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This study confirms the robustness of the finding in the literature on African 
American Vernacular English [AAVE] and creole English (especially in the Ca-
ribbean) that omission of copular and auxiliary be varies systematically accord-
ing to predicate type. Verbal predicates are associated with the highest rates of 
copula absence and following NPs with the lowest rates; following adjectives or 
locatives show intermediate rates (see Rickford 1998:190). Although this pattern 
is highly consistent, convincing explanations for it remain elusive. A recurrent 
suggestion (McWhorter 2000; Winford 1998, 2004; Wolfram 2000:54) is that the 
AAVE and creole English pattern is inherited independently from general pro-
cesses of imperfect second language learning (simplification, generalization) that 
operated as the African ancestors of today’s speakers acquired English. In this 
paper, we pursue this possibility, but discover that the grammatical condition-
ing of copula absence in AAVE and creole varieties is distinct from the patterns 
found in second language learning data. We examine four sets of data on English 
acquired as a second language (Indian English, South African Indian English, 
Singaporean English, Spanish English) and show, using two statistical measures, 
that conditioning of copula absence in the second language data does not re-
semble the AAVE and creole pattern. (One possible exception is the high rates of 
omitted be with verbal predicates, for which we explore possible explanations.) 
We show further that typological diversity in copula systems also militates 
against a universal markedness-based pattern. The findings reduce the possibility 
that the overall AAVE/creole pattern derives from a general tendency in second 
language acquisition and increase the possibility that the pattern reflects a shared 
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substrate influence from West African languages or other historical contact 
factors.

Keywords: copula absence, quantitative measures, African-American Vernacular 
English, (Caribbean) English creoles, creole origins controversy, typology, 
second language acquisition

Introduction

A solid finding in the study both of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) 
and of English-based creoles, particularly in the Caribbean, is the quantitative pat-
terning of English copula and auxiliary absence according to predicate type. Predi-
cation without a copula, or zero copula, is most frequent with a gon(na) future or a 
progressive (she Ø gon tell him; she Ø walking), least frequent before a noun phrase 
(he Ø a man), and of intermediate frequency before a locative or adjective (he Ø in 
the car; she Ø happy).1 The general pattern for AAVE is given in (1), with predicate 
types listed according to increasing rates of copula absence:

 (1) NP < Loc < Adj < V-ing < gonna

Some scholars have contended that this predicate-based copula absence pattern in 
AAVE reflects prior creolization (Baugh 1980, 1983; Holm 1976, 1984; Rickford 
1998), and that the creole pattern in turn represents potential influence from West 
African languages (Holm, ibid). An alternative proposal is that the AAVE pattern 
corresponds to general patterns of imperfect second language acquisition (SLA) 
or ‘creative second language acquisition’ involving universal strategies of simpli-
fication alongside additional creolization influences (McWhorter 2000:419–20; 
Winford 1998:111, 2004:3; Wolfram 2000:54).2 In this paper, we evaluate the ‘im-
perfect learning’ hypothesis by comparing AAVE/creole copula absence to second 
language (L2) learning data. We discover that the precise conditioning of copula 

1. The use of be with verbal (V-ing, gonna) and non-verbal (NP, Adj, Loc) predicates is gener-
ally referred to as auxiliary and copula be, respectively; in the present discussion we generally 
subsume both types under the term ‘copula’, but distinguish them where necessary.

2. The treatment of ‘simplification’ and ‘creolization’ as distinct is problematic, given that cre-
olization itself, especially its antecedent pidginization, is commonly thought to itself involve 
simplification (Hymes 1971; Whinnom 1971). It may be more accurate to say that the differ-
ence is one of degree rather than kind, with pidgin/creole formation occurring in circumstances 
where the L2 learners are more distant from the L2 norm, and where the ecological and etiologi-
cal/emotional conditions make it less likely that L2 learning will proceed successfully and more 
likely that L2 learners will have to depend on L1 transfer, simplification, and so on.
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absence according to predicate type shared by AAVE and creole varieties is in fact 
distinct from the patterns found in L2 acquisition data, in particular data from 
Indian English, South African Indian English, Singaporean English, and Span-
ish English. These findings challenge the assumption that there is a general order 
of English copula acquisition by predicate type and that this order could be the 
source of the robust creole and AAVE patterns.

In the first section we present two hypotheses relating to the source of the 
AAVE copula omission pattern. The second section discusses the methodology 
used, and the third and fourth sections review AAVE, creole, and L2 data on cop-
ula use. The discussion and conclusion sections evaluate the two hypotheses in 
relation to the range of empirical data, making further reference to cross-linguistic 
typology and first language (L1) acquisition.

The imperfect learning argument

Winford (1998:111), elaborating on his earlier idea (referred to in Rickford 
1998:180), proposes a dual hypothesis to account for the AAVE copula pattern, 
suggesting it may be ‘best explained as the result of imperfect second language 
learning, with transfer from creolized or restructured varieties playing a significant 
role.’ In support of the first part of this proposal, Winford notes that ‘some studies 
of Spanish-speaking adults acquiring English as a second language (Butterworth 
& Hatch 1978; Shapira 1978) also show that variable absence of copula and auxil-
iary be is typical, and is due primarily to simplification’ (p. 114). He concludes:

It would be interesting to do a full quantitative study of the interlanguage of 
groups of such learners using methodologies similar to those employed in the 
analysis of copula variability in AAVE and other situations. Such studies may pro-
vide further support for the view that both strategies of simplification and level-
ling in second language acquisition, and creole substratum influence under shift, 
contributed to the characteristic pattern of copula use in AAVE.

The present paper proposes to conduct precisely such a comparison between 
L2 systems and AAVE. To begin with, it is important to note that Winford’s ob-
servations combine two distinct aspects of second language acquisition (SLA) — 
universal strategies of simplification and specific language transfer — and in order 
to be assessed empirically they must be distinguished clearly.

HYPOTHESIS I: Certain tendencies are universally characteristic of second lan-
guage learning, such that all adult learners of English will follow a shared learn-
ing trajectory, regardless of their first language. Such a trajectory may arise either 
from relationships among structures in the particular language being acquired 
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(e.g. English) or from universal markedness or simplification tendencies. The 
simplification view (Ferguson 1971; Mühlhäusler 1977; Pit Corder and Roulet 
1977) encompasses ‘regularization of irregularities, loss of redundancy (such as 
grammatical gender), and an increase in transparency’ (Trudgill 2004:307). Oth-
er manifestations of simplification include phonetic erosion, use of less marked 
forms, fewer rules, fewer semantic distinctions, and less inflectional morphology 
(McWhorter 2001:154), as well as a smaller lexicon, a reduced phonemic inven-
tory, fewer grammatical categories, less bound morphemes, and fewer exceptions 
to rules (Veenstra 2007).

HYPOTHESIS II: Transfer from the first language of the speaker plays a signifi-
cant role in restructuring the second language variety. Unlike the first hypothesis, 
this explanation relies on specific effects deriving from the grammar(s) of the first 
language(s) of the speaker in question and hence predicts significantly different 
outcomes in different L2 learning situations depending on the grammars of the 
first languages involved. Hypothesis II has been discussed widely in creole stud-
ies (Lefebvre 1998; Migge and Smith 2007; Siegel 2003; Veenstra 2007; Winford 
2003) and we do not review it in detail here. An example is Siegel’s (2003) review, 
in which he observes that similarities between creoles and SLA are most striking 
when the substrate and first languages share traits. He cites several studies (Mather 
2000 and Véronique 1994, among others) that have found parallel features in the 
interlanguage systems of L2 French learners and in French creoles specifically 
when the L1 and substrate languages share those features.3 This view suggests that 
when features are shared between creoles and SLA, parallel substrate effects rather 
than universal pressures may be the cause.

Whereas Hypothesis II has been explored in detail in creole and dialect studies, 
there has been considerable recent interest in Hypothesis I, and this hypothesis 
forms the core of the present comparative study.

A number of studies examining AAVE have invoked general traits of imper-
fect learning (Hypothesis I) as a possible source of copula absence. McWhorter 
(2000:419–21), after noting that copula absence in AAVE and African American 
diaspora varieties like Samaná English cannot reasonably be attributed to ‘English 
inheritance’ or ‘historical accident,’ suggests that it could be attributed to the kind 

3. Mather (2000, cited in Siegel 2003:192) gives the example of postposed determiners, which 
exist in substrate languages such as Ewe and thus arise frequently in French creoles, but do not 
occur in the L2 French of Arabic speakers, as this is not a feature of the L1 Arabic system. Siegel 
also highlights further limitations of generalized SLA-creole comparisons, noting that none of 
the characteristic TMA features of creoles are found with any consistency in the interlanguage 
systems of L2 learners.
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of ellipsis or overgeneralization characteristic of second language acquisition more 
generally. He observes: ‘Black English was born as a koiné of white nonstandard 
English modified slightly by cross-linguistically typical results of widespread sec-
ond language acquisition. This is also the position of Winford (1997, 1998)’ (p. 
424). He contrasts this koineization and general SLA basis of AAVE against the 
additional characteristics of substrate transfer and internal innovation found in 
creoles (p. 420).

