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Acquisition Sequence of Three Constructions: An Analysis
of the Interlanguage of learners of Chinese as a Foreign Language!

Xiachong Wen
University of Houston

Abstract: The present study investigates the acquisition sequence of three
Chinese constructions that vary from SVO to SOV word order. The gram-
matical elements include the verb complement, non-interrogative question
words and the ba construction. The participants were fifty CFL students at
four proficiency levels in a nine-week summer intensive program at an
American college. The speech data, collected through interviews in the form
of spontaneous conversation, were transcribed, compared, and analyzed. The
results of the study show that certain linguistic features are more perceivable
and learnable than others. Learners prefer the SVO word order and produce it
at the earlier stage of their language acquisition. In addition, lexical, seman-
tic, and pragmatic factors also contribute to the processes of acquisition. The
constructions that present a high level of linguistic complexity and lan-
guage-specific features are acquired at the late stage of acquisition.

PEL RRPRIRR S P SR E R A BN FER CRIER
o ?;ﬁ%&%f EAARIREEILS, RN, B RS RRE ) )
T R RS- AMEA RN TIEEER GRH gD 3R
rmg%hﬁ Eﬁ"‘%#wﬁ%mfi HESIG VRN, RIE R BRI
AERE RG], PR ARG A A R B I L. BeAh, R
AN G R B A R, (RS AR R R . R TR
FREAL, B ThAE. FHASINES 7T B B A S R R S S 4 )
r%x‘fi;{:—;/\’w\m/ﬁ HRE . AR STIX AN BTR A R (U = vk Xt
B AAA SR, iERamaR, REESSAMTHAKE
FUNSaREI N al= =g R SERIR A S EELBIRE.

It is traditionally believed that in a formal instructional setting, when students
are presented with clear language instruction and when they exert the necessary
effort in learning, they will successfully acquire the material. If a student fails to
acquire grammatical structures of a language, it would be most likely that either
the instructor did not present the material effectively, or the student did not learn
diligently.
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Research on second language acquisition has challenged this viewpoint. (E.g.
Clahsen, 1984, 1987; Duff, 1990; Pienemann 1987, 1989; Bardovi-Harlig, 1995;
VanPatten & Sanz, 1995). Language acquisition is not so much influenced by
instructional presentation, but is critically affected by mental systems and the
readiness of the learner. Second language (L2) learners process language input in
their own ways that are frequently inconsistent with the intent of the teacher or
textbook. Furthermore, learners are not capable of acquiring structures that are
far beyond their current stage of interlanguage development. The process of lan-
guage acquisition may be influenced by mental systems that operate on linguistic
structures and govern certain vital aspects of learning processes in addition to
other internal and external learning variables.

Clahsen and his associates (1984, 1987) state that learners build up their own
grammar, and pass general acquisitional stages when learning a L2. Clahsen
(1984) and Pienemann (1987) assessed interlanguage development through the
examination of word orders and sentence constructions. They took the “integra-
tivist” approach and conducted broad studies on acquisition of German word or-
der and negation by Spanish- and Portuguese-speakers. The integrativist model,
proposed by Fodor, Bever, and Garrett (1974), hypothesizes that the underlying
structure is seen as an inter-level between the surface forms and the abstract for-
mulas of "Mentalese". The grammatical processor functions as a coordinator that
maps the underlying configurations onto surface forms. In addition to the gram-
matical processor, the model has a "general problem solver” (GPS) which allows
direct mapping between the underlying structure and surface form. In this way,
the GPS bypasses the grammatical processor. Linguistic structures and rules that
can be processed by the strategies of the GPS should be easy in language use and
are required at the early stage of language acquisition. Based on the integrativist
model, Clahsen posits that speech comprehension and speech production are seen
as mental activities that involve actively mapping internal structures onto exter-
nal sequences.

