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ABSTRACT  Utica, NY is located a rural county that has recently experienced a substantial 
increase in Hispanic population. As a non-traditional destination of Hispanic migration in the 
U.S., a study of the Spanish spoken in Utica helps to provide a more complete understanding 
of the Spanish spoken in the country. This study is based on 10.5 hours of oral interviews 
with 16 members of the local Hispanic community. The objective is to describe the English 
elements and some morpho-syntactic parameters of the Spanish spoken in Utica. The data are 
compared quantitatively and qualitatively to other studies of U.S. Spanish, as well as to 
monolingual Spanish-speaking communities outside the U.S. The comparisons will help 
determine not only whether Utica Spanish is an isolated, migrant variety but also to comment 
about the nature of U.S. Spanish in general. 
 
Keywords: US Spanish, subject pronouns, code-switching; loanwords; nominal possession, 
verbs 
 
1 Introduction 

 

 Pluricentricity implies the existence of more than one standard variety of a language. 
Spanish is a pluricentric language with two major varieties, peninsular Spanish and Latin 
American Spanish, although additional centers within those two can be identified. What 
about U.S. Spanish? Does the Spanish spoken in the U.S. possess sufficient unity to be 
considered as a single unit, or is it a random collection of migrant varieties? This question 
seems to contradict the facts regarding the presence of Spanish in the U.S., which is the 
second-most spoken language in the country, spoken by over 34 million people. It is used in 
television and radio stations broadcasting in Spanish, including CNN en español, which has 
international diffusion. The Academia norteamericana de la lengua española is also a 
corresponding member of the Real Academia. 
 The majority of the studies of Spanish in the U.S. has focused on the Spanish of major 
cities; indeed, over 90 % of U.S. Latinos live in urban areas. However, the recent census 
shows increased numbers in areas outside of the traditional destinations of Latino migration. 
 

Figure 1. Location of Utica, New York 

 
The Latino population of Oneida County, a predominately rural, upstate county in New York 
State, has increased 390% from 1970 to 2010 even though the total county population has 
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decreased 14 % during the same years. Similarly, the number of Spanish speakers has 
increased from 1271 individuals in 1970 to 7940 in 2010 (US Census). Utica (see figure 1), 
the largest city in the county, has 62235 inhabitants, 10.5 % of whom are Hispanic. Although 
Mexican Americans form two-thirds of the national Latino population, 60 % of Utica's 
Hispanics are Puerto Rican and 11 %, Dominican. Utica's demographic characteristics should 
result in differences in the way Spanish is spoken, compared with other Spanish-speaking 
areas of the U.S. This study will explore four aspects of the Spanish spoken in Utica, 
focusing on morpho-syntactic properties. 
 
1.1 The presence of English 

 

 Two of the most common phenomena associated with language contact are loanword 
incorporation and code-switching. The former is usually defined as a word from language A 
that is incorporated into language B and is accessible to monolingual speakers of language B. 
Code-switching is any kind of discourse where elements from two or more languages are 
used side-by-side. Several studies have argued that code-switching is a mechanism for 
language change (Thomason 2001; Myers-Scotton 2002; Backus 2005). Studies of Spanish-
English code-switching and loanword incorporation in the U.S. formed some of the 
foundational scholarship in code-switching studies (Poplack 1980; Pfaff 1982; Jacobson 
1982; Koike 1987; Zentella 1997; Toribio 2000; Torres 2002). In order to assess the presence 
of English elements in the participants’ Spanish, code-switching and lexical borrowing will 
be analyzed and compared to that of other U.S. Spanish-speaking communities. 
 
1.2 Subject pronoun expression  

 

 Spanish is a pro-drop language. Subject pronouns are not overtly expressed unless to 
resolve ambiguity among several referents, to introduce a new referent, or to express contrast. 
Subject pronoun expression is one of the most frequently studied variables in U.S. Spanish 
(Flores-Ferrán 2007). However, few studies have analyzed this variable in the context of 
Spanish spoken in a defined geographical area. Otheguy, Zentella and Livert (2007) studied 
subject pronoun expression of the six most represented Latino groups in New York City and 
showed that the variable is useful in detecting situations of dialect leveling. Hochberg (1986) 
studied subject pronoun use by ten Puerto Rican women in Boston. Silva-Corvalán (1994), 
Pease-Alvarez, Hakuta and Bayley (1996), Bayley and Pease-Alvarez (1997), and Flores-
Ferrán (2007) studied the variable in several Mexican-American communities. Ramírez 
(2007) looked at it in adult Colombian immigrants' Spanish in New York State and 
Colombia. The use of Spanish subject pronouns in Utica's Hispanic community will be 
quantified in order to see how that usage coincides or differs from that of other Spanish-
speaking communities. 
 
1.3 Nominal possession 

 
 Spanish has three variants to express ownership of nouns: the possessive adjective, Yo 

tengo mis cosas aseguradas. (I have my things insured.), the article Yo no la pongo en la 

vena, ahí no. (I do not put it (the injection) in her vein, there no.), and the periphrasis (la 

sobrina mía (my niece) or Cogieron la aplicación de ella. (They took her application.). 
Inalienable nouns, such as body parts (la vena, her vein) and clothing, are part of the 
possessor. Unlike English, Spanish uses the article to express possession of inalienable 
nouns; therefore, the speaker uses the definite article la, instead of the possessive adjective. 
Orozco (2010) found that monolingual speakers from Barranquilla, Colombia used adjectives 
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and articles most frequently. Internal factors, that is, linguistic factors, influenced the 
selection of the forms to a greater degree than did social variables. Subsequently, Montoya 
(2011) studied attributive and predicate possession in the Spanish of two generations of 
Hispanics from the greater NYC metropolitan area. In spite of the second generation 
speakers’ preference for adjectives with inalienable nouns, they also used the article, 
indicating that they have kept the forms (Montoya 2011: 184-185) but are using the 
possessive differently from their parents. The objective of this study is to analyze nominal 
attributive possession in Utica Spanish in order to observe the effect of generation on the 
construction. Although this variable has not been studied enough to be used for comparative 
purposes, it can show how much Utica Spanish speakers rely on internal, linguistic variables 
to produce one of the three variants. 
 

1.4 Verbs 

 
 Pousada and Poplack (1982) studied the hierarchy of verbal forms produced by twelve 
Puerto Rican residents of El Barrio, East Harlem. They compared the hierarchy to that of 
verbal forms from standard Puerto Rican, modern Andalusian and the literary work La 

Celestina. A similar analysis will be performed here. Qualitative comparisons will be made 
with Silva-Corvalán’s (1994) study of verbs in the Spanish of Los Ángeles as well as with 
other studies of verbs in the U.S., including Southwest Spanish (Floyd 1978; Chaston 1991; 
Gutiérrez 1996; Torres Cacoullos 2000) and Miami (Lynch 1999). 
 
 Clyne and Kipp (1999) referred to Spanish in Australia as one model of a pluricentric 
language in the Australian immigration context that shows unity in spite of the disparate 
countries of origin and cultures of the Spanish-speakers in Australia. The more recent 
immigration from Chile has revitalized the Spanish of the second-generation of the Spain 
group. A study of the Spanish-spoken in Utica will provide linguistic data to compare how 
the language is spoken to other areas. Although the city is dominated by Puerto Ricans and 
Dominicans, Spanish-speakers are from all countries where Spanish is an official language. 
Considering the diverse origin and the rapid, recent growth of the local Hispanic community 
and the fact that Utica is located in a rural county on the fringe of U.S. Hispanic migration, 
considerable linguistic variation as a function of social variables is expected. The theoretical 
framework of pluricentric languages will aid in interpreting the data and, hence, answering 
whether U.S. Spanish can be considered a variety of Latin American Spanish or simply a 
random mixture of migrant varieties. Previous results of this project have been published, 
namely, a language selection study (Thomas 2012) and a study that argues that a set of 
shared, common speaking parameters can constitute a type of oral standard (Thomas 2013). 
The later summaries the major findings presented herein, except for the verbal analysis. 
 