Wolfram (2000:54) similarly suggests that copula absence in AAVE may re-
flect imperfect language learning rather than creolization:

[C]opula absence among African Americans is probably traceable to a contact-
based case of fossilized, ‘imperfect language learning’ found among groups in 
African diaspora. This feature was then transmitted throughout the African-
American population as a distinctive dialect feature. Support for copula absence 
may have come from creole speakers, but this does not necessarily mean it has 
an exclusive creole origin since copula absence can arise in a variety of language-
contact and language-learning situations.

Noting that there is ‘no reasonable evidence of copula absence in the British donor 
dialects’ (p. 54), Wolfram, like McWhorter, appeals to the widespread occurrence 
of copula omission in second language learning as an explanation for the AAVE 
system.

Ferguson (1971) also argued for a ‘universal’ explanation of copula absence, 
suggesting that it is the ‘unmarked’ variant of the copula and that ‘the simpler of 
two comparable features is likely to be the more widespread among languages of 
the world’ and would also tend ‘to be used for both [variants] in simpler speech’ 
(p. 145). He argued that these universal processes of simplification ‘would help to 
explain some of the otherwise surprising similarities among distant creoles by set-
ting the starting point in a universal simplification process’ (p. 148).

Several further studies (Andersen 1983; Siegel 2003; Veenstra 2003, 2007) 
have also explored generalized parallels between prototypical pidgin features 
and characteristic features of reduction, regularization, and transparency shared 
across adult second language speech, amid continuing debates over the definition 
and scope of the notion of ‘simplification’ (see McWhorter 2001 for a summary). 
Winford (2004:4) notes that Klein and Perdue’s (1997) ‘Basic Variety’ features of 
adult learner speech (and also Felix’s (1978) order of learning for copular and aux-
iliary be) ‘shares many characteristics with ‘prototypical’ pidgins’ (p. 4). He con-
cludes that ‘all cases of creole formation are in varying ways similar to cases of 
second language acquisition in ‘natural’ settings’ (p. 24), although he does cite the 
perseverance of L1 features (again invoking both Hypothesis I and II as sources of 
creole features).
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All of these studies appeal to Hypothesis I (generalized traits of SLA or im-
perfect learning) to account for AAVE copula absence. However, none address 
the specific order in (1) — neither the question of whether this order is indeed re-
peated across L2 data, nor, if it is, why this would be. True support for Hypothesis 
I should ideally take the form of: (i) parallel claims within SLA theory, (ii) quan-
titative evidence of the AAVE ordering in L2 data, and (iii) an intuitive semantic 
or syntactic basis for such an order to persist cross-linguistically. Let us briefly 
consider each of these more detailed expectations:

(i) SLA literature: If universal SLA tendencies are being invoked to account for 
AAVE or creole systems, there should be evidence within the SLA literature that 
such general tendencies do in fact exist in SLA. We have found no specific propos-
al that a ‘universal’ SLA order of acquisition exists across all copular and auxiliary 
uses of be. The most detailed research on implicational ordering of copula acquisi-
tion has been in studies of L2 learners of German. Nicholas (1984:303–6) summa-
rizes this research, which includes the three proposed orderings in Table 1.

Table 1. Proposals for universal SLA order of acquisition for verbal morphology. (Based 
on Nicholas 1984:303–6.)
Study Order of acquisition
a. Dittmar 

(1980)
simple verbs < modals < copula < auxiliary

b. Felix (1978: 
50, 113)

equative sen-
tences with-
out copula

< equative sen-
tences with 
copula

< auxiliaries < full verbs < complex 
verbal 
groups

c. Pienemann
(1981: 37)

full verbs < copula < auxiliaries and 
modals

These proposals make no claim about distinctions in copula acquisition with 
different non-verbal predicates (NP, Adj, Loc). They do, however, agree that the 
copular use of be is acquired before the auxiliary use, a binary sequence of acquisi-
tion that also forms part of Krashen’s (1982) ‘natural order hypothesis’ for Eng-
lish and one that has been observed by Stauble (1984:324) and Hawkins (2001).4 
We return to an assessment of the differential acquisition of copular and auxiliary 
constructions in the discussion section. Aside from this binary ordering, however, 
our research has found no claim in the SLA literature in favor of a universal SLA 
sequence that resembles (1). This is confirmed by the L2 datasets we examine in 
the present study.

4. Stauble (1984:351) does note that Spanish learners of English are consistently closer to the 
target language copula usage as compared to Japanese learners of English, suggesting that the 
first language still does play a role in learning this part of the grammatical system.
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(ii) Quantitative evidence: Many of the comparisons to SLA reviewed above remain 
at the coarse level of merely identifying the fact of copula absence, rather than con-
trasting the fine-grained grammatical conditioning of copula absence in different 
systems. The latter approach is more precise and falsifiable, and has other theoreti-
cal advantages.5 We refine our comparison in the present study to copula absence 
patterning by predicate type (the most commonly noted constraint) rather than 
the mere occurrence of copula absence alone. This finer analysis shows that while 
AAVE, creoles, and some L2 varieties of English are alike at the coarse level of dis-
playing copula absence (differing from Standard English and most other L1 varieties 
of English in this respect), there is no single ordering of copula use by predicate type 
across all such datasets. Under a finer analysis, only AAVE and the English-based 
creoles appear to share a similar system, ultimately lending support to Hypothesis 
II and the possibility of shared origins for AAVE and creole varieties.

(iii) Explanations: In our discussion we also explore potential semantic and syn-
tactic motivations for the existence of a universal order, as predicted by Hypothe-
sis I. Although systematic structural properties are associated with certain copular 
constructions in different languages, we find no clear motivation for the existence 
of a single universal ordering across all contexts.

Data and methods

The data examined for AAVE and English-based creoles are compiled from exist-
ing studies, summarized in Rickford (1998).6 These datasets are compared to four 

5. See Poplack (2000) and Rickford (2006) for the method and value of using quantitative evi-
dence of constraint patterning for comparing language varieties and making inferences about 
their historical connections.

6. A note on the comparability of subject, tense, and data type in the present datasets: Some 
AAVE studies have restricted their focus to 3rd person singular subjects while others have not, 
and Rickford et al. (1991:112) conclude, after a detailed analysis of variable constraints on each, 
that ‘is and are behave similarly enough to be treated together, as they were in Poplack and 
Sankoff (1987), making the data pool larger and more robust and ensuring that their similarities 
in constraint effects need be stated only once.’ Similarly, some studies examined here exclude 
past tense tokens while others do not. Finally, the type of data we compare here is raw percent-
ages and straight deletion (not VARBRUL weights or Labov deletion), even though studies have 
shown VARBRUL weights to be a finer measure of predicate effects, as they take into account the 
relative effect of other factors. Our reliance on raw data avoids inappropriate statistical opera-
tions and comparisons over dissimilar data types. Table (i) lists source details and tense/subject 
information for the AAVE and creole datasets used here; wherever second language data are 
presented later in the paper, we provide footnotes containing similar information.
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different sets of L2 English data: Indian English, South African Indian English, 
Singaporean English, and Spanish English. The Indian English data come from 
sociolinguistic interviews conducted by Devyani Sharma with Indian speakers of 
English, all of whom have Indo-Aryan L1s with similar copula systems. The other 
L2 datasets, and the additional L1 learning data considered briefly later in the 
paper, come from previously published studies, all of which are based on conver-
sational speech recordings.

Although multivariate regression (especially as part of the VARBRUL pro-
gram) has been used repeatedly in the study of copula absence, there has been no 
attempt so far to introduce statistical measures of conformity to assess the extent 
to which the constraint orderings in two or more datasets are ‘similar’ or ‘different’ 
to each other. The use of such measures allows us to move from examining broad 
competition among factors (or reaching premature conclusions based on our ide-
ological positions) towards precise measurements of the consistency of an ordered 
pattern. The two measures we use for the data compared in the present study are a 
nonparametric test (Spearman’s rho) and a reliability test (Cronbach’s alpha).7

Table (i). Tense, subject type, and source for AAVE and creole studies in Tables 1 and 2.

