups

Our groups can be perceived as a subtractive language group design (Westergaard et al., 
2022): L1Nor without knowledge of Polish, L1Pol-bi without knowledge of Norwegian; 
and finally, L1Pol-multi with two additional languages. This setup allows us to discuss 
results based on the effects that the addition/subtraction of Polish or Norwegian may 
have on knowledge of generics in L2 English. All of the groups, except of the native con
trols, had English as the L2, and were exposed to it in a school setting. We thus consider all 
the participants to be sequential bi/multilinguals.

A total of 113 participants across 4 groups completed the task. All were recruited 
through social media and/or email invitations; they received gift cards as a reward for par
ticipation. The experiential characteristics of the participants are summarised in Table 3.

The L1Eng control group had diverse English-speaking backgrounds but all resided in 
Norway at the time of testing. L1Nor were also recruited in Norway. L1Pol-bi consisted of 
participants who declared to speak no language beyond Polish and English. L1Pol-multi 
were recruited from Norwegian classes at the Universities of Poznan and Szczecin; they 
were exposed to English through regular instruction at school and started acquiring Nor
wegian at university, making the two languages their L2 and their L3, respectively. Both 
groups of Polish native speakers resided in Poland at the time of testing.

Table 3. Participant characteristics.
Group Number Age range Age average Educational average*

L1Eng 44 18–77 43.6 3.48
L1Nor 23 19–52 29.1 2.96
L1Pol-bi 22 18–50 27.9 2.64
L1Pol-multi 24 20–28 22.8 2.45

Note: * Values are averages based on a scale where 1 represents elementary school, 2 represents high school or voca
tional school, 3 represents a bachelor’s degree, 4 represents a master’s degree, and 5 represents a doctoral degree.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUALISM 9



Results

Data coding

The E and O keypresses were coded into 1 and 0 values, respectively, and analyses are 
based on these values. All responses faster than 1000 ms were excluded from the analyses 
as likely accidental button presses.

Proficiency measures

Explicit L2 English proficiency measures were not incorporated in our study; we thus 
employ our fillers as a proficiency measure. It is a limitation of the study that a more 
widely used proficiency measure was not employed, in order to make our participants 
comparable to the participants of other English L2 studies. This was a methodological 
choice as the current study reports only one out of the three tasks that the participants 
had to complete. Additionally, all groups except our Pol-Bi group also completed the 
equivalent task in Norwegian (the task in the two languages were administered on sep
arate days). Considering this experimental load, we opted against an additional profi
ciency task. Although this means our participants are not directly comparable to those 
in other studies, the crucial comparison between the groups in our study remains valid, 
as they were assessed using the same filler items. Furthermore, since the three participant 
lists contained identical fillers, all participants encountered the same items, allowing us to 
compute the comprehension measure consistently across the study.

Participants showed high accuracy on the fillers (Figure 2), but some group differences 
emerged. As expected, L1Eng were almost at ceiling. We fitted two Generalized Linear 
Mixed-Effects Models [GLMM using the glmer function from the lme4 package in R 

Figure 2. Accuracy on fillers by grammaticality and participant group.
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(Bates et al., 2015)], separately on grammatical and ungrammatical fillers, with response as 
the dependent variable and group as the independent variable; test item and participant 
were set as random effects. L1Eng were set as the intercept. In the grammatical model, the 
only group significantly less accurate than L1Eng was L1Pol-multi (p < .05). The ungram
matical model indicated further differences, as all groups differed significantly from L1Eng 
(p < .001), although no differences emerged between the other groups.

Additionally, we used comprehension questions from another task to create a compre
hension measure for evaluating participant performance. These comprised a description of 
a picture and a short summary; the participants were asked to say whether the summary 
was True or False. The task contained a total of 24 fillers, equally divided by True and False 
descriptions. An example of each is provided in (16) and (17). 

(16) Context: My cat was a great hunter when he was young. He caught mice all the time. 
But now he is old and doesn’t hunt anymore. He just sleeps all day long!
Summary: My cat hunted mice.    TRUE

(17) Context: Yesterday Craig returned from holiday and had a lot of laundry to wash. 
Unfortunately, the machine broke and he couldn’t do it. Now he has to wait for 
the repairman.
Summary: Craig washed his clothes.   FALSE

Figure 3 shows individual comprehension, with significant differences found via ANOVA 
and follow-up Tukey’s post-hoc test. L1Eng outperformed all other groups, with L1Nor 
outperforming L1Pol-multi (p < .001) and marginally also L1Pol-bi (p = .0564). As in the 
proficiency test, L1Pol-multi had the lowest scores, significantly lower than L1Pol-bi 
(p < .0001).