2 Methodology 

 

 The Institutional Review Board for Human Subject Research (the Ethics Committee at 
Utica College) approved this project in Fall 2009. The investigator, a bilingual member of the 
community, conducted the interviews. Participants must have had at least one grandparent 
born in a Spanish-speaking country, had at least heard and understood Spanish in the home 
while growing up, lived in or near Utica, worked or studied in the city, and were at least 18 
years old at the time of the study.  After an initial, informal meeting, the researcher recruited 
a potential participant if he or she met the selection criteria. The investigator then requested 
the participant's consent. The interviews consisted of the completion of a language selection 
questionnaire. The results of the language selection study were described in Thomas (2012). 
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From an initial set of 54 interviews, 16 of those subjects participated in recorded interviews. 
Those 16 were selected primarily by gender and generation in order to have a sample of 50 % 
male/50 % female and 50 % first generation/ 50 % second generation. A first generation 
participant, as well as his/ her parents, was born outside the U.S. and arrived in the U.S. after 
11 years of age. A second generation participant was born outside the U.S. but arrived in the 
country before 11 years of age. For purposes of this investigation, Puerto Rico was 
considered a country. Each participant was codified as to type of Spanish. If the participant 
was born in the U.S., the type of Spanish was determined by the origin of that participant's 
parents. The 11 Puerto Rican and Dominican participants were coded as Caribbean. The 
remaining five participants were coded as non-Caribbean. See Table 1 for a summary of the 
participant profiles. All Spanish quotes in this paper are from the participants' interviews. 
 

Table 1: Participant Profiles, number of participants__  

Gender     Female   8 
    Male   8 
 
Generation   First   8 
    Second   8 
 
Age    < 30 years  7  
    30 – 60 years  6 
    > 60 years  3 
 
Place of Birth   USA   6 
    Puerto Rico  1 
    Dominican Republic 6 
    Ecuador  2 
    Peru   1 
 
Education   Primary  1 
    High School  4 
    College  11 
 
Years in USA   <= 10 years  5 
    > 10 years  5 
    born in the U.S. 6 
 
Years in Utica   <= 3 years  4 
    3-10 years  7 
    > 10 years  5 
 
Type of Spanish  Caribbean  11 
________________________non-Caribbean  5_ 

 
 The present study deals exclusively with data from the recordings. A total of 10.5 hours 
were recorded and transcribed. After the interviewee had answered the language use 
questionnaire, general questions were asked. Questions were not targeted to elicit any 
specific grammatical forms. Participants were asked to talk about whatever they wished and 
long narratives were encouraged and not interrupted. The investigator spoke only Spanish. If 
the participant lapsed into English, the interviewer did not stop him or her but would reply 
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only in Spanish.  
 For the analyses of English elements, overt subject pronoun rate and nominal possession, 
1000 words of each interview were analyzed in order to provide equivalent portions of oral 
text among all 16 participants. Analyses were performed by Goldvarb X. Factor weights 
greater than 0.5 indicate that the constraint favors the dependent variable, while those less 
than 0.5 indicate that the variable disfavors it. ‘Influence’ was calculated by determining the 
constraint’s range in Goldvarb binomial up and down runs at a p of 0.05. Range is the 
difference between the highest and lowest factor weights multiplied by 100. In the tables, the 
highest and lowest factors are in bold print. Statistically insignificant data are in brackets.  
 
2.1 English elements 

 
 Loanwords were differentiated from single word switches with evidence of phonological 
adaptation. Nonce borrowings (Poplack, Sankoff, Miller 1988) were not distinguished from 
established loans. Because the words OK and so were recurrent in the data, they were 
classified into two separate categories. Each case was also identified with a conversational 
function that described why the speakers used the loanword or showed code-switching 
behavior. The functions were similar to those described by Gumperz (1982) and Jacobson 
(1982). Each case was also coded according to the speaker's gender, age, education, time in 
USA, time in Utica, generation and origin of Spanish (Caribbean or non-Caribbean). 
 
2.2 Subject personal pronouns 

 
 Overt and null subject pronouns were coded for with the overt pronoun as the dependent 
variable. Pronouns that were expressed in focus or contrastive environments were also 
included because it is difficult to find such environments that unmistakably require overt 
pronoun expression. The exclusion criteria employed were those in Otheguy, Zentella and 
Livert (2007: 775): weather conditions, the impersonal haber, hacer in 'ago' constructions, 
inanimate conditions expressed with se, and subject-headed relative clauses. Like Hochberg 
(1986: 612), tú sabes and sabes were included, because the data showed variation in the 
expression of tú. Post-verbal pronouns were also counted. Discourse connectivity was 
represented as a complete change of subject, no change of reference, or as partial change of 
subject, for example, a change of subject co-referential with a previous object. These tense, 
mode and aspect (TMA) categories were recorded: present, preterit, imperfect, present 
subjunctive, imperfect subjunctive, future (synthetic and periphrastic), conditional, 
commands and compound tenses with haber.  The person and number of the verb was 
registered as first, second, third, fourth (first person plural), sixth (third person plural), 
nonspecific sixth (ellos) and non-specific tú. The type of sentence considered was main 
clause, relative clause, conditional si clause, and subordinate clauses. Lexical content of the 
verbs was coded as a state, activity, or mental activity. 
 
2.4 Nominal possession 

 Each instance of nominal possession was counted if all three variants could be used in the 
same context. The linguistic variables coded for each token included type of variant 
(adjective, article, or periphrasis); semantic category of the item possessed (parent, relative, 
human, non-human, body parts and garments); location of the possessor in the subject or 
elsewhere; distance in words of the possessor from the thing possessed; gender and number 
of the possessor; overt or null subject; use of an adjective in the possessive phrase and person 
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and number of the possessor. These were the most significant linguistic constraints found by 
Orozco (2010).  

 
2.5 The verbs 

 
 All of the verbs in each of the 16 interviews were included.  One-way ANOVA tests, post 
hoc testing and Spearman's rank correlation measures were performed by S.P.S.S. using the 
data as percentages. Significance was determined by p of .05 or less.  
 All present indicative forms were counted in the same category whether used alone, such 
as the verbs empezamos, terminamos, conozco and hablo in (1), or as a modal verb puede as 
in (2). Infinitives were counted in a separate category. The notation in parenthesis indicate: 
the gender of the speaker (male (m) or female (f), his or her generation (1 or 2); age group, 1, 
2, or 3 as per the groups defined in table one; and the origin of the informant's parents (PR is 
Puerto Rican, DR Dominican Republic, Sp Spain and Ec Ecuador).  
 
1) Empezamos en inglés y terminamos en español, so con todos los hispanos que yo conozco 

that's how yo hablo. "We start in English and finish in Spanish so with all the Hispanics that I 
know that's how I speak." (f22PR) 
2) ...él le puede explicar... "...he can explain to you..."(m22PR) 
 
The only cases where simple present tense forms were not counted as present indicative were 
in the periphrasitic future (ir conjugated in present + a + infinitive) (3) or the present 
progressive (estar, seguir or venir conjugated in present + gerund) (4). 
 
3) Pero la abuela se las va a llevar. "But his grandmother is going to take them away." 
(f22PR) 
4) So, eso es lo que está pasando con la gente de arriba. "So, that is what is happening with 
the people above." (f22PR) 
 
Gerunds used as adverbial clauses as dibujando in 5 as well as past participles such as 
dramatizada used as an adjective in 6 were counted in separate categories. 
 