Study Tense Copula forms
(subject types)

East Palo Alto (Rickford et al. 1991:117, Table 6) present is, are
Texas older folk-speakers and kids (Bailey & Maynor 
1987:457)

present is, are

New York City (Baugh 1979:180) present is
Detroit Working Class (Wolfram 1969:172, Fig. 49) present is, are
New York City (Labov 1969:732) present is
Jamaica 1960 (Rickford 1996:363, Table 3) present and past am, is, are
Jamaica 1991 (Rickford 1999:151, Table 4) present and past am, is, are
Barbados (Rickford & Blake 1990:268) present am, is, are
Barbados (Rickford 1992:191) present and past am, is, are

was, were
Trinidad (Winford 1992:34, Table 5) present am, is, are
Hawaii (Day 1973:111, Table 9) present is 

7. As with much linguistic data, the current datasets do not always satisfy certain underlying 
assumptions for parametric tests: (i) their size is not always as robust as the large datasets used in 
quantitative studies in other social sciences (at least when group averages rather than individual 
tokens are being compared), and (ii) we cannot assume a normal distribution for the data across 
the population in question, or even a continuous variable along the x-axis (unlike, for instance, 
a distribution of exam results or income across a population). Non-parametric tests make fewer 
assumptions about the data and distribution and are thus more appropriate, if somewhat less 
powerful, for the present data (Agresti and Finlay 1997:232).
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The Spearman rank-order correlation coefficient (Spearman’s rho, RS) is a 
common nonparametric measure of the strength and direction of correspondence 
between two sets of ranked data (Siegel and Castellan 1988) and has been used 
recently in the study of L2 English variation (e.g. Rasinger 2005). By examining 
the degree to which the rank-order of values in a distribution directly or inversely 
mirrors the rank-order of values in a second distribution, this measure allows us 
to compare the extent to which two distributions resemble one another. Note that 
the Spearman rank-order correlation only attends to the ordinal scale of the data; 
it discards any further details of the actual values (e.g. a linear progression — 1, 2, 
3 — and an exponential progression — 3, 9, 27 — have the same rank-order: they 
both differ in the same way from the orderings 2, 1, 3 or 9, 3, 27). Its use, therefore, 
is in evaluating the degree to which a set of data conforms to the ordered distribu-
tion of another set of data or to a hypothetical order. All Spearman coefficients 
reported in this paper compare an individual data range to the ordering in (1), in 
order to examine the degree to which that dataset conforms to the hypothesized 
order. The Spearman coefficient ranges between −1 (perfect negative correlation) 
and 1 (perfect positive correlation).8

This measure is attractive for natural language data from speech communities, 
as we may want to identify an underlying construct without predicting a perfect 
mirroring of actual rates across speakers. However, we may wish not only to un-
derstand how closely data conform to a particular order, but also to assess the 
relative closeness of actual values among a set of speakers of a variety. For instance, 
two sets of data may have the same ordering, but one slope may be shallow and 
one steep. To measure this finer conformity within datasets we turn to Cronbach’s 
alpha (Cronbach 1951, Miller 1995), a statistic used to judge the reliability of tests 
by quantifying the extent to which they provide the same results on repeated tri-
als.9 (For example, on a test measuring an aspect of personality, individual X may 

8. A Spearman coefficient value of −1 indicates a perfect negative correlation; if the value falls 
between −1 and −0.5, there is a strong negative correlation; if it falls between −0.5 and 0, there is 
a weak negative correlation; if it is 0, there is no correlation (the null hypothesis is confirmed); if 
it falls between 0 and 0.5, there is a weak positive correlation; if it falls between 0.5 and 1, there is 
a strong positive correlation; and if it is 1, there is a perfect positive correlation between the two 
sets of data. Significance at the p < .05 and p < .01 levels is determined by the statistical package 
(SPSS) based on the dataset in question; for the present data a value of .9 corresponded to p < .05 
and a value of 1 corresponded to p < .01.

9. Cronbach’s alpha can be defined as α =
n

n −1
1−

1
σT

2 σ i
2

i=1

n∑
 

 
 

 

 
 , where n is the number of 

trials (here, the number of speaker groups), σi
2 is the variance of the i th trial scores across in-

dividuals (here, the variance of the i th speaker’s rates of omission across copula contexts), and 
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score n units higher than individual Y. If the test is reliable, X should again score 
n units higher than Y on a second trial.) In our present use, we adapt this measure 
to assess how similar rates of omission are for each grammatical context across 
different groups of speakers of a language variety. In other words, the alpha coef-
ficient allows us to evaluate precisely how similar linear plots are to each other and 
therefore how closely a group conforms to a single pattern. Cronbach’s alpha is not 
strictly a significance test; it provides a coefficient between 0 and 1 that is a rela-
tive measure of consistency or homogeneity in the dataset. A coefficient of .80 or 
higher is commonly treated as a threshold above which the set of items correspond 
very closely to the same pattern.

In the discussion that follows, the Spearman coefficient will measure the con-
formity of a given dataset to the AAVE ranking in (1), while the alpha coefficient 
for each set of speakers will measure the internal consistency among copula omis-
sion patterns for that variety. Next, we present the different sets of data along with 
these measures of conformity; this is followed by a discussion of similarities and 
differences across the datasets and possible explanations for both.

AAVE and creole English data

Let us first establish the robustness of the AAVE pattern of zero copula by predi-
cate type. From Labov (1969) to present day research, the overall pattern given 
earlier in (1) has been substantially confirmed in numerous studies. Figure 1, 
based on data summarized in Rickford (1998:190, Table 6.16) shows copula ab-
sence by following grammatical environment in eight groups of AAVE speakers, 
in five geographical locales: East Palo Alto (California), Texas, Los Angeles, De-
troit, and New York City (see fn. 7 for sources).10

Minor deviations from the overall pattern are observable at certain points in 
Figure 1: The New York City Jets have lower rates of zero use before adjectives than 
before locatives and, as Rickford et al. (1991) have shown, the relative ordering 
of these two environments is often variable. The greater avoidance of zero copula 
with nominal predicates, by contrast, is almost exceptionless (Labov 1995:43, fn.3; 
Winford 1992:35), as is the preference for zero copula with verbal predicates and 
gonna.

σT
2 is the variance of the sums of the individual scores over the n trials (here, the variance of the 

sums of the copula context omission rates over the n speakers).

10. Note that although we have presented the data as line graphs in order to demonstrate the 
patterns in the data more clearly, the points are of course discrete and there is no implied rela-
tionship in the intervening space.
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The characterization of this robust distribution as ‘notoriously inconsistent’ 
(Walker 2000:49) is a consequence of the reliance on broad assessments of similar-
ity or difference between datasets without full application of appropriate measures 
to compare findings. This is of course not characteristic of Walker alone, nor of 
‘Anglicists’ or ‘dialectologists’; those who favor a ‘creole origins’ hypothesis are just 
as likely to claim overall similarity in the constraint patterning across AAVE and 
creole datasets without supporting their claims with statistical evidence of the type 
employed here.

The conformity of the disparate datasets to the basic order in (1) can be con-
firmed by the two statistical measures introduced earlier. In a pairwise Spearman 
rank-order correlation of each of the 8 datasets with the order in (1), 3 datasets 
showed perfect correlation (RS = 1, p < .01), 4 datasets showed very strong positive 
correlation (RS = .9, p < .05), and one showed strong positive correlation (RS = .8). 
The average coefficient across the 8 datasets was significant at .93. Similarly, Cron-
bach’s alpha is 0.969, showing that not just the ordering but the actual values of 
each group pattern are extremely consistent with other groups.

Figure 2, based again on Table 6.16 in Rickford (1998:190), shows the data by 
predicate type for 7 groups of creole English speakers — from Jamaica, Barbados, 
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Figure 1. Copula Absence in Contemporary AAVE (based on Table 6.16 in Rickford 
1998:190).
Average RS (correspondence to AAVE order): .93 (p < .05, nearly perfect correlation); Cronbach’s α (inter-
nal consistency): 0.969.
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Trinidad, and Hawaii (see fn. 7 for sources). Once again, there are a few notable 
differences among the datasets: The major source of variability is that in three 
datasets (Barbados 1990 and the Trinidad group and individual data), copula ab-
sence before adjectives is lower than it is before locatives, while the reverse is true 
in the other four datasets. Beyond this common source of variability (noted ear-
lier), the Trinidadian individuals show a decline in copula absence from the V-ing 
to gonna contexts, rather than an increase, and neither the 1996 Jamaican nor the 
Hawaiian Creole datasets show the least copula absence before NP predicates, the 
majority pattern.

Despite these fluctuations, there is, as in the case of the AAVE data, strong 
conformity to a common ordering of copula absence according to following gram-
matical context. In the pairwise Spearman rank-order correlation of each of the 
7 datasets with the order in (1), one dataset showed perfect correlation (RS = 1, 
p < .01), four datasets showed very strong positive correlation (RS = .9, p < .05), and 
two showed strong positive correlation (RS = .8 and .5). The average coefficient 
across the 7 datasets was very high, at .84. The actual group rates (not just orders) 
are also highly consistent with each other, as can be seen by the extremely high 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (.951).
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Figure 2. Copula Absence in creoles (based on Table 6.16 in Rickford 1998: 190).
Average RS (correspondence to AAVE order): .84 (very strong correlation);
Cronbach’s α (internal consistency): 0.951.
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The similarity evident between the AAVE and creole patterns in Figure 1 and 
Figure 2 can be further confirmed by measuring the value of Cronbach’s alpha for 
both sets of data combined. The value for conformity to a single pattern when the 
AAVE and creole datasets are combined goes up to 0.977, suggesting that a com-
bination of both sets of data in fact reinforces the underlying pattern and results 
in even greater homogeneity.