Figure 3. Overview of responses on the comprehension measure.
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Acquisition of the article system

If participants have not acquired the English article system, they cannot be expected to 
master nuanced distinctions in genericity marking. To gauge general knowledge of 
articles, we utilized the non-generic test conditions. The specific second-mention condition 
tested maximality and uniqueness as necessary meanings of the definite NP; the episodic 
indefinite condition created contexts for indefinite NPs. Figure 4 provides an overview of 
responses.

The results of the GLMM for the definite form in the non-generic conditions are pre
sented in Table 4. Responses were binary, coded as 0 for Bad and 1 for Good, and set 
as the dependent variable. Group and condition were the independent variables. 
L1Eng, along with the Specific second-mention condition, served as the reference cat
egory in the model, based on the presumption of definite article usage in this context. 
Participant and test item were set as random slopes.

From the model’s intercept, we infer strong acceptance of the definite article in the 
Specific second-mention condition for L1Eng. Neither L1Nor’s nor L1Pol-multi’s responses 

Figure 4. Overview of the responses in the non-generic conditions.

Table 4. Summary of the model on the definite form in non-generic conditions.
Estimate Standard error z-value p-value Significance level

Intercept 4.3047 0.7726 5.571 2.53e−08 ***
L1Nor 0.0332 1.3028 0.026 0.9796 No
L1Pol-bi −2.3028 0.8616 −2.673 0.0075 **
L1Pol-multi −1.3890 0.9743 −1.426 0.1539 No
Episodic −4.2436 0.7884 −5.382 7.35e−08 ***
L1Nor&Episodic 1.1108 1.3354 0.832 0.4055 No
L1Pol-bi&Episodic 4.8847 0.9347 5.226 1.73e−07 ***
L1Pol-multi&Episodic 2.7676 1.0253 2.699 0.0069 **

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01.
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differed significantly from L1Eng in this condition. Conversely, L1Pol-bi differed in reject
ing this form significantly more often (p < .01). As anticipated, the definite form was not 
highly accepted by L1Eng in the Episodic indefinite condition. From the interactions we 
see that L1Nor’s acceptance of the definite form in this condition was not statistically 
different from that of L1Eng, but both L1Pol groups showed significant differences. 
Both groups accepted the definite form more than L1Eng and L1Nor, but acceptance 
was more pronounced for L1Pol-bi (p < .001) than for L1Pol-multi (p < .01). This suggests 
that L1Pol-multi were more attuned to the English article system compared to L1Pol-bi.

The output of the model for the indefinite form is displayed in Table 5. Here, L1Eng 
remained the intercept; condition was set to the Episodic indefinite, based on the antici
pation of indefinite article usage in this context. L1Eng accepted the indefinite form sig
nificantly less in the Specific second-mention conditions, consistent with linguistic 
descriptions of English. There was no significant distinction between the L2 groups in 
the Episodic indefinite conditions. Interaction effects revealed that both L1Pol groups 
exhibit heightened acceptance of the definite form in the Episodic condition (p < .01), 
diverging from the patterns observed for L1Nor and L1Eng.

The model on the data subset which included bare forms indicated a singular bound
ary fit. This suggests potential issues with including test item as a random effect, evi
denced by its variance component estimated as effectively zero (2.855e−15). We thus 
chose to maintain remove the test item form the plotted random effects. The analysis 
(Table 6) revealed that both L1Pol groups diverged significantly from L1Eng in the inter
cept, which was set to the Episodic indefinite condition (p < .001). No significant inter
actions were observed between group and condition. This indicates that both L1Pol 
groups accepted the bare form to a significantly greater extent than L1Eng and L1Nor, 
and this preference was consistent across conditions.

Overall, the L1Pol-multi group was better attuned to the English article system as com
pared to L1Pol-bi, something that could offer an advantage for the generic conditions 
under investigation in this study. This may consequently entail that the multilinguals 
had a better grasp of the morphological forms and could thus proceed to the form-to- 
meaning mapping with relatively less difficulty.