The results of Clahsen's cross-sectional and longitudinal studies show that
the fundamental aspects of the observed sequences can be explained by certain
constraints inherent in the mental system with which linguistic structures are per-
ceived, processed, and produced. Certain linguistic structures are more perceiv-
able and memorable than others. The structures that require a high degree of
processing capacity will be acquired late and the ones that are most consistent
with the learner’s language processing strategies will be acquired early. He drew
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on three language acquisition process strategies to explain the order of acquisi-
tion of a number of word order and negative placement rules by learners in for-
mal and informal instructional settings in Germany.

The first is Canonical Order Strategy (COS). The canonical word order refers
to the Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) order. Second language learners, regardless of
their first languages, start to produce word order in the SVO form. Processing
complexity results from the reordering and reconstructing of various levels of
underlying linguistic units. Language learners prefer the SVO order at the begin-
ning stage because the mapping between the underlying process and the surface
form is straightforward. There is no reordering of underlying materials. Slobin
(1985) reports that the interruption of basic linguistic units is avoided in the early
stages of first language (L1) acquisition. The results of studies (Gass, 1987; Wen
1995) on sentence comprehension strategies suggest that despite the typological
differences of learners’ L1, foreign language learners prefer a canonical SVO and
agent-verb-patient word sequence when comprehending sentences.

The second is Initialization / Finalization Strategies (IFS). In perception and
memorization, the first and the final positions of a stimulus are more salient than
the stimuli-internal position. In sentence processing, the constituent in the initial
or final position is easier to memorize than the sentence-internal position. In
studies of first language acquisition, Slobin (1985) proposes that children “pay
attention to the last syllable of an extracted speech unit. Store it separately and
also in relation to the unit which it occurs,” children also “pay attention to the
first syllable of an extracted speech unit. Store it separately and also in relation to
the unit with which it occurs” (p.1166). The third is Subordinate Clause Strategy
(SCS). Subordinate clauses are processed differently from main clauses. Word
order in subordinate clauses is more restrictive than that in main clauses.

Pienemann (1987, 1989) also investigated the acquisition of German word
order. He was interested in the question of the teachability of language, i.c.
whether the process of natural L2 acquisition can be substantially influenced by
formal instruction. Pienemann (1987) studied four acquisition processes: 1) ca-
nonical word order, 2) adverb fronting, 3) particle shift; and 4) subject-verb in-
version. The acquisitional criterion of the four rules was defined not as the mas-
tery of the forms but as “the first systematic use of a structure” (p. 147). The re-
sults of the study revealed that formal instruction had an influence on the acquisi-
tion of certain rules with certain students, but not with others. Furthermore, the
unequal effects of the instruction on the learners were due to learner-internal fac-



92 Xiachong Wen

tors, as he stated “the most apparent internal difference between our informants is
the acquisitional stage of their L2’s” (p. 153). Pienemann concluded that a given
linguistic structure cannot be added through instruction to the learner’s interlan-
guage at any desired point of time. Rather, the influence of formal instruction is
constrained in a certain way that is closely related to the mental processing ca-
pacity. For instance, subject-verb inversion (Rule 4) cannot be learned without
prior acquisition of the particle (Rule 3). Formal instruction can have an influ-
ence with respect to the speed of acquisition and the frequency of rule application
only on the condition that the learner’s interlanguage is close to the point when
this structure is acquired in a natural sequence.

When grammatical structures should be taught seems to have a pedagogical
application in classroom instruction. From a different angle, Bardovi-Harlig
(1995) examined the interaction of pedagogy and natural sequences in the acqui-
sition of temporal, tenses, and aspects. First, she compared the acquisition of tu-
tored and untutored learners. She summarized that tutored and untutored learners
followed the same early stages of temporal expression. Tutored learners seemed
to surpass untutored learners in formal accuracy, but the distribution of past tense
morphology across aspectual categories was the same between the two groups.
Therefore, it appeared that instruction did not change the basic learning stages of
form-meaning associations. In a related study, Bardovi-Harlig investigated the
effects of instruction intervention. Her subjects were high beginners and interme-
diates learning English in an intensive program in the USA. The subjects were
given a pretest, a posttest immediately following the instruction period, and a
retention test four weekdays after the instruction. The results of her study re-
vealed that the effect of instruction is predictable on the basis of the stage of ac-
quisition. Learners benefit from instruction only when they are at the stage at
which they would have naturally acquired the rule. The key to the effect of in-
struction seems to be the timing of instruction relative to interlanguage develop-
ment.