L2 acquisition data

The data for the four L2 English acquisition cases examined in this section come 
from Indian English, South African Indian English, Singaporean English, and 
Spanish English. Winford (1998:114) specifically cites the L2 South African Indian 
English data and both sets of L2 Spanish data discussed here as parallels to AAVE 
copula absence. We pursue his claim here with a fine-grained comparision of these 
data to AAVE and creoles, and conclude that the actual orderings of copula ab-
sence by grammatical context do not suggest comparable systems at all. The two 
types of results we find across all of the L2 data are either: (i) no significant pat-
terning according to predicate type, or (ii) a patterning quite different from that 
found in AAVE and creoles.

Indian English

The first set of data comes from Sharma’s sociolinguistic interviews with eight In-
dian speakers of English, all of whom speak English as a second language. All 
individuals have had some English-medium education and use English on a daily 
basis, in conjunction with their first language, which is used in more intimate or 
familiar registers. While there are slight differences in proficiency, all eight speak-
ers fall within the lower English proficiency end of a larger Indian English bilin-
gual dataset; copula absence is not a robust feature among more proficient speak-
ers of Indian English. The first languages of all the individuals are Indo-Aryan (2 
Gujarati, 3 Hindi, 3 Punjabi) and all three languages require an overt copula in all 
predicate contexts (Masica 1991:336).

Figure 3 lists the four main grammatical contexts for copula use. Gonna is not 
separated as a predicate type due to insufficient tokens, but the summary of rates 
in (2) below shows that, contrary to AAVE, not a single token of going to omitted 
the copula. The 8 speakers are listed in the key in decreasing order of proficiency 
and, as in all figures in this paper, the x-axis repeats the hypothesized ordering in 
(1). The graph shows clearly that it is difficult to identify a generalized pattern for 
these speakers, and certainly not the AAVE pattern. This intuition is supported 
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by both statistical tests. Unlike the AAVE and creole data, the pairwise Spear-
man rank-order correlation of each of the 8 individual patterns with the order in 
(1) produces not a single significant correlation (i.e. no coefficient is .9 or high-
er). Three individuals showed strong positive correlation (RS = .8), four showed 
weak positive correlation (RS = .4), and two showed strong negative correlation 
(RS = −.6). The average coefficient across the 8 speakers was very weak at .3, reflect-
ing the wide disparity in orderings in relation to (1). Similarly, Cronbach’s alpha is 
0.734, showing some conformity to a pattern (mainly due to consistently low rates 
of omission with adjectival predicates), though one that is clearly distinct from the 
AAVE ordering and not reliable (below the .8 level).

These data diverge from the AAVE pattern in a few ways. First, no speaker 
has the AAVE order for copula absence. For four of the eight speakers, the rate of 
copula omission with an NP predicate is higher than that of adjectival predicates, 
quite unlike the general AAVE pattern. Second, locative predicates are the highest 
or second highest context for copula omission for seven of the eight speakers, also 
very unlike the low rates of omission in locative contexts in AAVE. Third, adjec-
tival predicates, which are rather variable contexts for copula omission in AAVE 
and the creoles examined, although invariably higher than nominal predicates 
(see Figures 1 and 2), show consistently low copula absence in L2 Indian English. 
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Figure 3. Copula Absence in Indian English.
N = 743; see (2) for details.
Average RS (correspondence to AAVE order): .3 (very weak correlation);
Cronbach’s α (internal consistency): 0.734.



 AAVE/Creole copula absence 67

Finally, although AAVE and creoles certainly exhibit considerable individual vari-
ability in copula use, the statistical measures show that this variability is on a sig-
nificantly smaller scale than in the Indian data. The only partial resemblance to the 
AAVE pattern is that for five of the eight speakers the V-ing predicate shows the 
highest rate of copula absence.

Since the first languages of these speakers all require a copula in all contexts, 
there is no direct L1 source for their use of zero copula. In fact, the lack of copula 
omission in the L1s may cause more individual variation in the order of learning 
the English copula, as compared to a language that provides a template for con-
textually sensitive copula omission. Certainly it is clear that the AAVE pattern is 
not strongly replicated for Indo-Aryan learners of English. The average ordering 
across the group is given in (2), showing relatively weak differences among con-
texts and fairly low percentages.11

 (2) Indo-Aryan speakers:
  ___ gonna < ___ Adj < ___ NP < ___ Loc < ___ V-ing
  0% (6)  11.6% (276)  16.5% (164)  26.4% (87)  30.5% (210)

A note on competing factors: Given the diversity of data sources in this paper, 
we are not able to conduct multivariate analyses of competing factors for each 
dataset, and we restrict ourselves to factors relating to predicate type. The Indian 
English data were nevertheless subjected to a preliminary VARBRUL analysis, 
which found predicate type and subject type to be significant factors, although 
not surprisingly, given the findings outlined above, variants within predicate type 
are ordered differently to the ordering found in VARBRUL analyses of the copula 
in AAVE and creoles. Tense and number were not significant, suggesting further 
differences with AAVE and creole copula absence patterns. A summary of the 
VARBRUL findings for these data is given in Table 2; these findings are briefly 
revisited in our later consideration of typological universals.12

11. The N values listed in all examples represent the total N; thus, for instance, in example (2), 
11.6% of 276 adjectival predicate tokens omitted the copula.

12. As the Indian English data presented here (and new Englishes in general) cannot be as-
sumed to share any particular constraints found to hold in AAVE or creoles, we included all 
subject types and tenses. The frequent, reduced, and fixed forms of it’s, that’s and there’s were 
excluded from coding. Phonetic factors were coded but are not presented in Table 2 as con-
ditioning effects for different verb forms would have to be presented separately. Interestingly, 
some commonly anticipated effects are not found in the Indian English data due to variation in 
number agreement, low rates of contraction, and prosody. For instance, frequent omission of is 
may be predicted after this, but 11/13 tokens of this are followed by overt is.
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South African Indian English

The second set of data, originally presented in Mesthrie (1992:158), shows a dif-
ferent pattern for copula use in South African Indian English. The two sets of data 
presented by Mesthrie, and repeated in Figure 4, combine data from five speakers 
of Dravidian languages (Tamil and Telegu) and five speakers of Indo-Aryan lan-
guages (Bhojpuri and Urdu), and constitute the basilectal range of South African 
Indian English. Because the speakers are grouped it is not possible to establish 
whether the variance in these data is as great as in the Indian English data.13

Figure 4 again shows a patterning by predicate type quite different from the 
AAVE ordering. The main difference here is the high ranking of NP predicates as 
a context for copula omission. For Indo-Aryan speakers, copula omission with 
NP predicates is second only to verbal predicates, and for Dravidian speakers, 
a following NP context has the highest overall rate of zero copula. This is again 

13. The South African Indian English data cover all subject person and number types but only 
include present tense copula use. This contrasts with the Indian English data, which included 
past and present tense; however, Table 2 showed tense to be a non-significant factor in the In-
dian English dataset.

Table 2. VARBRUL results for Indian English copula omission
Factor N Percentage Weight
Predicate type:
Adjectival 276 11.6 0.356
Nominal 164 16.5 0.454
Locative  87 26.4 0.586
Verbal 216 29.6 0.681 Range = .325
Subject type:
1st person pronoun 191 12.0 0.325
Demonstrative or expletive  69 15.9 0.515
3rd person pronoun 129 24.8 0.546
Noun 339 22.1 0.577
2nd person pronoun  15 33.3 0.615 Range = .290
[Tense:]
Present 646 19.5 [0.498]
Past  97 20.6 [0.511]
[Subject Number:]
Singular 510 16.9 [0.458]
Plural 233 25.8 [0.591]

N = 743; Input value: 0.177; Log Likelihood: −345.054; Significance: 0.002; X-square(13) = 19.548; factors 
in brackets not found to be significant
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very different from the situation in AAVE and creoles, where copula absence is 
consistently lowest before an NP.

The pairwise Spearman correlation confirms the clear non-conformity of these 
two orders to the AAVE order in (1). The Indo-Aryan group shows a weak nega-
tive correlation with the AAVE ordering, with a coefficient value of −.2, and the 
Dravidian group shows a weak positive correlation with a coefficient value of .4, 
averaging to .2 overall and no significant correlations. As with the Indian English 
data, Cronbach’s alpha falls just short of the 0.80 threshold for significance at 0.74, 
suggesting some degree of internal conformity, but again, as is clear from Figure 4, 
to a pattern quite distinct from the ordering in (1). Details of the two patterns ap-
parent in the South African Indian English data are given in (3) and (4).