5) ...si uno no entiende, trata de interpretarlo dibujando..."if someone does not understand, 
he tries to interpret it (by) drawing" (m11DR) 
6) La clase está dramatizada.  "The class is dramatized." (m11DR) 
 
An example of the preterit dijeron is given along with the imperfect estaba in (7). The 
imperfect progressive (estar, seguir or venir conjugated in imperfect + gerund) such as 
estaba pasando in (8) was considered in a separate category. The preterit progressive (estar 

or seguir conjugated in the preterit + gerund) was used by 3 speakers; see 9. 
 
7) ...me dijeron que estaba en Albany..."...they told me that he was in Albany" (m12DR) 
8) Hablé del problema que estaba pasando.  "I spoke about the problem that was occurring." 
(m12DR) 
9) a). siguió nevando  "it kept on snowing" (m11DR) 
b). Estuve trabajando en escuela secundaria en high school por muchos años. "I was 
working in secondary school in high school for many years." (m22Mexico) 
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The subjunctive was counted either as present subjunctive such as vaya in (10) or imperfect 
subjunctive, consiguiera, as in (11). 
 
10) Cuando ella se vaya, le dan para el housing y le dan para el workstudy. "When she goes 
away, they give her (money) for housing and for workstudy." (f22PR) 
11)  Le pidieron que consiguiera a alguien. "They asked him to get someone." (m22PR) 
 

Speakers substituted other forms for the imperfect subjunctive. For example, estaba is used in 
place of estuviera in (12). However, this same speaker does have the usual imperfect 
subjunctive forms in his speech, see (13). 
 
12) como si el letrero estaba pagado por city hall "as if the sign were paid by city hall" 
(m12DR)    
13) Ella quería que los periodistas hicieran entrevistas. "She wanted the journalists to do 
interviews."  (m12DR) 
 
As in other varieties of Spanish, the imperfect subjunctive is used as a conditional (14). 
 
14) Yo no quisiera tomarlo otra vez.  "I wouldn't want to take it again." (f21Peru) 
 

Present perfect (haber conjugated in present + past participle) and past perfect (haber 
conjugated in imperfect + past participle) were also counted in two separate categories and 
examples are in given in 15 and 16, respectively. 
 
15) A mí también se me ha hecho muy complicado."For me too it has become very 
complicated." (f11Ec) 
16) Después que yo había llegado aunque sabían inglés siempre hablaban en español. "After 
I had arrived even though they knew English, they always used to speak in Spanish." 
(m22PR) 
 
The conditional was expressed either as the synthetic conditional (17) or the periphrasitic 
future of the past (ir in imperfect + a + infinitive) in (18). 
 
17) Si es que yo necesitaría tomarlo, lo tomaría el próximo semestre. "If it happens that I 
would have to take it, I would take it next semester." (f21Peru) 
18) Yo pensaba que iba a tener problemas.  "I thought that I was going to (would) have 
problems." (m12Ec) 
 
The periphrastic future was used more frequently than the synthetic future, an example of 
which is given in (19). However, the usage of tendrá does not express future but rather 
conjecture in the present. 
 
19) A lo mejor tendrá menos o más porque de perfil se ve joven. "Probably he might be 
younger or older because at a side view he looks young" (m11DR) 
 
Commands,such as vete and manden in (20), were also counted. 
 
20) Eso es lo que la gente dice, “¡Vete para el carajo!” Entonces digo, bueno,  manden para 

acá. "That is what the people say, "Go to hell!" Then I say, well, send (them) here." (m12DR) 
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Infinitives that were used with pronouns appeared at low frequencies but were counted in a 
separate category. Examples are given in (21). 
 
21a) Antes de yo irme, fui a buscar en el buzón.  "Before I left, I went to look in the 
mailbox."  (m21DR) 
b) Pero quizá a la hora de tú hablarlo con alguien profesional, ni te entienden. "But maybe 
when you talk about it with some professional, they don't even understand you" (f12DR) 
c) Tienes que ver dónde tú vas a ir después de allá para tú ver las clases que vas a tomar. 
"You have to see where you are going to go after there so you see the classes that you are 
going to take." (f11DR) 
 
3 Results 

 

Table 2.  Summary of the English elements 
 

single-word elements code-switching 
 loanwords OK so single-word intra inter 
N (%) 11 (3.9) 14 (4.9) 26 (9.1) 145 (50.9) 58 (20.4) 31 (10.9) 
total (%) 196 (68.8) 89 (31.2) 
   
3.1 Loanwords 

 

 As table 2 indicates, the 16000 words analyzed yield 285 cases of English elements. 
Loanwords comprise 11 tokens (3.9 %) of the data and were distinguished from single word 
code shifts based on criteria of phonological adaptation. Considering that these loanwords are 
part of a corpus of 16000 words, they represent 0.07 % of the total. Otheguy, García and 
Fernández (1989) found a frequency of 0.8 % loanwords in the speech of 16 Cubans and 
Cuban Americans in West New York. The lower result may reflect on the stricter criteria 
used here to distinguish loanwords. All of the loans are nouns except two verbs, impresa and 
chequear. Most of these loanwords fit the criteria established for nonce borrowings (Poplack, 
Sankoff and Miller 1998). After the data codification, chequear was found in the dictionary 
of the Real Academia, indicating its status as an established loanword. The intention of this 
study, however, was not to collect established loanwords, but rather, English terms not 
available to a monolingual Spanish-speaker. The term OK was coded in a separate category 
because of its frequency (14 instances), and use by 5 different speakers. Although 
monolingual Spanish speakers have OK in their lexicon, it was relevant to this corpus 
because it was not always used in isolation (see 22a) but rather as a trigger to an intra -
sentential code-switch (see 22b). 
 
22) a. ...la vivienda es más baja, so, ellos piensan "OK, pues, si hay una organización,  

  pues vamos a ir allá a ver lo que nos ofrecen." (m12PR) 
 b. Entonces, ellos pueden chequear "OK, monkey " así que pratican la lengua...  
 (f21Peru) 
 
3.1.1 Single word code switches 

 
 Single-word code switches are usually considered as unique, idiosyncratic uses. Although 
some studies do not count proper names (Poplack, Sankoff and Miller 1988), this study did 
so because some were adapted phonologically, such as Dr. Su (Dr. Seuss) and Bóces ['bo.ses] 
(BOCES [bow.'si:z], an acronym for Boards of Cooperative Educational Services). It can be 
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difficult to distinguish single-word code switches from loanwords. If the example was used 
with no phonological adaptation, it was considered a code-switch. The equivalence constraint 
(Poplack 1980) predicts code-switches between the article and noun. Nevertheless, several 
single-word code switches occurred more than once, and were used repeatedly either by the 
same speaker or by several speakers. Since the majority of the single word code-switches 
were recurrent (81), they were counted along with loanwords, so, and OK for the multivariate 
analysis. The four categories summed together give 196 words, of which 113 (58 %) are 
nouns. Although the noun was the most frequent lexical category among the single-word 
English elements, discourse markers (conjunctions, interjections, and adverbs) formed the 
second most frequent category, adding up to 83 examples, see table 3. 
 

Table 3. Discourse Markers found in this corpus 
 

 frequency N. speakers 
so 26 6 

OK 14 5 
because 15 3 
I mean 9 4 

well 5 3 
you know 4 4 

yeah 4 3 
wow 3 2 
geez 1 1 

whatever 1 1 
yes 1 1 

 
3.1.2 Code-switching 

 
Intra-sentential code switches formed two thirds of the code-switches and show that the 
participants are competent in both languages (Poplack 1980). The excerpt in (23) shows an 
example of intra-sentential code switching in the expression a broken heart, which is 
integrated into a prepositional phrase. 
 