Acquisition of generics

Figure 5 depicts the overall ratio of singular NP forms’ acceptance across the three generic 
contexts. Subsequently Figures 6, 7, and 8 present the distribution of acceptance in each 
of the NP forms.

Table 5. Summary of the model on the indefinite form in non-generic conditions.
Estimate Standard error z-value p-value Significance level

Intercept 3.1100 0.5670 5.485 4.13e−08 ***
L1Nor −0.7452 0.7023 −1.061 0.2887 No
L1Pol-bi −0.5343 0.6357 −0.840 0.4007 No
L1Pol-multi −1.1997 0.6459 −1.857 0.0632 No
Specific −2.8796 0.6480 −4.444 8.83e−06 ***
L1Nor&Spec 1.1525 0.7955 1.449 0.1474 No
L1Pol-bi&Spec 1.6919 0.7214 2.345 0.0190 *
L1Pol-multi&Spec 1.7208 0.7502 2.294 0.0218 *

***p < 0.001; *p < 0.05.
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We plotted Generalized Linear Mixed Effects Models on each NP separately. Ideally, a 
comprehensive model incorporating all three variables (group, context, and NP form) 
could have been employed. However, the complexity introduced by the three-way inter
actions made the results challenging to interpret. Given the nature of our research ques
tions, we opted to group the analyses by NP form, rather than by learner group. This 
approach allowed us to focus on group comparisons of the acceptance of the NP 
forms across conditions, thereby providing insights into the differences between the 
two Polish learner groups, the native English speakers, and the L1Nor group. The depen
dent variable, representing binary responses (0,1), was modelled for group and condition. 
To account for potential sources of variation, random effects were introduced for test item 
and participant. The models used the glmer function in R from the lme4 package (Bates 
et al., 2015), employing a binomial family to accommodate the binary nature of the 
response variable. Model optimization was achieved through the bobyqa optimizer, 
and we controlled the maximum number of function evaluations (maxfun) at 1e+05. 
L1Eng was always set as the intercept, whereas the condition intercept was adjusted 

Table 6. Summary of the model on the bare form in non-generic conditions.
Estimate Standard error z-value p-value Significance level

Intercept −5.0697 0.9470 −5.353 8.64e−08 ***
L1Nor −0.4042 1.5022 −0.269 0.788 No
L1Pol-bi 7.3344 1.2156 6.033 1.60e−09 ***
L1Pol-multi 5.5743 1.1310 4.928 8.29e−07 ***
Specific −0.7635 1.2676 −0.602 0.547 No
L1Nor&Spec 2.5531 1.7964 1.421 0.155 No
L1Pol-bi&Spec 0.7052 1.3461 0.524 0.600 No
L1Pol-multi&Spec 1.2260 1.3867 0.884 0.377 No

***p < 0.001.

Figure 5. Overview of responses in the generic condition.
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for each model to represent the condition in which the analysed NP should be most 
natural.

We first describe the model including items with definite singular NPs (Figure 6, 
Table 7). The Kind condition serves as the baseline comparison. A generalized linear 
mixed-effects model revealed significant main effects of sentence type. Both the Type- 

Figure 6. Acceptance of the definite form.

Figure 7. Acceptance of the indefinite form.
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denoting and Characterising conditions were less accepted than the Kind baseline 
(p < .001; p < .001, respectively). The model found no significant differences between 
groups in acceptance of the definite form within the Kind condition. Several interaction 
effects were significant. Notably, participants in the L1Pol-bi and L1Pol-multi groups 
showed a significantly higher acceptance of the definite form for Type-denoting sen
tences compared to the L1Eng group (p < .001; p < .001, respectively). Similarly, L1Nor 
and L1Pol-bi participants showed a higher acceptability for Characterising contexts 
(p = .009; p = .002).

To better understand the significant group*type interaction, we conducted pairwise 
comparisons of estimated marginal means using the emmeans package (Lenth, 2025). 
We will focus on the within condition comparisons between the control group and 
each of the learner groups. In the Type-denoting comparison the L1Nor group did not 
differ from the L1Eng controls, while both Pol-Bi and Pol-Multi accepted the definite 

Figure 8. Acceptance of the bare form.