Few studies have been conducted on the acquisition of Chinese word order as
a foreign language (CFL) in formal instructional settings. Along the same line,
the present study will investigate the acquisition sequence of three Chinese con-
structions that vary from SVO to SOV word order: the verb complement, ques-
tion words as indefinite pronouns functioning as the object, and the ba sentence.
(Sentences 1-3 respectively).
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L3k B b BB R
My brother play chess play Part. Very well.
My brother plays chess very well.

2. Bfra iz W OER.
I whatever sports all like.
I like all sports, especially volleyball.

3.hET B # OB T
Children Part. books all tidy well Part.
Children have tidied up all the books.

In addition to the syntactic features, the three constructions demonstrate
shared and varied semantic and pragmatic properties. Both the verb complement
and the bha construction emphasize the result of the verb. Both the construction of
non-interrogative question words and the ha construction are used for pragmatic
functions to achieve different communicative goals. The former is used to em-
phasize the inclusiveness and the latter is used to show the affectedness of the
object. The object in the ha construction not only precedes the verb, but also has
to be definite or generic, known to both speaker and listener. Similarly the object
in the non-interrogative question word construction also precedes the verb to
convey a strong notion of totality. In order to capture the interactions of word
order, meaning, and function, compare the acquisition sequence of three con-
structions, and be consistent with the previous studies (Clahsen 1984, 1987; Pie-
nemann 1987, 1989), an Integrativist approach is employed. The research ques-
tions are 1) whether there is a sequence in acquiring the three constructions; 2) if
there is one, what is it?

Target Constructions

Verb complement

A verb complement is a word or a phrase that immediately follows the verb to
indicate the result, manner, degree, and quantity of the verb. A grammar particle
such as “de” or “le” follows the verb to constitute the complement structure. If a
verb does not have an object, the word order is SVComp. If a verb has an object,
the word order varies, either the object is fronted to precede the verb (SOVComp.)
or the verb is duplicated (SVOVComp.) (Sentence 4) so that both the object and
the complement are immediately post-verbal.
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When a verb is a disyllabic compound, it can be in the form of verb or
verb+object. One needs to be able to distinguish between these cases so that the
operation of SVOVComp can be performed. The distinction between the forms
of verb and verb+object is frequently not transparent. The form does not help
since they are both disyllabic compounds. Semantic cues frequently do not pro-
vide sufficient information. For example, the compounds yduyong (to swim),
Jjiéhiin (to marry), and shuijiao (to sleep) are in the form of verb + object whereas
xifixi (to rest) is not. The VO form of disyllabic verb compounds, however, bears
distinctive features, i.e. the object (“-ydng, -hiin, -jiao”) is not referential and not
the directly affected theme.

o RO /BN
We all study Part. very diligently.
We all study diligently.

sk ¥ b ¥T 0 — T,
I study Chinese study Asp. one year Part.
I have studied Chinese for one year.

Question words as indefinite pronouns

Question words such as shéi (who), shénme (what), and ndr (where) function as
indefinite pronouns denoting such notions of absoluteness and totality as “who-
ever”, “whatever”, “wherever”, “anyone”, “anything” (Li and Thompson, 1981).
The nominal question word is used together with the adverb déu (all) to convey
the meaning of indefiniteness. The expressions “shénme zuove dou” in sentence 6
and “ndr déu” in sentence 7 stand for nonspecific referents whereas “dou” is the
quantifier “all” to indicate the inclusiveness of the NP. The question words in this
construction lose their original lexical meaning, i.e. the question words are not

seeking answers (Sentences 6-7).