 23)  "Yo creo que esa señora se murió de a broken heart." (f22PR) 
 

Example 24 gives an inter-sentential code-switch. The final sentence expressed what the 
speaker could not express in Spanish. It is described by the conversational function of a 
lexical gap, or inability to express an idea. 
 
24)  No sé si quiero decir son fiestas. On the weekend they would have dances. (m23Sp) 
 
 The analysis was run with code-switching as the dependent variable. Factor weights 
greater than 0.500 indicate that the variable favors code-switching, while those less than 
0.500 indicate that the variable disfavors the practice. The variable generation shows 
statistically significant relationships to code-switching, see table 4. Second generation 
participants have a greater probability to engage in code-switching than first-generation 
subjects, as shown by the factor weight of 0.591. The second-generation participants most 
likely have greater competency in English than the first, given their ability to produce intra 
and inter-sentential switches. 
 While several other social variables such as gender, participant's age, education, time in 
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Utica, time in the USA and origin of the subject's Spanish were considered, none proved to 
be statistically significant in the multivariate analysis. This is may suggest a certain leveling 
in code-switching behavior. In general, the results are consistent with the explanation that the 
younger generations engage more frequently in code-switching behavior, and hence, they are 
the agents of language change. 
 
Table 4. Generation versus code-switching and loanword use (%) 
 

 
  
 
 
 

 
3.1.3 Discussion: English elements 

 
 This study has not found major differences in the code-switching behavior by Utica 
Spanish-speakers as compared to that reported in other U.S. Hispanic communities. The 
Spanish of these Uticans consists of both intra and inter-sentential switches as well as the use 
of many English single-word elements.  Generation shows an influence in greater code-
switching behavior by second generation speakers. The frequency of loanwords in this corpus 
is very low. On the other hand, the number of single-word elements is high, 145 words. Since 
81 out of 145 were used more than once, they were considered together with loanwords in the 
multivariate analyses. After nouns, discourse markers dominate the kind of English elements 
used in these speakers’ Spanish. Unlike their need to acquire new content words to reflect 
their lives in Utica, one would not expect that they have a need to borrow function words 
such as discourse markers. However, table 3 summarizes a total of 83 such terms. The table 
suggests a continuum of integration (Torres 2002). Advanced bilinguals initially bring in the 
terms as code-switches, such as geez, whatever and yes. As frequency of use increases and 
the word gets picked up by less competent bilinguals, it acquires loanword status, thus 
becoming accessible to monolingual speakers.  The latter stages of this continuum are 
represented by OK or so, which are considered loanwords in the Spanish of these speakers.  
 
3.2 Subject pronouns 

 
  Of the 1590 verbs eligible for overt pronoun expression, 572 (36 %) had a pronoun and 
1018 (64 %) did not. Of the nine variables that significantly affect the overt pronoun 
expression rate, five are linguistic (table 5) and four are social (table 6). The variables are 
listed by range, which is a measure of each one's power to influence the overt pronoun rate. 
 Person/number and tense-mode-aspect (TMA) show the greatest influence on pronoun 
use, similar to the findings of Otheguy, Zentella and Livert (2007) and Orozco and Guy 
(2008). Command forms so strongly disfavor overt pronouns that they are responsible for 
placing TMA at the top of the most influential variables for overt subject pronoun use. 
Although the data was coded for both periphrastic and synthetic future forms, the latter were 
infrequent, so the two future forms were coded together. The perfect and future slightly 
disfavor pronoun use, as to be expected because of distinctive verbal paradigms. The present, 
preterit and imperfect tenses slightly favor overt pronouns, and the conditional strongly 
favors them. The present and past subjunctive forms have factor weights less than those for 
the more distinct verbal paradigms, that is, the present, preterit, perfects and future. 

Gen. code-switches single-words total factor 
1 24(22) 85 (78) 109 (38)  0.355    
2 65 (37) 111 (63) 176 (62)  0.591   
total 89(31)               196 (69 ) 285   
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Therefore, these data do not clearly show that subject pronouns are expressed more 
frequently to disambiguate those tenses with coincident forms. 
 
 
Table 5. Linguistic variables that influence the subject pronoun expression 
 

 factor overt (%) null (%) total (%) 
Verbal tense-mode-aspect (range = 59.2) 
present .524 324 (37) 552 (63.0) 876 (55.1) 
preterit .547 131 (41.9) 182 (58.1) 313 (19.7) 
perfects .479 9 (34.6) 17 (65.4) 26 (1.6) 
future .422 24 (32.9) 49 (67.1) 73 (4.6) 
imperfect .508 63 (31.7) 136 (68.3) 199 (12.5) 
Present sub .360 8 (20) 32 (80) 40 (2.5) 
Imperfect sub .423 5 (31.2) 11 (68.8) 16(1.0) 
Conditional .628 7 (46.7) 8 (53.3) 15 (.9) 
Imperative .036 1 (3.1) 31 (96.9) 32 (2.0) 
Person/ number (range = 58.7) 
3rd sg .556   163 (39) 255 (61) 418 (26.3) 
1st sg  .631  306 (45.6) 365 (54.4) 671 (42.2) 
2nd sg  .638  44 (43.1) 58 (56.9) 102 (6.4) 
Non-spec ellos  .134 11 (10.4) 95 (89.6) 106 (6.7) 
1st plural .166 11 (10.3) 96 (89.7) 107 (6.7) 
3rd plural .298 32 (18.2) 144 (81.8) 176 (11.1) 
Non-spec tú .721 5 (50) 5 (50) 10 (0.6) 
Discourse Connectivity (change in referent) (range =24.1) 
Partial  .491 9 (26.5) 25 (73.3) 34 (2.1) 
No change .343 133 (25.0) 400 (75.) 533 (33.5) 
Complete  .584 430 (42.0) 593 (58.0) 1023 (64.3) 
Type of sentence (range = 22.1) 
relative .498 59 (32.4) 123 (67.6) 182 (11.4) 
main .481 410 (35.8) 736 (64.2) 1146 (72.1) 
subordinate .559 79 (36.1) 140 (63.9) 219 (13.8) 
conditional .702 24 (55.8) 19 (44.2) 43 (2.7) 
reflexivity (range =15) 
Not reflexive .509 549 (36.6) 951 (63.4) 1500 (94.3) 
reflexive .359 23 (25.6) 67 (74.4) 90 (5.7) 
Total   572 (36.0)  1018 (64.0 ) 1590 
 
 The nosotros and non-specific ellos forms disfavor the expression of subject pronouns. 
The corpus shows 10.3 % expressed nosotros, also found in other studies: NYC (Otheguy, 
Zentella and Livert 2007); Boston (Hochberg 1986); Madrid (Enríquez 1984); Barranquilla 
(Orozco and Guy 2008); and Caracas (Bentivolgio 1987). Some researchers have stated that 
overtly expressed non-specific ellos are categorically absent from their data (Silva-Corvalán 
1994). Although the results here indicate that overt non-specific ellos is strongly disfavored, 
11 of the 106 verbal forms are overt, as found in the Spanish of New York (Lapidus and 
Otheguy 2005:71).  
 The non-specific tú strongly favors overt pronouns, with the highest factor weight within 
this variable (.721) and indeed among all the constraints for pronoun use. Although there are 
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only ten non-specific tú verbal forms, half of them are expressed with overt tú. This finding 
coincides with Cameron's (1996) conclusions about the Spanish of San Juan, Puerto Rico, 
namely, those dialects with greater than 35 % of expressed specific tú will favor the 
expression of non-specific tú. The data herein show a 43.1 % of expressed specific tú.  
 Although the first person plural forms disfavor pronoun expression, the first person 
singular forms strongly favor pronoun expression. This was also found in the Spanish in 
Eastpark, California (Bayley and Pease-Álvarez 1997), Boston (Hochberg 1986), 
Barranquilla (Orozco and Guy 2008), and Caracas (Bentivoglio 1987). In the Spanish of 
NYC, first person singular is not a significant factor in pronoun use among Caribbean 
speakers although it is among mainland speakers. However, it is precisely one of the forms 
that Otheguy, Zentella, and Livert (2007: 793) use to argue for a dialect contact and 
covergence in NYC.  Since five out of the six Utica participants born in the US are from 
NYC, their Spanish most likely was originally representative of the NYC dialect. 
 