Table 7. Summary of the results of the definite NP form.
Estimate Standard error z-value p-value Significance level

Intercept 1.6986 0.3661 4.640 3.48e−06 ***
L1Nor −0.3449 0.5240 −0.658 0.5103 No
L1Pol-bi 0.6093 0.5242 1.162 0.2451 No
L1Pol-multi −0.5332 0.5131 −1.039 0.2987 No
TD −3.7006 0.5170 −7.158 8.17e−13 ***
Char −1.4141 0.4451 −3.177 0.0014 **
L1Nor&TD 1.2861 0.6792 1.893 0.0583 .
L1Pol-bi&TD 2.4648 0.6483 3.802 0.0001 ***
L1Pol-multi&TD 3.1400 0.6660 4.715 2.42e−06 ***
L1Nor&Char 1.7199 0.6609 2.602 0.0092 **
L1Pol-bi&Char 2.1156 0.6956 3.041 0.0023 **
L1Pol-multi&Char 1.2268 0.6296 1.948 0.0513 .

p < 0.1; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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more than the controls (p < .0001). In the comparison for the Characterizing context, the 
L1Nor and L1Pol-Multi group did not show any significant differences from the controls, 
but the L1Pol-Bi group accepted the definite form more (p < .0001).

Next, we ran a glmer on the indefinite form (Figure 7, Table 8), setting the Type-denot
ing condition as the baseline, reflecting its high acceptance ratio in the native speakers. 
The group reference level and random effects are consistent with the previous model. In 
L1Eng, the indefinite was accepted significantly less than in Characterising and Kind con
ditions (p < .001). In the fixed effects we see no significant group difference.

Once again, we turned to the pairwise comparisons to examine the interactions. Here 
we found that both L1Pol-bi and L1Pol-multi accepted the indefinite significantly more in 
Kind condition compared to L1Nor and L1Eng (p < .0001), while there was no difference 
between L1Nor and L1Eng. In the pairwise comparison of the Characterising condition 
there was once more a difference between L1Pol-Bi and L1Eng (p < .01), while the 
other two groups did not differ from L1Eng. All observed differences were in the direction 
of overacceptance by the L1Pol group(s).

Lastly, we outline the glmer for the bare NP forms (Figure 8, Table 9). The bare form is 
ungrammatical for English count nouns, making the choice of the condition reference 
level difficult. Therefore, the reference level was set to the Type-denoting condition, as 
the form was rejected the least in that condition by L1Eng. The model’s findings indicate 

Table 8. Summary of the glmer of the indefinite NP form.
Estimate Standard error z-value p-value Significance level

Intercept 3.7150 0.6549 5.672 1.41e−08 ***
L1Nor −0.0093 0.9738 −0.010 0.9923 No
L1Pol-bi −0.6650 0.7712 −0.862 0.3885 No
L1Pol-multi −0.6959 0.8510 −0.818 0.4134 No
Char −3.0035 0.7230 −4.154 3.27e−05 ***
Kind −5.5893 0.7919 −7.058 1.69e−12 ***
L1Nor&Char −0.1900 1.0245 −0.186 0.8528 No
L1Pol-bi&Char 3.6574 0.9447 3.872 0.0001 ***
L1Pol-multi&
Char 1.1336 0.9159 1.238 0.2158 No
L1Nor&Kind 0.0016 1.082 0.002 0.9987 No
L1Pol-bi&Kind 4.3784 0.8675 5.047 4.49e−07 ***
L1Pol-multi&Kind 4.2880 0.9708 4.417 1.00e−05 ***

***p < 0.001.

Table 9. Summary of the glmer of the bare NP form.
Estimate Standard error z-value p-value Significance level

Intercept −1.6377 0.4768 −3.435 0.0005 ***
L1Nor 0.2682 0.5792 0.463 0.6432 No
L1Pol-bi 2.7302 0.5416 5.041 4.63e−07 ***
L1Pol-multi 2.6674 0.5732 4.654 3.26e−06 ***
Char −1.3487 0.6840 −1.972 0.0486 *
Kind −1.4769 0.6890 −2.144 0.0320 *
L1Nor&Char 1.4562 0.7462 1.951 0.0510 .
L1Pol-bi&Char 4.2961 0.8697 4.940 7.81e−07 ***
L1Pol-multi&Char 1.8766 0.7608 2.467 0.0136 *
L1Nor&Kind 0.7869 0.7879 0.999 0.3179 No
L1Pol-bi&Kind 1.7875 0.6791 2.632 0.0084 **
L1Pol-multi&Kind 0.7204 0.7244 0.995 0.3199 No

p < 0.1; *p < 0.5; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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a strong L1Eng inclination to reject bare NPs in the baseline Type-denoting condition, a 
trend that L1Nor also follows.