6. 4Kk o 1Rl # O W R
Today, I what homework all  not do Part.
1 have not done any homework yet today.

708 WL #OWE it
I whereall not goAsp.
I have not been anywhere yet.
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The Ba construction

The object in the ba construction precedes the verb and immediately follows the
grammatical particle ba (Sentence 8). The object is definite or generic, and its
affectedness by the verb is specified by the verb complement at the end of the
sentence. In a context when the ba construction is used, the referent of the ba NP
is known to both the speaker and the listener.

The ba construction depends on two conditions, a strong sense of disposabil-
ity of the VP and the definiteness of the NP. The more the message concerns the
affectedness of the object, the more likely the ba construction is used. For exam-
ple, the same idea can be expressed by Sentences 8a and 8b when the sense of
affectedness of the object is not so strong. Sentence 9, however, is canonically
expressed in the ba construction because of the strong sense of disposability of
the VP to the NP, i.e. the emphasis of the result of the action to the object. The
NP in the ba construction is usually the direct object playing the thematic role of
patient. The VP requires a complement to show the complete affectedness of the
object. The word order of the construction is Subject + Ba + NP+ Verb + Com-
plement.

8.a. KT P %.
I buy Particle that Classifier car.
I bought that car.
8.b. AT M 4 4 KT,
I BA that Classifier car buy Particle.
I bought that car.
9. Jil 8 KRG 4mEE KHEL
Not BA things throw to water in.
Don’t dump things into the water.

The three Chinese constructions, the verb complement, question words as
indefinite pronouns functioning as the object, and the ha construction are selected
because of their intrinsic syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic properties. The three
constructions vary from the SVO to SOV word order. Furthermore, the functions
of the constructions overlap and differ among themselves. Both the verb com-
plement structure and the ba construction emphasize the result of the verb; the
latter, however, focuses on the affectedness of the object due to the result of the
verb. The construction of question words as indefinite pronouns is used when the
speaker wants to emphasize the notion of totality.
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Present Study

Fifty English-speaking students who enrolled in a nine-week summer inten-
sive Chinese program at a college in the USA participated in this study. Of the
fifty, fifteen each were from elementary and intermediate levels and 10 students
cach were from the advanced I and 1I levels. Students had been taking 4.5 hours
of formal classes and spending a minimum of 5 hours on their homework every
day. The participants were placed into different instructional levels according to
their scores from an Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) based on ratings from two
Chinese instructors, and a written placement test, a standardized test to measure
the proficiency level of students. The same test is used in this intensive summer
program. The placement test assesses participants’ knowledge and skills of
grammar, vocabulary, reading, writing, and language use. The OPI takes the oral
interview form. Its appraisal factors at each level include vocabulary, grammar,
pronunciation, fluency, linguistic tasks, and socio-linguistic/cultural awareness.
Students who received an OPI score of 0 and 0+ were placed in the elementary
level, those who received 1 (from 1- to 1+ “survival proficiency”) were placed in
the intermediate level, those who received 2 (from 2- to 2+ “limited working pro-
ficiency”) were in the advanced I level, and those who received 3 (from 3- to 3
“general professional proficiency”) were in the advanced II level. Table 1 pre-
sents the information on the participants.