Table 6. Social variables that influence the subject pronoun expression rate 
 

 factor overt (%) null (%) total (%) 
Time in the USA (range = 39.4) 
< 10 years .254 125 (28.9) 308 (71.1) 433 (27.3) 
> 10 years .555 232 (34.0) 354 (66.0) 586 (36.9) 
Born in USA .648 215 (37.7) 356 (62.3) 571 (35.9) 
Gender (range = 22.4) 
Male .386 222 (28.6) 554 (71.4) 776 (48.8) 
Female .609 350 (43) 464 (57) 814 (51.2) 
Age (range = 20.2) 
< 30 years  .566 252 (35.5) 457 (64.5) 709 (44.6) 
30 – 60 years  .499 208 (38) 340 (62) 548 (34.5) 
> 60 years  .364 112 (33.6) 221 (66.4) 333 (20.9) 
Generation (range = 11.1) 
first .555 271 (33.6) 535 (66.4) 806 (50.7) 
second .444 301 (38.4) 483 (61.6) 784 (49.3) 
Total   572 (36.0 ) 1018 (64.0) 1590 
 
 Because only one participant had been in the US less than three years, he was included 
with those participants who had been in the US between three and ten years. That group 
disfavored overt subject pronouns (28.9 %). Other studies of Spanish subject pronoun use in 
the US have questioned or denied the evidence for English contact (Bayley and Pease-
Álvarez 1997; Silva-Corvalán 1994; Flores-Ferrán 2004). This study clearly shows that 
participants born in the US show a higher overt pronoun expression rate (37.7 %) than other 
participants with less than 10 years in the country. This result may imply more English 
contact, but there is no variable here that measures exposure to English, making it difficult to 
attribute the difference to contact with English. A Spanish dialect contact hypothesis, 
explained above, has also been proposed for explaining changes in overt pronoun expression 
(Otheguy, Zentella and Livert 2007; Flores-Ferrán 2004). Contact among Caribbean varieties, 
with higher pronoun expression rates, and mainland varieties, with lower rates, leads to a 
leveling in the use of pronouns. However, Caribbean versus non-Caribbean origin among the 
16 participants here did not show any statistically significant differences. The factor weights 
for each of the groups was .500, indicating no influence on subject pronoun use.  
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 The verbs were coded with the connection each one makes with the previous subject. 
Three types of situations were distinguished: a complete change of subject, coreferentiality 
with previous subject or a partial change of subject, which means that a new subject was 
introduced but had been previously mentioned as an object of a verb or preposition.  The 
complete change of subject is the variable most associated with overt pronoun use, while 
continuity of reference disfavors the overt pronoun. This observation agrees with the findings 
of other studies and coincides with prescriptive grammatical explanations for the obligatory 
expression of the subject pronoun. 
 The women in this sample use subject pronouns at a significantly higher rate than males.  
The literature has shown that the gender does not affect the pronoun expression rate in 
consistent ways (Flores-Ferrán 2007: 642). Bayley and Pease-Álvarez (1996) found that 
female children express more pronouns than males, similar to this study; however, the data 
here do not clearly indicate why such a difference exists.  
 The conditional si clause strongly favors overt pronouns, just as was observed in Orozco 
and Guy (2007). However, the other three types of sentences do not exert strong effects either 
way on pronoun expression, hence, the range indicates a weak influence on overt pronouns.  
 In general, older speakers tend to disfavor the expression of pronouns, an observation 
found in several studies (Flores-Ferrán 2007: 643) and usually attributed to linguistic 
conservatism of older generations. In this sample of participants, age may be related to 
specific characteristics and experiences of the participants, and in particular, to their exposure 
to English and/or the area of the Spanish-speaking world from which they or their parents 
originate. Three participants are over sixty years of age and showed divergence among their 
overt pronoun expression rates. One, a female born in New York City of Puerto Rican 
parents, showed the highest use of pronoun use (59 %) among all the participants. The other, 
a male born in NYC but of parents from Northern Spain, showed the lowest use of subject 
pronouns (13 %) of all the participants. The Spanish of Spain has been shown to have a lower 
use of subject pronouns (Enríquez 1984; Cameron 1993). The third member of this group, a 
Dominican woman who had been in the U.S. 16 years, showed an overt pronoun rate of 39 
%, which is very close to the average of all the participants.  
 Although reflexivity does not always affect the overt pronoun expression rate (Orozco 
and Guy 2008), the variable did show some influence in this study. While non-reflexive verbs 
showed almost negligible influence on pronoun use, reflexive verbs disfavored them. This 
finding coincides with that of Hochberg (1986), suggesting that the reflexive pronoun, in 
some cases, provides enough disambiguating information to make pronoun use redundant. 
 The second-generation participants used overt pronouns at a higher frequency than the 
first generation. However, the factor weights are balanced around 0.5, showing weak impact 
on the dependent variable. 
 
3.2.1 Discussion: Subject pronoun expression 

 
 Subject pronoun expression is determined mostly by linguistic variables. Four of the top 
six variables that influence the overt pronoun expression rate are linguistic variables; the two 
most powerful are TMA and person/ number of the verb. This result agrees with that of other 
studies (Orozco & Guy 2008; Otheguy, Zentella & Livert 2007). Although only Otheguy, 
Zentella & Livert (2007) have taken an entire city as the object of study, other investigators 
have studied selected groups of Hispanics in a city; see Table 7. The present study took the 
city of Utica as its research venue and chose participants in order to generalize about the 
Spanish spoken in the city. The mix of participants is representative of the make-up of the 
Utica Hispanic community. Although the Utica rate is on the high end, it is similar to that of 
other cities of the Northeast and Puerto Rico, areas from which the majority of Utican 
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Hispanics originate. 
 
Table 7. A comparison of Overt Pronoun Expression Rates  
 
place reference speakers N. verbs % overt comments 
Eastside 
 

Pease-Alvarez, 
Hakuta & Bayley1996 

64 3170 20  

New Brunswick Flores-Ferrán 2007 35 5076 24  
Los Angeles Silva-Corvalán 1994 50 1704 28  
New York City  Otheguy, Zentella, & 

Livert 2007 
142 63511 33  

Utica  This study 16 1590 36  
New York State Ramírez 2007 20  39  
Boston Hochberg 1986 10 3019 40  
Outside the US 
Caracas  Bentivoglio 1987     40 1st person 
Colombia 
(central Andes)  

Ramírez 2007 10  28  

Barranquilla Orozco & Guy 2008 20 1223 35.7  
Santiago, Chile Cifuentes 1980/81    4182 38  
Madrid Enríquez 1984    23717  21   
 Cameron 1993 10 1512 

549 
26 
7 

singular 
plural 

 San Juan  
 

Cameron 1993 10 1764 
358 

50 
19 

singular 
plural 

Puerto Rico 
 

Morales 1986    47 
37 
19 
18 

yo 
él/ella 
nosotros/as 
ellos/as 

  
3.3 Nominal Possession 

 
Table 8. Nominal possession in this study 
 

Form Counts (%) 
Possessive adjective(PA) 139 (73.5) 
Definite article(A) 26 (13.7) 
Periphrasis (P) 24 (12.8) 
 189 

 
 As table 8 shows, the possessive adjective is the most frequent form used by these 
speakers. The definite article and periphrasis were found at similar frequencies. Table 9 lists 
all the constraints that showed statistical significance in at least one of the three forms of the 
possessive, except for generation. The factor weights and ranges were not computed for those 
constraints that had singleton conditions. 
 Semantic field proved to be the most significant constraint, as shown by the ranges for 
possessive adjectives and articles, 60 and 69, respectively. The singleton condition for the 
possessive periphrasis prevented the realization of the statistical tests since the periphrasis 
was not used with names of parents or body parts. Similar to Orozco´s findings (2010), nouns 
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that name parents strongly favor the possessive adjective, while nouns naming non-relative 
humans favor the article. Nouns naming non-parental relatives use both the adjective and the 
article. 
 