In contrast, both L1Pol groups demonstrated a statistically significant higher accep
tance of bare NPs (p < .001) compared to L1Eng. In the Characterising and Kind con
ditions, L1Eng rejected this form more than in the baseline condition (p < .05). 
Examining the interaction effects, both L1 Polish groups over accept the bare form in 
characterising conditions (Pol-Bi p < .001, Pol-Multi p < .05), while only the Pol-Bi group 
accepts the bare form significantly more than the controls in Kind condition (p < .01). 
Nevertheless, these differences are less pronounced with the pairwise comparisons, as 
both L1Pol groups show a considerable over-acceptance of the bare form in both Kind 
and Characterizing conditions compared to L1Eng (p < .0001).

Before we proceed to the discussion, we reiterate that the L1Pol-multi group did not 
exhibit a distinction on any of the NP forms across the generic contexts in our L3 Norwe
gian study (not reported here), indicating that genericity in their L3 Norwegian had not 
yet been mastered.7 Thus, the advantage that is noticed in this dataset is not due to a 
reverse transfer of expressions of genericity from the L3 to the L2; we argue in the discus
sion that it is the effect of being exposed consistently to (the article system of) an 
additional language.

The English controls and length of residence

A note is in order on the choice of L1Eng as a control group. Native speaker evaluations of 
generic sentences are never unanimous (Ionin et al., 2011) and it was considered impor
tant to have a baseline for our test instruments. The current task was part of a larger 
project targeting the acquisition of L2/L3 Norwegian. Consequently, L1Eng comprised 
English native speakers residing in Norway at the time of testing. This choice was ben
eficial for the overall project, ensuring that the participants were not monolingual, akin 
to the other groups being studied. However, it also introduced the potential confound 
that their English might have been affected by prolonged exposure to Norwegian.

We assessed the responses of L1Eng by categorizing them according to Length of Resi
dence (LoR) in Norway in a binary fashion of ±5 years. Results from glmer models for each 
NP form with LoR as the independent variable (otherwise set as the models in the pre
vious sections) show that, crucially, LoR affected acceptance of the bare form, as partici
pants who had resided in Norway longer tended to accept this form more in the Kind 
condition (p < .01), but not in the Characterising condition (p = 0.51542), when compared 
to those with shorter LoR.

We found no statistical difference in acceptance of the indefinite form based on LoR. In 
the previous section, we observed that L1Pol-bi accepted the indefinite form in Character
izing conditions more frequently than L1Eng, aligning more closely with what the literature 
suggests for English. However, since we found no difference within L1Eng regardless of LoR, 
we cannot say that their lower acceptance is due to exposure to Norwegian.

Discussion

We investigated the acquisition of genericity in L2 English taking into consideration 
factors such as L1, multilingual experience, and relative comprehension of the L2. The 
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semantics of genericity is acquired quite early in child language (Gelman & Raman, 2003; 
Leslie et al., 2011); we thus expect all participants to understand generic concepts. 
However, for the current task, learners needed to have acquired new L2 expressions of 
familiar meanings and to distinguish between subtle differences in the different types 
of genericity.

The answer to RQ1 is rather straightforward. We expected L1Nor to be more accurate 
than both L1Pol groups, due to the presence of an article system in Norwegian. However, 
we noted that the Norwegian system of genericity marking is not exactly parallel to that of 
English, and some readjustment is still needed. In particular, unlike English, Norwegian 
allows bare singular nouns. We thus expected divergence from L1Eng in L1Nor accepting 
more bare nouns across all contexts. Indeed, L1Nor’s acceptance of bare nouns is descrip
tively higher than L1Eng’s (see Figure 8). In addition, L1Nor accepted definite NPs in the 
characterizing condition to a higher degree than L1Eng.8 This likely stems from a Norwe
gian dispreference for the indefinite forms placed in subject position (Søfteland, 2014), a 
dispreference that is not manifested in English. The responses observed here reflect the 
preferences of the participants’ native Norwegian: the indefinite form was less preferred 
to the definite for expressing characterizing generics (Velnić et al., 2025).