 (3) Indo-Aryan speakers: ____ Loc < ____ Adj < ____ NP < ____ V-ing
   0% (19) 7% (43) 10.8% (37) 14.7% (34)

 (4) Dravidian speakers: ____ Loc < ____ Adj < ____ V-ing < ____ NP
   8.3% (36) 26.1% (46) 42.6% (68) 46.9% (49)
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Figure 4. Copula Absence in South African Indian English (drawn from Mesthrie 1992: 
158).
N = 332; see (3) and (4) for details.
Average RS (correspondence to AAVE order): .2 (very weak correlation);
Cronbach’s α (internal consistency): 0.744.
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Mesthrie attributes the Dravidian distribution to first language influence, as Dra-
vidian languages (Tamil and Telegu) allow copula omission. In Tamil, NP-NP 
constructions are categorically zero copula constructions whereas predicate adjec-
tives must either be nominalized or must appear in adverbial constructions with 
a copula (Pillai 1992:15; Schiffman 1999:141).14 Progressive constructions express 
tense on the verb form in Tamil, not a copula, so the high rate of omission with 
verbal predicates can also be linked to L1 transfer. In Telegu, similarly, zero copula 
is standard for NP-NP constructions (a specific copular form exists for negation), 
and optional for adjectival predicate constructions (Krishnamurti 1998:228).

The rates for the Indo-Aryan group are relatively low, as with the previous In-
do-Aryan group listed in (2), possibly because the Indo-Aryan L1s do not permit 
copula absence. As with the Indian English data, it is more challenging to explain 
the Indo-Aryan distribution, given the lack of an L1 model. However, it is interest-
ing to note the overall similarity of the two distributions in Mesthrie’s data, which 
points to the likelihood that contact may have led to focusing of the variety (LeP-
age and Tabouret-Keller 1985), perhaps towards the Dravidian-influenced model 
in the South African case.

An interesting parallel study to Sharma’s and Mesthrie’s data is Herat’s (2005) 
examination of be variation in Sri Lankan English, as Sinhala, the primary sub-
strate for this variety, is an Indo-Aryan language with extensive Dravidian influ-
ence. Herat’s study is difficult to compare directly to the present data as N values 
are not provided in her discussion of different predicate types. Nevertheless, we 
present some key details here for purposes of comparison.

Herat separates are and is absence in her analysis due to the marked infrequency 
of the latter (74/429 instances of are absence; only 13/541 instances of is absence). 
For are absence, Herat finds the following ordering by predicate type: __ Loc (0%) 
≈ __ NP (1%) < __ V-ing (15%) ≈ __ Adj (17%) < __ going to (54%). The apparent 
use of going to as a grammaticalized auxiliary and the low rates of omission with NP 
predicates resemble AAVE; however, other contexts show divergent distributions, 
particularly the low rates of omission with verbal predicates and with locatives. She 
argues that Sinhala cannot account for the specifics of Sri Lankan English copula 
omission because it lacks a copula in all contexts. However, she does not appear to 
take into account the use of copula-like existential verbs with locatives in Sinhala 
(Guttierez Morales 2005), which could at least account for the low rates of omission 
in locative contexts. Sri Lankan English thus represents an additional divergence 
from the hypothesized AAVE pattern, bearing a few similarities but also a number 
of differences, some of which potentially arise from substrate effects.

14. Pillai (1992:15) suggests that copula absence in Tamil be treated as deletion, as the copula 
(akku) can occur sometimes in positive, negative, and relative participle constructions.
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Singaporean English

The third set of data is from Platt (1979), a study of copula use among 59 Singa-
poreans with different language and educational backgrounds.15 Platt groups the 
speakers according to language-specific educational background, so for instance 
members of the group English School I had had tertiary (college-level) educa-
tion in English, while those in English School III had had less than four years of 
English-medium secondary school. 41 of the 59 participants in the study had had 
English-medium education; the remaining individuals belonged to groups with 
Chinese- and Malay-medium education. The data extrapolated from this study are 
summarized in Figure 5 and details are provided in (5)–(7) below.

 (5) Malay-medium ____V-ing ≈ ____ Nom < ____ Adj < ____ Loc
  Education:
   50% (20) 52.9% (17) 65.2% (46) 100% (5)

15. This dataset, like the Indian English data, includes past and present tense as well as all sub-
ject number and person types; in a later analysis of the data, Ho and Platt (1993:53) find subject 
type (1st and 3rd singular pronoun) to exert an influence but neither Platt (1979) nor Ho and 
Platt (1993) present clear results for tense.
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Figure 5. Copula Absence in Singapore English (drawn from Platt 1979).
N = 2440; see (5), (6), and (7) for details.
Average RS (correspondence to AAVE order): .31 (weak correlation);
Cronbach’s α (internal consistency): 0.604.
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 (6) Chinese-medium ____ V-ing ≈ ____ Nom ≈ ____ Loc < ____ Adj
  Education:
   15% (73) 16.1% (161) 17.4% (46) 27.7% (224)

 (7) English-medium ____ Loc ≈ ____ Nom < ____ V-ing < ____ Adj
  Education:
   9.8% (164) 9.8% (612) 13.1% (237) 22.5% (835)

Whereas the previous two sets of data had some subset of speakers for whom the 
following V-ing context showed the highest rate of zero copula, Platt’s study has 
NO group of speakers for whom this is the case. Instead, a following adjectival 
predicate environment is consistently the most favorable for zero copula, except 
for the Malay speakers, among whom a following locative occupies this position. 
More importantly, the distribution of data for all the groups except the Malay 
speakers in Platt’s study is very flat, suggesting that predicate type may not be 
a strong determining factor in copula absence among L2 speakers of Singapore 
English.

In statistical terms, the data in Figure 5 clearly do not show any notable correla-
tion to the original hypothesized order in (1). The Spearman correlation coefficient 
averages .31, a weak positive correlation, and the range of individual correspon-
dences to the ordering in (1) included three strong positive correlations (RS = .8), 
one weak positive correlation (RS = .2), one confirmation of the null hypothesis 
(RS = .0), and one negative correlation (RS = −.4). This inconsistent range derives 
from the relatively flat distribution of values, causing some orders to switch. The 
overall Cronbach alpha value is .604, indicating little significant conformity to a 
pattern; the value excluding the Malay group is .622, indicating marginally greater 
cohesion among the Chinese- and English-educated groups.

Platt links aspects of the distributions in Figure 5, which are unrelated to other 
orderings we have seen so far, to the speakers’ first language systems, Chinese and 
Malay. His description is summarized and extended in Table 3, in which ‘+’ indi-
cates use of some overt existential marker and ‘–’ indicates absence; certain dis-
course exceptions are noted. The greater absence of copulas in Malay may explain 
the higher frequencies of zero copula among Malay-medium students.16 Similar-
ly, the higher rate of omission with adjectival predicates among Mandarin and 
Cantonese speakers learning English may derive from its parallel absence in their 
first languages. The slightly lower rates of omission with verbal predicates among 

16. Platt (1979) does not discuss verbal predication in these languages. We thank Shiao-Wei 
Tham and Andrew Wong for additional detail on the Malay and Chinese systems, respectively. 
Note also, in (5), that the exceptionally high (100%) rate of zero copula with locative predicates 
among the Malay speakers is based on only five tokens.
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Chinese L1 students does not appear to derive as clearly from Table 3, which pre-
dicts that verbal predicates would strongly favor omission. However, later research 
by Ho (1986, cited in Ho and Platt 1993:13), with 100 ethnically Chinese, English-
medium-educated Singaporeans, showed that the overall rate of omission with 
V-ing was comparable to high rates of omission with adjectival predicates.

Finally, it is interesting to note informally that the different Singaporean 
English groups potentially show less variance as compared to Indian English. As 
with Mesthrie’s data, this may mean that Singaporean English as a variety is more 
focused.

Spanish learners of English

To conclude the L2 data comparison, we examine two additional studies — But-
terworth and Hatch (1978) and Shapira (1978) — each a longitudinal study of the 
early stages of English use by an adult Spanish-speaking learner. As mentioned 
earlier, these are two of the studies mentioned by Winford (1998:114) as poten-
tial parallels to AAVE. The studies are not subjected to the statistical measures of 
consistency and conformity used above because of their distinct methodology and 
because data on the full set of predicate types is not available. However, as these 
studies are longitudinal, unlike any of the studies discussed above, they allow us to 
explore whether the hypothesized order for copula omission according to predi-
cate type surfaces in the order of acquisition of be in individual learning too. This 
might be anticipated if the hypothesized order is a universal or widespread effect, 
as has been suggested, as copula-demanding contexts may favor copula use before 
other contexts.