Table 9: Variables that influence nominal possession 
  
factors: PA N (%) A N (%) P N (%) total 
Semantic  field (range PA  = 60; range A = 69) 
parent .771 22 (84.6) .619 4 (15.4)  0 (0) 26 
relative .511 41 (73.2) .549 7 (12.5)  8 (14.3) 56 
human .184 8 (57.1) .791 4 (28.6)  2 (14.3) 14 
Body part/ 
garment 

.171 5 (38.5) .955 8 (61.5)  0 (0) 13 

Non-human .523 63 (78.8) .264 3 (3.8)  14 (17.4) 80 
Referent distance (range PA = 42.3; range A = [64.5]; range P = 58.7) 

none .464 81 (75) [.756] 23 (21.3) .267 4 (3.7 ) 108 
1-5 words  .419 39 (65) [.212] 2 (3.3) .854 19 (31.7) 60 
> 5 words .842 19 (90.5) [.111] 1 (4.8) .357 1 (4.8) 21 
 Person and number of possessive   (range PA= 53.6) 
1st singular  .584 83(82.2)   8 (7.9)  10 (9.9) 101 
1st plural  .752 13 (86.7)   2 (13.3   0 (0) 15 
2nd singular  .679 5 (83.3)   0 (0)  1 (16.7) 6 
3rd singular .216  25 (48.1)  15(28.8)  12 (23.1) 52 
3rd plural  .686 13 (86.7)   1 (6.65)  1 (6.65) 15 
Location of possessive (range PA = 22.5; range A = [35.4]; range P = [10.2]) 
subject .335 31 (64) [.756] 11 (22) [.575] 7 (14) 49 
elsewhere .560 108 (77) [.402] 15 (11) [.473] 17 (12) 140 
 School   (range PA= [56.5]; range A = 33.6; range P = [50.2]) 
Primary/ 
secondary 

[.172] 46 (61.3) .700 16 (21.3) [.206] 13 (17.3) 75 

college [.737] 93 (81.6)  .364 10 (8.8) [.708] 11 (9.6) 114 
Origin  (range PA = [36.3]; range A = [12.4]; range P = 49.9) 
Carrib. [.376] 83 (65.4) [.459] 22 (17.3)  .695 22 (17.3) 127 
Non-Carrib. [.739] 56 (90.3) [.583] 4 (6.5)  .196  2 (3.2) 62  
generation (range PA = [40.2]; range A = [47.2]; range P = [41]) 
1 [.296] 73 (78.5) [.739] 9 (9.7) [.708] 11 (11.8) 93 
2 [.698] 66 (68.8) [.267] 17 (17.7) [.298] 13 (13.5) 96 
total  139  26  24 189 
 
 On the other hand, body parts strongly favor the article to express possession, with the 
highest factor weight among any constraint. Body parts have the strongest effect against 
possessive adjectives in this study. These same two effects were found in Orozco (2010). The 
distance between the referent and the possessive was the second most powerful variable with 
a range of 58.9 for the periphrasis and 42 for the possessive adjective. The distance of one to 
four words was found to be particularly powerful for the periphrasis. This is not surprising 
since in many cases the periphrasis contains the referent, explicitly expressed in pronominal 
form as in  el hijo mayor de ella [her eldest son] or una prima de él [a cousin of his]. 
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 The person and number of the possessive had ranges of 53.8 for the adjective and 
singleton conditions for the definite article and periphrasis. Unlike Orozco (2010), this study 
did find the use of the possessive adjective nuestro. In fact, first person plural most highly 
favored the use of the adjective. No uses of the periphrasis were observed with that form. The 
greatest uses of the article and the periphrasis were found with the third person singular, 
although the adjective su/sus was used twice as frequently as either the adjective or the 
periphrasis. This finding contradicts the explanations that su/sus are disfavored because of the 
many referents they can express (Gili Gaya 1998: 240). Position of the possessive was the 
lowest ranked constraint in the whole corpus and was found in the ‘position other than 
subject’ with highest frequency in all three cases, which only proved to be statistically 
significant for the adjective.  
 Two social variables showed statistical significance in this study.  Participants of 
Caribbean origin showed a statistically significant greater use of the periphrasis than other 
participants. Education was significant in the use of the article, as those speakers with no 
college experience favored the article compared to those with college education.  Perhaps, the 
exposure English in college resulted in this difference. 
 The generation variable did not indicate statistical significance for any of the three 
variants, but is discussed here because of its significance in the code-switching and pronoun 
data and because it was hypothesized that generation would yield differences in the use of the 
possessive. In four of the five semantic fields, the possessive adjective dominated. However, 
the article was used more in the inalienable category of body parts and garments. A cross-
tabulation of the semantic fields versus the article showed that second generation participants 
use the latter in 7 out of 11 cases of nouns expressing body parts/ garments and first 
generation speakers used it in one out of 2 cases. With so few inalienable nouns it is not 
possible to generalize. Second generation speakers used articles when refereeing to parents, 
whereas first generation speakers registered no such uses. In spite of the few tokens found 
here, the results agree in part with Montoya (2011). Second generation participants have not 
lost the use of the article in expressing inalienable possession. 
 
3.4 The Verbs 

 

3.4.1 Distribution of the verbal forms 

 
 A total of 7611 verbal forms were counted in the 16 participants' 10.5 hours of interviews. 
Table 10 lists the token counts for each form counted. The most frequent forms are present 
indicative, preterit, infinitive, and imperfect. These account for 84 % of all the forms.  In 
Poplack's and Pousada's study (1982) on vernacular Puerto Rican Spanish spoken in East 
Harlem, those forms also constituted the majority of the forms, at approximately 80 %. The 
Utica and East Harlem data were counted and analyzed in similar ways. The main difference 
was the former counted the gerund in gerund- headed clauses, past participles used as 
adjectives, and infinitives used with pronouns. The East Harlem study counted modal verbs 
and infinitives as a unit while the Utica study separated them.  
 A striking similarity between the two data sets is the scarcity of the synthetic conditional 
and future forms.  Approximately 0.9 % of both the Utica data and the East Harlem data 
consist of synthetic conditional and future forms. Both data sets show that speakers tend to 
express the future with the periphrastic construction (ir  + a + infinitive).   The frequencies of 
the progressive forms are also quite similar between data sets; 2.3 % in Utica and 2.7 % in 
East Harlem. The data show a lower frequency of the present and past subjunctive in Utica 
versus East Harlem: 3.2 % in the former versus 4.3 % in the latter. Although these data sets 
do not examine the semantic and syntactic functions of each form, they give an overall 
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picture of the forms that speakers use in everyday conversations and suggest two very similar 
systems. 
 