In all other conditions, L1Nor consistently patterned with L1Eng. This indicates that 
knowledge of Norwegian is generally beneficial for acquiring generic marking in L2 
English. However, we also observed that L1 influence was selective: it did not provide uni
formly nativelike judgments on all genericity marking, aiding form–meaning mappings 
only where English and Norwegian forms are identical. This selective influence can be 
explained by Feature Reassembly (Lardiere, 2009) and the Bottleneck Hypothesis (Slaba
kova, 2009), in the sense that three meanings (Kind, Characterizing, TD) are expressed by 
three singular forms in Norwegian but only two in English.9 Realignment of meanings to 
exponents is inevitable. As predicted, transfer from Norwegian into English appears to 
work at the level of individual form–meaning mapping, or property by property (Slaba
kova, 2017; Westergaard et al., 2022). At the same time, L1Nor scored higher than both 
L1Pol groups on our proficiency and comprehension measures. Thus, we cannot 
exclude that we are observing fractional, property-by-property L1 influence augmented 
by higher proficiency in L2 English.

The learning task for the L1Pol groups was more complicated, as their definiteness 
marking system is quite distinct from English. RQ2 pertained to the effect of multilingu
alism on the acquisition of genericity in L2 English. Crucially, we tested L1Pol-multi on the 
same task in Norwegian and found that Norwegian genericity had not been acquired, as 
demonstrated by no significant distinction between acceptable and unacceptable form– 
meaning mappings (Velnić et al., 2023). Thus, after discarding direct L3 transfer into the 
L2, we aimed to assess what general exposure to articles through multiple languages 
might do for knowledge of the L2 generic system.

L1Pol-multi was indeed more accurate than L1Pol-bi in acceptance/rejection of the 
articles in their generic uses. This was the case for the bare and definite forms in charac
terizing contexts and the indefinite form across all conditions. Furthermore, L1Pol-bi 
showed minimal distinctions in acceptance of the three forms across the generic con
ditions. These group differences cannot be attributed to proficiency, as L1Pol-multi 
scored lower on our English proficiency measures when compared to L1Pol-bi.
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Looking at the acquisition of the article system in non-generic conditions proposed 
some interesting explanations. L1Pol-bi’s performance was less target-like than L1Pol- 
multi’s, suggesting that the latter’s Norwegian knowledge may have helped with articles 
in general, although knowledge of Norwegian genericity marking was not available for 
transfer. L1Pol-multi scored higher on definite article use, while the differences were 
less pronounced for the indefinite and bare forms. Thus, comparing the two L1Pol 
groups, L1Pol-bi’s ability to form associations between forms and meanings for generic 
expressions may have been hindered by more limited intuitions about the English 
article system. L1Pol-multi’s familiarity with Norwegian could have improved their 
general English article intuitions. This finding provides relevant pedagogical implications: 
namely, that the acquisition of the article systems in specific and episodic contexts, i.e. the 
basic and more frequent article usage, likely precedes acquisition of generic mappings. 
Thus, structuring foreign language curricula informed by this natural order of article 
acquisition could be beneficial for learners. This has already been observed in Master 
(1994) in a study directly manipulating the explicit instruction of foreign language lear
ners of English; the definite/indefinite distinction was given more time and was intro
duced earlier in the instruction than the specific/generic distinction. This was done 
because the generic distinction was considered a less significant portion of article 
usage (Master, 1994).

Our data also affords further pertinent observations. As we pointed out, previous 
research had identified that L2 learners struggled more with definite singular generics, 
compared to indefinites (Ionin et al., 2011; Snape, 2013). We did not establish similar 
differential difficulties. As Figures 5 indicates, all learner groups accepted the definite in 
Kind conditions similarly to the L1Eng. All groups aligned with the controls by accepting 
the indefinite article in Characterizing conditions (Figure 6); L1Pol-bi accepted it to a 
higher degree than L1Eng. Thus, in evaluating how closely learners align with native 
choices, we do not see them doing worse with definite than indefinite singulars.

However, it is also interesting to analyse where learners’ choices diverged from the 
control group’s. In a break with the natives, the L1Pol-bi group overgeneralized the 
definite forms in Characterizing conditions. Furthermore, both L1Pol groups overaccepted 
indefinites in Kind conditions, while only L1Pol-bi overaccepted them in TD conditions. All 
these interaction effects suggest that the Polish learner groups are still feeling their way 
through the complex system of genericity marking in English. If anything, they err on the 
side of observing native choices to a higher degree. The difficulty in getting genericity 
marking just right is augmented by the non-categorical nature of native judgments, 
which are indicative of what learners’ input contains. Although L1Eng prefer definites 
with kind meanings and indefinites with characterizing meanings, the contrasts with 
the dis-preferred form are not as sharp as in other grammatical domains. This linguistic 
situation predicts that complete alignment with native choices might be achieved only 
at advanced levels of proficiency and with a lot more exposure to native input. This is 
in line with previous studies such as Trenkic (2007) and Montrul and Ionin (2010).