Table 3. Copula use according to non-verbal predicate type in L1s of Singaporeans. 
(Compiled from Platt (1979:5–9) and consultations with native speakers. ‘−’ indicates 
absence of an overt existential marker, ‘+’ indicates presence of one, and parenthetical 
comments list details of variation.)

Adjectival Nominal Locative Verbal
Cantonese/ 
Mandarin

−

(exceptions: overt 
marker for contrast in 
Mandarin and for em-
phasis in Cantonese)

+
(overt marker more 
likely for assertion 
than contrast or 
narrative)

+
(overt markers 
take the form of 
locational verbs of 
existence)

−

Malay − −

(exception: overt 
marker for emphasis)

−

(exception: option-
al use of locational 
verbs of existence)

−
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Butterworth and Hatch (1978) examine only nominal, adjectival, and locative 
predicates (copula environments in the narrow sense). The subject is a 13-year-old 
Colombian boy who was studied over a period of 10 weeks; his exposure to English 
prior to the study was very limited. The authors mention the use of auxiliaries with 
a progressive verb form but only to note that their subject had not really acquired 
the construction yet: only 1% of his attested verb forms had the -ing inflection with 
an auxiliary verb, and another 1% had the -ing inflection with no auxiliary. This 
supports the agreement across L2 studies in Table 1 that auxiliary constructions 
are acquired later than copular constructions.

Figure 6 shows what the authors describe as essentially ‘free variation’ (p. 
236), namely no systematic correlation of copula absence with grammatical con-
text. NP predicates sometimes have the lowest rate of copula omission (weeks 
1 and 2) and sometimes the highest (weeks 4 and 5); similarly, locative predi-
cates sometimes have the lowest rates (weeks 4 and 5) and sometimes the highest 
(weeks 6, 8, and 9); and finally adjectival predicates also sometimes have the low-
est rates of copula omission (week 9) and sometimes the highest (weeks 1 and 2). 
The only potentially observable pattern, despite the data gaps at various points, is 
the high rate of copula absence with locative predicates once such constructions 
begin to appear in week 4. There is also an overall decline in copula omission 
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Figure 6. Longitudinal Copula Absence in Spanish English.
(single speaker, drawn from Butterworth and Hatch 1978).
N values not reported in original study. No statistical tests applied.
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over time, although the process is erratic. The data bear no resemblance to the 
ordering in (1).

Shapira (1978) also examines longitudinal data for one Spanish speaker, a 
25-year-old Guatemalan woman, recorded over a period of three years and with 
little prior exposure to English. Shapira’s data are also incomplete for our present 
purposes, as she only contrasts verbal and non-verbal predicates, the latter be-
ing grouped as a single category (PredP). Differences between nominal, adjecti-
val, and locative predicates are not presented. At each longitudinal stage, Shapira 
(p. 250) reports a rate of 31% (N = 52), 31% (N = 80), and 27% (N = 147) absence 
of be with a following PredP as against 100% (N = 12), 81% (N = 16), and 95% 
(N = 61) absence of be with a following progressive verb form, suggesting a strong 
resemblance to the high rate of zero copula with V-ing in other datasets; however, 
without the details of the three types of PredP contexts, we cannot tell whether this 
pattern resembles the overall AAVE pattern.

The two studies of English used by Spanish learners serve to corroborate (i) 
the lack of an early L2 preference for a particular learning order within non-verbal 
predicates, and (ii) the tendency towards higher rates of omission with verbal as 
compared to non-verbal predicates.

This section has presented six primary sets of data — AAVE, creoles, and four 
L2 varieties. The Indian English data showed a high degree of variability and the 
slight trends identifiable did not resemble the AAVE pattern, with the exception 
of the high rate of zero copula in the V-ing context for some speakers. Mesthrie’s 
South African Indian English data also showed a trend unlike AAVE in its high 
ranking of predicate NP as a context for copula omission. The Singaporean English 
data from Platt’s study differed from the others in exhibiting a notably flat distri-
bution of zero copula across contexts. The individual Spanish speakers’ longitudi-
nal English data also showed no pattern among non-verbal predicates, but again 
higher rates of zero copula in V-ing contexts. L1 transfer was shown to underlie a 
number of these divergent distributions, although not always in the case of high 
rates of be omission with verbal predicates.

Discussion

Table 4 summarizes the patterns of grammatical conditioning across datasets. No 
single ordering of copula absence in relation to nominal, adjectival, and locative 
predicates is evident in the survey of L2 English acquisition. In particular, there is 
no evidence of a generalized second language learning preference for NP predi-
cates to have an overt copula, as appears to be the case in AAVE and creoles. On 
the contrary, language transfer (as in the case of Dravidian languages) can actually 
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encourage zero copula precisely in such contexts. The only fairly systematic pat-
tern that appears to be shared across datasets is the higher rate of omission of 
auxiliary as opposed to copular be.

In this section, we first furnish evidence from typology that corroborates the 
apparent lack of a universal grammatical conditioning of copula use with nomi-
nal, locative, and adjectival predicates. We then seek an explanation for the more 
widely shared pattern of omission of auxiliary be with verbal predicates.

Further evidence against universality: Typological diversity in copula systems

A typological corollary to a universal L2 learning order would take the form of 
implicational universals: for example, any language permitting zero copula with 
nominal predicates would be predicted to permit zero copula with adjectival pred-
icates, as zero copula in the former construction is predicted to be more marked in 
some way.17 If no universal implicational order exists for the copula, the absence 
of such an order in L2 acquisition should be reflected in a lack of evidence of ty-
pological markedness.

Stassen (1994), in a cross-linguistic overview of copula systems, identifies 
three systematic parameters of copula use that surface in a number of unrelated 
languages. One parameter he describes is semantic: the ‘permanency parameter’ 
associates zero realization of the copula with ‘permanent’ or ‘essential’ properties 
of the subject. The other two parameters in his discussion are structural: the ‘pres-
ent parameter’ and the ‘third person parameter’. The ‘present parameter’ governs 
languages such as Russian, Swahili, and Arabic (and AAVE; see Pullum 1997) in 
which zero copula occurs only in the present tense. The ‘third person parameter’ 
governs languages such as Hungarian, which reserve zero copula for third person 
subjects.18

A parameter sensitive to predicate type could be hypothesized as another uni-
versal of this type, such that zero copula is systematically dispreferred with nouns, 
preferred with verbs, and intermediate elsewhere. However, Stassen presents 

17. For example, Labov’s informal suggestion, noted in Rickford (1977:210), that nominal pred-
icates might universally be more ‘copula demanding’ is one such typological claim. His specula-
tion is disconfirmed by our survey.

18. AAVE also shows sensitivity to subject type, though not strictly the ‘third person’ param-
eter: Wolfram (1969) suggests greater copula omission with plural subjects and second person 
singular subjects. Interestingly, the Indian English data presented in Table 2 do show a slight 
preference for these two subject types, though not statistically significant in the case of plurality. 
Rickford (2006:Table 1) comments on the subject type constraint, citing evidence that it may be 
weaker than the predicate type constraint, which appears to be true for the Indian English data 
as well.
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counter-evidence to such a universal. He observes that several Uralic and Papuan 
languages have a split system in which an overt copula is used with third person 
present locational predicates and zero copula with third person present nominal 
predicates. In other words, these languages reserve zero copula strictly for nomi-
nal predicates. Stassen goes on to observe that in his database of 385 languages, 
zero copula with predicate nominals is in fact more common than with locational 
predicates. While the two structural parameters account for tense and number 
restrictions cross-linguistically, splits according to predicate type do not appear 
to follow a single typological direction, and sometimes run counter to the AAVE 
ordering.

In sum, although intriguing universal tendencies do arise in cross-linguistic 
copula use, they do not appear to include a universal preference for the AAVE 
ordering based on following grammatical context. Thus, both the L2 data and the 
typological literature militate against a generalized pattern.

A universal bipartite distinction in the use of copular and auxiliary be?

While no universal ordering for copula omission has emerged for L2 English, the 
pattern of higher rates of omission of be in auxiliary as compared to copular uses 
is considerably more consistent. With the exception of the Singaporean datasets 
F and G in Table 4, the V-ing predicate is always one of the two most favorable 
grammatical environments for zero be, even in the absence of an L1 source for this 
pattern. Recall that Table 1 found this pattern to be present in longitudinal SLA 
studies as well. Furthermore, L1 English acquisition studies also consistently find 
greater omission of auxiliary be than copula be. We consider two potential expla-
nations for this difference between verbal and non-verbal predicates here: (i) stage 
and individual level semantics, and (ii) redundancy avoidance.