Table 10. Verbal Form Distribution in the Utica Speaking Data 
 

Verbal Forms N (%) 
Present Indicative (PI) 3987 (52.4) 
preterit (pret) 1002 (13.2) 
Infinitive (inf) 929 (12.2) 
imperfect (imp) 561 (7.4) 
Future periphrasis (futp) 265 (3.5) 
Present Subjunctive (PS) 198(2.6) 
present perfect (ppr) 143 (1.9) 
present progressive (ppg) 129 (1.7) 
commands (com) 90 (1.2) 
participle (part) 60 (.79) 
gerund (ger) 57 (.75) 
conditional (con) 52 (.68) 
past subjunctive (IS) 42 (.55) 
imperfect progressive (ipg) 37 (.49) 
synthetic future (fut) 17 (.22) 
conditional periphrasis (conp) 15 (.20) 
past perfect (papf) 13 (.13) 
infinitive + pronouns 8 (.11) 
preterit progressive (prpg) 6 (.08) 

total 7611 
 

 Pousada and Poplack (1982) also presented several hierarchies of the verbal forms other 
than that of Puerto Rican Spanish in El Barrio, East Harlem, NY. They included standard 
Puerto Rican Spanish from an interview with a Puerto Rican writer, José Luis González; 
modern Andalusian Spanish collected by Poplack in 1976; and early modern Castilian 
obtained from an analysis of verbal forms in La Celestina. In order to compare the 
hierarchies, Pousada and Poplack (1982) calculated Spearman's rho coefficients, which were 
also calculated here in order to compare data. The correlation coefficients were calculated 
from the ranks of the verbal forms common to two data sets. Table 11 summarizes the results. 
 
Table 11 Comparison of the verbal form hierarchies, Spearman's rho, degrees of freedom, p 

 
 East Harlem Standard PR Modern Andalusian La Celestina 

Utica .953,14, <.001 .810, 10, .001 .760, 10, .004 .807,7, .009 
 
 In addition to the similarity in the counts between the Utica and East Harlem data, the 
correlation between the hierarchies of the forms found in the two data sets is very high. These 
two sets shared 16 forms, which constituted the basis of the two hierarchies compared. Figure 
2 shows a plot of the ranking of the 16 verbal forms common to both the Utica and East 
Harlem data. The figure represents the hierarchy of tenses found in the two spoken sets. The 
lower the rank in the hierarchy, the greater the frequency. For example, the present indicative 
(PI) was found to be at rank one for both data sets. It is the most used tense in both Utica and 
East Harlem Spanish. Points above the line indicate verbal forms which were less frequent in 
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the Utica data as compared to the East Harlem data. Points below the line indicate forms that 
were more frequent in the Utica data. The weakest similarity of the Utica data is with the 
modern Andalusian data, which can be explained with reasons similar to those that Pousada 
and Poplack used to explain the lower coefficients with the East Harlem data. The synthetic 
future and conditional forms are not as present in vernacular speech as in formal speech.   
 
Figure 2. Rank order of verbal form frequencies in the spoken Utica data versus order in East 
Harlem, rs(14)= .953, p < .001 
 

   
 
3.4.2 Statistically significant differences in the use of verbal forms 

 
 One-way Analysis of Variance tests were used to determine whether usage of a verbal 
form varied as a function of the social variables.  The analysis showed a significant 
difference in the use of the preterit among the three age groups (F (2,13) =3.820, p =  .050). 
Participants older than 60 years showed the greatest use of the preterit (M = 11.94 %, S.D. = 
27.61); participants between the ages of 30 and 60 used the preterit less (M = 5.47 %, S.D. = 
19.02); and those under 30 years of age used the preterit the least (M = 4.26 %, S.D. = 14.23).  
 Both the use of the present indicative (F(2,13) = 5.022, p = .024) and the preterit (F(2,13) 
= 4.975, p = .025) depended on time in the U.S. Participants who had been in the U.S. less 
than 10 years used the present indicative at the highest frequency (M = 60.8939 %, S.D. = 
6.6472), those in the U.S. more than ten years at a lower frequency (M = 43.4251 %, S.D. = 
9.6264), and those born in the U.S. at an intermediate frequency (M = 51.9009 %, S.D. = 
9.3845). Post-hoc Scheffé tests showed significant differences in usage of the present 
between the two groups of people not born in the U.S.  Similarly, participants who had been 
in the USA less than 10 years used the preterit at the lowest frequency (M = 7.8675 %, S.D. = 
3.7690), those in the U.S. greater than ten years at the highest frequency (M = 17.0157, S.D. 
= 5.9518), and those born in the U.S. at an intermediate frequency (M = 15.0925, S.D. = 
4.6753).  Once again, post-hoc Scheffé tests showed statistically significant differences 
between the two groups of non-U.S. born participants. Table 12 compares the use of the 
present and preterit as a function of time in the US. 
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 The use of the gerund varied according to participants' time in Utica (F (2,13) = 7.788, p =  
.006). Those who had been in Utica less than three years used the gerund at the highest rate 
(M = 1.4375 %, S.D. = .3643), those in Utica between three and ten years used it at the 
lowest rate (M = .3686 %, S.D. = .3494), and those in Utica longer than ten years at an 
intermediate rate (M = .8894 %, S.D. = .6047). Post-hoc Scheffé tests showed that gerund 
usage differed significantly between the group of participants in Utica with the least amount 
of time and those in Utica between three and ten years. The use of the past participle varied 
as a function of education (F (1,14) = 7.037, p = .019). Participants with only a high school 
education or less (M = 1.4402 %, S.D. = .7938) used participles significantly more than those 
with college (M = .6649 %, S.D. = .3988).  
 
Table 12: % of Present Indicative and Preterit  
 
  >10 years in US (n=5) Born in the US(n=6) < 10 years in US (n=5) 
present 43.43 51.90 60.69 
preterit 17.02 15.09 7.87 
 
3.4.3 Discussion: the verbs 

 
 Both the frequencies and hierarchy of the verbal forms found in Utica show similarity to 
those found in vernacular Spanish spoken by twelve long-time Puerto Rican residents of El 