Cook’s (2007, 2016) multi-competence approach provides a good explanatory basis for 
our findings. He argues that after a learner acquires an L2, their L1 changes in subtle, 
indelible ways. In our experimental findings, we show that after an L3 is acquired, the 
L2 usage is affected. How exactly do languages influence each other in the minds of multi
lingual speakers? If we consider our participant groups from the perspective of the 
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subtractive language group design (Westergaard et al., 2022), we submit that all their 
languages exert influence: The addition of Norwegian seems to be beneficial, but knowl
edge of Polish somewhat detrimental to acquiring the subtleties of genericity mapping in 
L2 English. This is evidenced in L1Pol-multi falling between L1Nor and L1Pol-bi in accu
racy. This tiered accuracy also implies that multilingual experience must be considered 
as a whole, and that exposure to an additional language, regardless of chronology, can 
influence the other languages in the mind.

Additionally, one can speculate that having experience with more languages, and 
especially instructed exposure, makes learners notice linguistic properties more. Metalin
guistic awareness has been found to increase with the number of languages that a 
speaker knows (Kemp, 2001). Herdina and Jessner (2002) also claim that metalinguistic 
awareness is a crucial part of multilingualism; it only develops in multilingual, as 
opposed to bi- and monolingual systems. A multilingual speaker may be able to 
develop an enhanced monitoring system which expands with the number of languages 
that she knows. One of the functions of such a system is to draw on common resources 
that are of use in more than one language systems (Jessner, 2006).

Conclusions

In conclusion, our investigation into the acquisition of genericity in L2 English yielded 
several interesting findings. Notably, the study corroborated the hypothesis that an L1 
with grammatical features similar to the L2, such as the Norwegian article system, can sig
nificantly enhance the learning of subtle L2 structures. However, this L1 influence works 
like a scalpel at the level of individual form–meaning mappings (Slabakova, 2017). Fur
thermore, we found a distinct advantage for multilingual speakers in the subtleties of 
L2 semantics. We argued that this advantage was due to these learners’ exposure to 
another language with articles, allowing them to develop conscious or unconscious 
appreciation of article meanings.

Notes

1. The label ‘specific’ may refer to NPs while ‘episodic’ refers to sentences. Table 3 illustrates that 
the two readings are quite similar, describing a concrete, unfolding situation.

2. The concept of ‘type-denoting’ was originally introduced by Gundel et al. (1999) to describe 
the use of nominal expressions for naming a category of entities or substances. We adopt this 
concept in alignment with Borthen’s, 2003 definition of ‘type-emphasizing’.

3. Even though some researchers have found that the Polish numeral one is beginning to have 
an article-like status (Hwaszcz & Kędzierska, 2018), this form cannot convey generic meaning.

4. The examples are presented in English. The Norwegian task was an equivalent of the English 
task, but the individual participants were not assigned to the same list, and thus saw different 
target test items.

5. All three tasks tested genericity. The first one was a written elicitation task, then the task we 
are focusing on in this study, and the third task was a truth-value-judgment task testing plural 
forms. All groups except the L1Pol-bi group were also tested in Norwegian. The order of Nor
wegian/English tasks was counterbalanced between participants, and they were asked to 
take the tasks a few days apart. The two sets of language tasks were identically constructed, 
but the participants were assigned to different lists.

6. Full instructions can be viewed in the Appendix.
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7. We conducted a glmer analysis on this group with response and the dependent variable and 
generic context and NP form as the independent variables, with test item and participant set 
as random effects: no comparison level was significant, signaling that they accepted all the 
Norwegian forms across the three generic contexts with the same proportion.

8. In the interactions of the glmer model, but not in the pairwise comparisons of the model.
9. The FR hypothesis argues that universal semantic features having to be reassembled on 

different exponents increases acquisition difficulty, while the Bottleneck hypothesis singles 
out the functional morphology, in this case the genericity exponents, as the hardest part 
of L2 acquisition.
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