In her work on L1 acquisition of be, Becker (2000, 2002) has proposed that 
semantic properties of predicates and the incremental development of children’s 
functional projections can explain higher rates of omission of be with verbal predi-
cates, locative predicates, and certain adjectival predicates. She provides precise 
rates of omission for four children (age range 2;0–3;4) for all grammatical con-
texts in L1 acquisition, and finds the systematic ordering in (8), also illustrated in 
Figure 7.19

19. Becker (2002) only presents non-verbal predicate data; rates for verbal predicates in (8) were 
kindly provided by Misha Becker via personal communication, based on her dissertation (Beck-
er 2000). Brown (1973:380) also reported higher rates of omission of be before a progressive 
verb as opposed to other types of predicates in L1 acquisition, but did not provide a complete set 
of rates for these environments or differences within non-verbal predicates. L1 acquisition has 
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 (8) L1 Child English: ____ NP < ____ Adj < ____ V-ing < ____ Loc
   27.6% (949) 51.8% (386) 64.5% (831) 79.1% (262)

The low rates of zero copula with NP predicates and the high rates of omission 
with verbal predicates resemble the AAVE pattern, although the highest rates of 
omission are clearly with locative predicates. The lack of an exact replication of 
the AAVE order is confirmed in the pairwise Spearman correlation of each child 
with the AAVE ordering listed in (1). The average correlation coefficient is .3, a 
relatively weak positive correlation, and the range of individual correspondences 

also been examined among AAVE learners. In a study of copula acquisition by ten 3- to 5-year-
old African American children, Wyatt (1996:105) found the ordering for non-verbal predicates 
shown in (i), similar to the AAVE order:

(i) L1 Child AAVE: _____ NP < _____ Adj < _____ Loc
 (Total N = 1148) 18%  27%  35%

Wyatt shows that these children’s pattern of copula omission closely mirrors the adult African 
American speakers’ usage in her study. Such studies of AAVE acquisition (see also Kovac 1980) 
support the robustness of the AAVE copula omission system, even in early acquisition, but are 
not directly relevant to the present discussion, which focuses on the omission of the copula in 
situations where the target variety at least originally required an overt copula.
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included three weak positive correlations (RS = .4) and one confirmation of the 
null hypothesis (RS = .0). By contrast, Becker’s data is very consistent internally, 
with a Cronbach alpha value of .787, suggesting close conformity to the pattern in 
(8) rather than to the AAVE pattern.

In her analysis, Becker further divides her adjectival predicate data into two 
sets: stage-level and individual-level predicates. Individual-level predicates are 
those which denote permanent or inherent properties of the subject (e.g. Mary 
is tall; Mary is a girl), while stage-level predicates denote temporary or accidental 
properties (e.g. Mary is tired; Mary is in the garden; Mary is sleeping) (Carlson 
1977; Kratzer 1995). Becker finds that the individual-level adjectival predicates 
have a lower rate of zero copula (31.7%), patterning more like NP predicates, 
which are also generally individual-level predicates. Stage-level adjectival predi-
cates were found to have a higher rate of zero copula (53.8%), patterning slightly 
more like locative contexts, which tend to share the property of being stage-level. 
Becker argues for an analysis in which stage-level predicates may occur in non-
finite clauses (permitted in child English), with temporal anchoring taking place 
with the head of an Aspect Phrase rather than Tense, whereas individual-level 
predicates are non-aspectual and restricted to finite clauses, requiring the func-
tional projection Infl and thus generally corresponding to overt copula use. She 
also notes in passing that the relatively high rate of omission of be with progressive 
predicates could be subsumed under this account as the category of progressive is 
aspectual, like stage-level predication.20

Becker’s argument could account for verbal predicates developing higher rates 
of omission across L2, AAVE, and creole data based on their aspectual, or spe-
cifically stage-level, status. However, this analysis predicts equally high levels of 
copula omission with locative predicates and low levels of omission with nominal 
predicates; in other words it is too restrictive an explanation to cover the diversity 
of distributions we have found in L2 data, AAVE, and creoles.

Furthermore, although the stage/individual-level contrast in copula use has 
some cross-linguistic support, a comparison to Stassen’s discussion suggests it may 
not be universal, and thus need not be expected to arise independently in all con-
tact situations. Becker (2002:46) cites evidence of comparable effects in Russian, 
Spanish, and Portuguese. Hebrew also corresponds to Becker’s data, as predicate 
nominals obligatorily require an overt copula but other constructions optionally 

20. Becker (2002:54) notes, however, that the stage/individual distribution is not perfect in her 
data, and also that the longitudinal asymmetry in finiteness does not necessarily extend to main 
verbs in child English as might be expected.
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permit zero copula (Rothstein 2001, Greenberg 1998).21 Here, as in Becker’s data 
(and AAVE and creoles), zero copula is prohibited in NP-NP constructions due 
to their individual-level or ‘permanent’ reading. Crucially, however, Stassen’s ‘per-
manency parameter’ mentioned earlier makes precisely the opposite claim about 
copula overtness and semantic permanency. Stassen’s survey includes a robust 
group of languages which require zero copula specifically in NP-NP constructions, 
where a permanent attribute is predicated of a subject.22

Becker’s analysis does invite future examination of AAVE and creole copula 
data in terms of aspectual semantics, to see whether individual and stage-level 
adjectival predicates align with nominal and locative predicates, respectively, in 
terms of frequency of copula omission (see Cukor-Avila 1999 for an interesting 
exploration of this idea). If further conformity between Becker’s data and AAVE 
and creole data (to the exclusion of L2 data) is found, and if West African L1 
copula systems are not found to be sensitive to stage and individual-level readings, 
the results may feed into discussions of emergent UG principles in creoles (as in 
L1 learning). The absence of this pattern among L2 speakers in our datasets would 
then be explained by the availability of their specific L1 systems (although this 
does leave their high rates of omission with verbal predicates unexplained). For 
now we conclude that, while the stage/individual-level contrast is intriguing, it is 
unable to explain the shared omission of auxiliary be across almost all our sample 
data without over-predicting a shared (and unattested) pattern of copula be use. 
Note that even a UG explanation linking AAVE, creoles, and L1s would favor a 
single analysis of AAVE and creoles, distinct from L2 learning processes.

A second available explanation for the copula/auxiliary difference has been 
referred to as the ‘Dummy Hypothesis’ in the literature, and represents a view 
attributed by Stassen (1994) to a lineage starting as early as Meillet (1906), and 
including Lyons (1968) and Dik (1983). All of these approaches have treated the 
copula as a semantically empty element, devoid of independent lexical meaning, 
which carries grammatical information that cannot be marked on the predicate. 

21. Furthermore, optional copula constructions in Hebrew are subject to individual-level read-
ings when the copula is overt and stage-level readings when it is absent. For instance, when the 
copula in the Hebrew sentence the sky is blue is overt, the reading is that blue is always the color 
of the sky; when the copula is absent, the reading is that the sky is currently blue as opposed to 
being overcast (Rothstein 2001:233). Rothstein compares the stage- and individual-level contrast 
in optional copula omission in Hebrew to optional omission of to be in English in examples such 
as: I consider John (to be) nice and I consider John *(to be) Mr. Smith. However, she also suggests a 
critique of the ‘generic’ or ‘permanency’ analysis of overt copulas, offering counter-examples in 
Hebrew in which an obligatory copula is clearly associated with a temporary status meaning.

22. Ferguson (1971:142) also remarks on this systematic copula type, classifying them as Type 
B languages.



 AAVE/Creole copula absence 83

Safarewicz (1974:14) suggests that while a predicate consisting of a finite lexical 
verb provides both lexical and logical content, a non-verbal lexical predicate re-
quires an additional form, the copula, to supply the logical content of existence. 
An extension of this view to variable copula omission could argue that learners do 
not identify finiteness morphology accurately and treat morphology such as the 
-ing verbal marker or the gonna verb form as bearers of logical (finiteness or tense) 
content, thus rendering use of the copula redundant.

This concurs with other studies which show evidence that second language 
learners initially favor unique form-function correspondences to optimize produc-
tion and processing burdens (Ellis 1997; Pienemann 1998). Schumann (1974:148) 
has argued that the use of be + Vstem and Ø + V-ing among learners represents an 
attempted ‘rejection of redundancy’ and Labov (1972:113) similarly noted that ‘it 
seems likely that the deletion of that be [auxiliary] (in its finite form) is connected 
with its redundant relation to the following -ing form’.23

The attractiveness of this account is that, unlike the stage/individual-level ac-
count, it permits an explanation of the copula/auxiliary difference found across 
L1, L2, AAVE, and creole data, without making any claim about ordering within 
non-verbal predicate contexts, the ordering of which may instead derive from L1 
influence. Based on the datasets we have examined, we provisionally favor the sec-
ond view, which allows us to combine redundancy avoidance (to explain shared 
patterns of auxiliary be omission) with L1 transfer (to explain idiosyncratic pat-
terns of copula be omission).24

A return to the substrate in AAVE and creoles

Although specific L1 influence does not completely determine copula use by 
predicate type among the L2 speakers in the present paper, there is much clearer 

23. Stassen (1994:112) offers a number of critiques of the Dummy Hypothesis; for instance, 
he notes that languages with ‘inert’ TMA systems might be predicted not to have a copula, as 
no form is needed to bear TMA information, yet these languages often have or even develop a 
copula. Nevertheless, we believe the redundancy view of copular and verbal marking could be 
an active factor in learner perceptions.