Barrio (Pousada and Poplack, 1982) even though thirty years have passed between the two 
studies and the Utica speakers are not all Puerto Rican. Additionally, the comparison of the 
hierarchies of other varieties of Spanish (standard Puerto Rican, modern Andalusian, and 
fifteenth century Castilian used in the novel La Celestina) shows similarity to the Utica data. 
These data do not describe the semantic and syntactic uses of each verbal form but rather 
give a picture of the frequencies of verbal forms used in the system as a whole. 
 The trends found in the Utica data also agree with those of qualitative studies on U.S. 
Spanish. The Spanish of Utica expresses future with the periphrastic, ir + a + infinitive 
construction, as noted in many varieties of the Spanish of the Southwest (Floyd 1978; Silva-
Corvalán 1994) and New York (Pousada and Poplack 1982). Just as this study found very 
low counts of both the synthetic future and conditional, Silva-Corvalán (1994) found a very 
low frequency of the morphological future in the speech of first generation immigrants and 
no uses of the conditional as the future of the past in the speech of Mexican-Americans in 
Los Angeles. Silva-Corvalán and Terrell (1989) and Orozco (2005) have found the 
prevalence of the periphrastic future even in the Caribbean and Colombia, respectively.  
 The subjunctive has been signaled as one of the areas marked by attrition and 
simplification in U.S. Spanish (Ocampo 1990; Silva-Corvalán 1994). In this study, all sixteen 
participants used the present subjunctive. However, six of the sixteen did not use the 
imperfect subjunctive even once. Four of those were born in Spanish-speaking countries and 
arrived in the U.S. in their late teens. The overall frequencies of present and past subjunctive 
were 2. 6 % and .55 % respectively, which are slightly lower than those of East Harlem, 3.5 
% and .9 %. As shown above in sentence (12), participants substituted the imperfect 
indicative for the past subjunctive and used the imperfect subjunctive as the conditional. This 
substitution has been documented in other studies of U.S. Spanish, specifically in Mexican-
American Spanish of Los Angeles (Silva-Corvalán 1994) and Houston (Gutiérrez 1996), and 
other varieties spoken in the Southwest (Floyd 1978: 81); Puerto Rican Spanish in New York 
(Zentella 1997); and Cuban-American Spanish in Miami (Lynch 1999). However, such 
variation is not unique to U.S. Spanish and has been found in studies of monolingual Spanish 
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speakers in Covarrubias, Spain (Silva-Corvalán 1985) and Buenos Aires, Argentina 
(Lavandera 1975). 
 The progressive tenses have been a focus of study in the Spanish of the U.S. because of 
the differences in use between English and Spanish. Spanish can express ongoing value by 
both the present and progressive tenses, unlike English which uses the latter exclusively to 
express ongoing value. Cuza (2010) found a high use of present progressive forms and low 
levels of acceptance of the present tense with an ongoing value by a group of long-term 
Caribbean immigrants in the U.S. and Canada. In the Utica study, the present progressive did 
not stand out either with excessive use or with any innovative expressive functions. Torres 
Cacoullos (2000) found high use of progressive constructions in the speech of Spanish-
English bilinguals in New Mexico, but the increase in use of the forms did not imply 
convergence with English. Chaston (1991) did not find overwhelming evidence for the use of 
the imperfect progressive in place of the imperfect in the speech of Mexican-Americans in 
Texas. Among the 546 uses of the imperfect, 6 % were expressed by the progressive.  
Similarly, in the present study, out of a total of 598 imperfect forms, 37 (6.2 %) were 
imperfect progressive forms. Indeed, on studying the overall counts, this study did not find a 
high use of the progressive: 1.7 % present progressive; 0.5 % past progressive and 0.08 % 
preterit progressive. The forms which dominated the speech of all participants were the 
simple forms of the present, preterit and imperfect. On examining the data, the low usage of 
the preterit progressive stands out. Pousada and Poplack (1982) observed a similar frequency 
(.1 %) in East Harlem. Such low uses might be interpreted as a form with a restricted 
aspectual and tense function (ongoing meaning encoded in the progressive with perfective 
aspect encoded in the preterit) that does not find frequent use in conversation, although one 
cannot discard the explanation of its low frequency due to language attrition.  
 Although the perfect tenses have not been a focus of study in U.S. Spanish, they have been 
so in other varieties of Spanish, especially Northern and Central Spain where the present 
perfect is used where more conservative dialects use the preterit (Blas Arroyo 2005: 117). No 
uses of the present perfect in place of the preterit were found here, although all speakers used 
the present perfect in their interviews at a total overall frequency of 1.9 %.  Pousada and 
Poplack (1982) report 2.1 % for the East Harlem data.  The latter showed very low usage of 
the past perfect: one token among the twelve interviews.  Utica speakers also used the past 
perfect infrequently: six of the sixteen speakers gave 13 tokens(.13 % of the verbal forms). 
Studies of Southwest Spanish (Floyd 1978: 82) also found that the present and past perfect 
are observed but that the future and conditional perfect tenses are used rarely. The Utica data 
do not show new uses of the perfect forms, but they are evidence that all the participants have 
the part particle in their Spanish.  
 Nevertheless, participants with no college education used the past participles as adjectives 
at a higher frequency than those with college education. The use of gerunds varied with 
length of time in Utica. Participants who had been in Utica the shortest time used the gerunds 
at a significantly higher frequency than other participants. Gerunds and past participles are 
not absent from the other participants' Spanish as documented above. However, the use of 
single gerunds as in gerundial phrases and participles as adjectives are expressive features of 
the language which seem to be less prevalent in the speech of participants who have spent 
more time in Utica and as they advance their education in university. This suggests that those 
two social variables, in part, contribute to the attrition of some parts of the participants' 
Spanish verbal systems.  Out of the 19 verbal forms discussed here, only the gerunds and 
participles stand out as forms which show differences attributable to the speaker's knowledge 
of Spanish, rather than the type of discourse that they narrated.   
 The social variables of participants' age and time in the U.S. showed statistically 
significant differences in the use of the present indicative and preterit. Of the forms analyzed 



  21 

here, only the preterit and present indicative were affected. The frequency of usage of those 
two forms doesn't indicate an absence of these forms in the participants' Spanish but rather, is 
a result of the types of stories the participants narrated. Older participants focused more on 
the past and therefore used the preterit because their interviews dealt with past life 
experiences. Participants who had been in the U.S. less than ten years used the present 
indicative at a higher rate than those who had been in the country longer or even for their 
entire lives, since their interviews were anchored in the present, focusing on their lives now.  
Similarly, the participants in the U.S. less than 10 years used the preterit at the lowest 
frequency because their concerns focused on the present or near future. Table 12 shows this 
relationship. The two migrant groups (those in the U.S. more than 10 years and those in the 
U.S. less than 10 years represent the extremes. 
 

Discussion 

 

 The presence of English in the Spanish of these Uticans is one of the key differences in 
their use of Spanish compared to that of monolingual Spanish-speakers. However, regardless 
of their intense code-switching and borrowings from English, their subject pronoun usage and 
nominal possession expression do not differ from other Spanish speakers. Although some of 
the social variation observed is related to the variety of Spanish which the participants speak; 
for example, the different uses of the possessive by Caribbean versus non-Caribbean speakers 
and in the greater use of overt subject pronouns by those speakers born in the USA. This 
study has shown that the production of certain verbal forms does not depend on gender, 
generation or variety of Spanish. Time in Utica affected use of the present indicative and the 
preterit, but those differences didn't indicate loss of the forms but rather corresponded to the 
type of narrative the participant produced. The Utica verbal form hierarchy and subject 
pronoun expression rate show great similarity with those parameters in NYC Spanish.  
 One of the central questions asked in this study is if the Spanish spoken in Utica is a part 
of one of the major pluricentric centers of Spanish or is it one of the many varieties that will 
not be acquired as the migrants' offspring shift to English. The similarities of the Spanish of 
these Uticans with other speakers of Spanish in the U.S. indicate that Utica Spanish is not an 
isolated migrant variety. Indeed, the diverse regional origins of Utica Hispanics, the relatively 
short time the Hispanic community has existed in the area, the dominance of English, and the 
rural nature of the county were expected to produce great variation in the Spanish of these 16 
participants. Little variation with social variables was found. Just as Clyne and Kipp (1999) 
reported low-levels of sociolinguistic variation in the Spanish of Australia, a similar 
observation is made in this study, in spite of the disparate countries and cultures that make up 
the Spanish-speaking community in Utica. The quantitative and qualitative similarity with the 
other Hispanic communities in the U.S. suggests commonality of linguistic parameters and 
the emergence of a single basis which might be called "U.S. Spanish", of which the Spanish 
spoken in Utica forms a part. 
 
Conclusions 

 
 This study describes the presence of English, subject pronoun use, nominal possession, 
and the verbal system of the Spanish of Utica, a city whose Latino population has quickly 
risen to ten percent in the last 30 years. The code-switching behavior indicates that the 
participants are advanced Spanish-English bilinguals. Overt subject pronoun use and nominal 
possession are influenced mainly by linguistic variables. The hierarchy of the verbal forms 
and verbal frequencies are similar to those described by Pousada and Poplack (1982) for East 
Harlem. In addition, qualitative aspects of the verbal system of Utica, especially the 
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progressive, the subjunctive and the synthetic future and conditional, agree with studies 
performed on the Spanish of Texas, New Mexico, Los Angeles, New York City and Miami. 
Some aspects of the Utica verbal system such as the low frequency of synthetic future and 
conditional and the imperfect subjective have been documented in monolingual varieties of 
Spanish spoken outside the U.S. More similarities than differences were found between the 
Spanish spoken in Utica and the Spanish spoken in other parts of the U.S. These findings 
support the view that U.S. Spanish has a group of parameters that are shared even by smaller, 
new Spanish-speaking communities like Utica, NY. 
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