24. Bill Haddican (pers. comm.) makes the very interesting point that the copula/auxiliary be 
distinction we draw here may have a parallel in have usage among AAVE speakers, if these 
speakers accept have deletion in perfect sentences (She (has) lived here a long time) but not in 
possessive constructions (I *(have) 4 dollars). In such cases, the presence of verbal morphology 
to assist recovery of the perfect interpretation in the former construction — as with the pres-
ence of –ing in progressive constructions with be — may have the identical effect of licensing 
auxiliary deletion. Widely observed similarities in the behavior of possessive have and copula be 
(vs. auxiliary have and be) across languages would support such a parallel.
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evidence of this factor than of a single shared system emerging in all situations. We 
provisionally suggest that specific L1 influence from shared West African origins 
remains one of the strongest available explanations for the shared AAVE and cre-
ole pattern, with the possible influence of a cross-linguistic ‘perceived redundancy 
avoidance’ tendency with verbal predicates.

John Holm (1976) was among the first to note the possibilities of substrate 
influence in AAVE from English-based creoles like Jamaican and Guyanese, which 
differentiate nominal, locative and adjectival predicates by the use of (d)a, de and Ø 
respectively, and/or from West African languages like Yoruba, which differentiate 
nominal, locative, adjectival, and verbal predicates by the use of entirely different 
forms like u, ri, wà, and ∫e, as well as Ø.25 Under this view, creoles (often basilectal 
varieties in particular) maintain systems closest to the highly differentiated West 
African copula systems, while decreolization has led to mesolectal systems merg-
ing these distinctions to varying degrees. It is possible to see AAVE as one such 
merged system, in which copula absence differentiation by frequency in different 
predicate types is a corollary of its ancestral differentiation in African languages 
and creole English by form. Holm’s hypothesis continues to have a certain attrac-
tiveness, as English offers NO basis for a distinction in copula form or absence 
by predicate type: The distinction between English is and are is based only on the 
person and number of the subject, and is unaffected by whether the predicate is a 
noun, locative, adjective, or verb.

A full review of the precise nature of contact with creoles and African lan-
guages, which may have given rise to these substrate effects in AAVE, is beyond 
the scope of this paper; these sociohistorical conditions have been explored in 
other work (e.g. Dillard 1972; Mufwene 2000; Rickford 1997; Winford 1997). 
Certainly ‘indirect’ (creolized Caribbean) and ‘direct’ (West African) influences 
may have both played a part as social relations and demographics varied region-
ally and chronologically. For example, the former input type may have been a 
stronger source in the seventeenth century, with the latter type dominating in the 

25. Winford (1998:110) cites two earlier instances of the idea of a substrate link between AAVE 
and creole copula systems: Bailey (1965) and in particular Bickerton’s (1971) comparison of 
mesolectal stages of decreolization in Guyanese creole to AAVE. The Yoruba example was intro-
duced by Holm as representative of West African languages which may have played a role in the 
creation of Caribbean English-based creoles. It would be helpful to examine the copula systems 
of other potentially relevant West African languages (e.g. Twi, Vai, Igbo) to see whether their 
copula structures are similar. John Singler (pers. comm.) notes that widespread enslavement 
of the Yoruba did not begin until after 1750. But given that Bight of Biafra (primarily Nigeria) 
slaves constituted the largest single identifiable region from which British slave exports were 
made from 1711–1810, and given that the Yorubas were included in this group, their relevance 
is still clear.
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eighteenth century, with changes in slave labor importation practices and demo-
graphics (Mufwene 2000:240–242).

Some challenges to the substrate influence explanation of the AAVE copula 
system remain. Why are adjectives widely regarded as a prototypical zero category 
in Caribbean English creoles, but not in AAVE (Mufwene 1992), and why are loca-
tive and nominal predicates, both marked by substantive (non-zero) forms in Yo-
ruba and the creoles, regularly differentiated in terms of zero frequency in AAVE? 
And what of Hawaiian Creole, where the likelihood of African influence is low 
or nil? These and other problems with substrate and decreolization explanations 
are discussed in Rickford (1998:180–81, 186). Walker’s (2000) proposal that the 
copula absence distributions by predicate type in AAVE and Early AAVE might 
be attributable to prosodic structure, however, has even greater weaknesses (see 
Sweetland, Rickford, and Hsu 2000, and Rickford 2006). The present study has 
shown that some form of substrate transfer remains a robust possibility for the 
variable copula systems examined here.

Conclusions

‘Simplification’ of the target language is of course a process widely, if not universal-
ly, associated with pidginization, creolization, and other kinds of language acqui-
sition, both second language and first. It has been conventional to regard copula 
absence, where the target language has a full copula, as a variety of simplification; 
however, the phenomenon that is at issue is not copula absence per se, but rather 
the particular, relatively complex pattern of absence by following grammatical 
environment.

Using two statistical measures, we have shown in this paper that while there 
is a relatively consistent ordering of zero copula rates by following grammatical 
environment in AAVE and English-based creoles, this pattern has no consistent 
parallel ordering in the second language varieties of English we have examined 
(Indian, South African Indian, Singaporean, Spanish). This evidence weakens the 
claim that the creole and AAVE patterns might have developed independently 
based on universal strategies or mechanisms of ‘Creative Construction’. General 
claims of this type have been popular in generativist models of SLA (Dulay and 
Burt 1974; Selinker 1992), even though these have been restricted to the learning 
of English (as pointedly discussed in Thomas 2002). There is scant support in the 
SLA literature and in the case studies examined here for a universal L2 learning 
trajectory across the five predicate contexts in (1).

The only shared pattern we find is the higher rate of be absence with V-ing 
in L1, L2, AAVE, and creoles. This may be attributed in part to the perceived 
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redundancy, on the part of the learner, in using an auxiliary with a verbal predi-
cate. Auxiliary uses of be with V-ing and gonna involve verbal content or inflection 
(including suppletion of is and are) at a minimum of two points in the clause — 
the auxiliary and the progressive verb — whereas copular sentences with non-
verbal predicates require morphological inflection at only one point. The fact that 
the morphological suppletion of be is itself a challenge for speakers is shown by 
the common tendency for speakers to use undifferentiated is among all numbers 
of persons in the present, and was in the past (Bickerton 1975:76). This perception 
of redundancy can explain high rates of auxiliary be omission insofar as speakers 
perceive progressive and gon(na) future predicates as bearing sufficient marking 
of verbal features, while non-verbal predicates require an overt bearer of verbal 
information in the form of a copula.

But these auxiliary/copula distinctions and theories of redundancy avoidance 
only go so far, leaving completely unexplained the shared internal distribution 
among NP, Loc, and Adj (copula) environments, or between V-ing and gonna 
(auxiliary) environments in AAVE and creoles. We have shown here that a notion 
of generalized imperfect learning (Hypothesis I) cannot account for this pattern, 
as there appears to be neither SLA nor typological support for a universal order 
across these contexts. The substrate language as a template (Hypothesis II) has 
proven to be more promising for the L2 distributions we examined, as in the case 
of zero copula with NP predicates among Dravidian language speakers, adjecti-
val predicates among Chinese language speakers, and across all predicates among 
Malay speakers (lines E, F, and G in Table 4). A shared substrate explanation may 
also account for the strikingly parallel AAVE and creole orderings, given the ap-
parent lack of a universal basis for their particular distribution and the strength of 
substrate effects in L2 copula systems.

Despite the popularity of substrate or transfer explanations in creole studies, 
and their resurgence in linguistics more generally, it must be admitted that they 
have their problems as well. The Indo-Aryan language speakers of South African 
Indian English in line D of Table 4 show a relatively high rate of zero copula be-
fore NPs as well (second only to V-ing), but there is no grammatical warrant for 
this in their native languages; in this case, contact with Dravidian speakers could 
be a factor. The Indian English speakers in line C, lack both an L1 and a contact 
model for their copula omission, and some of their variation remains unaccounted 
for; further investigation of stage- and individual-level semantics may reveal that 
this does in fact intervene in the absence of an L1 template and could explain the 
higher use of zero copula with locative predicates in line C in Table 4.

Nonetheless, our survey has generally supported a limited substrate explana-
tion for emergent copula systems — rather than a shared learner system across 
varieties — with only a localized ‘universal’ learning tendency arising within the 
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context of V-ing predicates. A completely satisfactory solution to the question of 
where the highly consistent pattern of copula absence by predicate type in creole 
English and in AAVE originate from still eludes the field. However, this paper has 
shown that attributing it to independent inheritance of a ‘universal’ or general 
pattern of imperfect second language acquisition is not supported by the available 
empirical evidence.
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