Table 1: Participants’ information

izr\(/)efllscmncy Elementary |Intermediate |Advanced I |Advanced 11
Number of

students 15 15 10 10

Average age |21 22 24 26

At the time when the data were collected, all participants had been studying
Chinese in an intensive summer program for more than 7 weeks in addition to
their previous Chinese instruction. The participants at the elementary level were
beginners who did not have any Chinese instructions before. They learned the
three structures from their curriculum during the period of more than 7 weeks in
this intensive summer program. The participants at the intermediate and ad-
vanced levels learned the three structures in their first-year curriculum and re-
viewed the structures in the curricula subsequently of all levels.
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Procedure and coding

Over a period of ten days, all participants were individually interviewed. The
interview took the form of informal conversation, consisting of two tasks that
were identical for all participants. The first task was to answer questions from the
researcher in a conversational fashion. The topics included travel, sport, enter-
tainment, school life, academic studies, etc. (Appendix I). The second task was
picture-based (Appendix II). Four pictures were presented to each participant.
The participants were asked to describe the given pictures and answer questions
about the pictures. All the questions in both tasks are intended to elicit verb com-
plements, question words as the object in non-interrogatory sentences, the ba
construction, and other constructions. The scope of the present paper, however, is
restricted to the three constructions only. The data other than the three construc-
tions are not presented in the present study.

All interviews were recorded, and the speech data were subsequently tran-
scribed. The manuscripts were proofread against the tape before coding for
analysis. Two steps, “identification” and “judgment of accuracy”, were taken in
coding the data. First, all the clauses that contain the three linguistic features
(verb complements, non-interrogative question words, and the ba construction)
were identified. Two categories, accurate and inaccurate, were assigned in exam-
ining the produced clauses. Accurate clauses are those deemed acceptable both
syntactically and semantically, and inaccurate clauses are those found unaccept-
able either syntactically, semantically, or both. The judgment of accuracy de-
pends on each produced clause. In other words, there is not a predetermined
standard. For example, the clause “Jj[4 NP #52|/7E/K//a B » is rated as ac-
curate. Clauses such as “H[#2 NP #/35.” and “HI#E NP #5f¢r K/ are rated
inaccurate. Clauses such as “7|475 NP $il/7£7K /7] . are considered as avoidance
of the ba construction because the NP was very much affected and disposed by
the verb; whereas * (iX#£) NP, H|#32]/4E/K/i H.” is not considered as
avoidance but is not included in the analysis because it does not present any of
the three linguistic features examined in this study.

Results

The participants produced a total of 267 clauses that included verb comple-
ments, question words as indefinite pronouns, and ba sentences. The boundaries
between clauses were determined by meaning and intonation of the spoken data.
Table 2 presents a summary of the distribution between the correct productions of
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the constructions against the total number of the constructions produced by all
the participants.

The data show that two factors affect the accuracy of the three constructions.
One is the proficiency level of the participants, as expected. The accuracy level
of the three constructions became steadily higher as their level of proficiency
increased. The other is the complexity of the linguistic structures, in which word
order plays an important role. Consistent with the findings of previous studies on
different L2 acquisition {e.g. Clahsen 1984, 1987; Pienemann 1987, 1989), the
word order of SVO is preferred by the participants and emerged at the earlier
stages of acquisition. In addition, the transparency of connections between form
and meaning, the change of lexical meanings, the pragmatic function, and fea-
tures specific to the target language also affect the accuracy of the production, all
of which will be discussed in the following sections.

Table 2:  Accurate production (% and numerical) of the three constructions

Structure | V-Compl QW-+dou/vé Ba Constr.
Levels N/total % N /total % N/total %
Elem. 33/51 64.7 9/19 474 10/0 0
Interm. | 41/52 78.8 9/14 64.3 6/14 42.8
Adv. 1 30/34 88.2 11/14 78.5 6/11 54.5
Adv. 11 33/35 94.2 9/10 90 9/13 69.2
Total 137/172  79.7% | 38/57 66.6% | 21/38 55.3%

Table 2 reveals three general acquisition processes regarding the three con-
structions respectively. First, the correct percentage of the verb complement
structure is high starting from the intermediate level (78.8%), which suggests that,
although the accurate structure appears in the elementary level (64.7%), the
structure is generally constructed by most of the participants by the end of the
second year, and consolidated by the end of the advanced I level. That is why the
difference between the levels of Advance 1 and Advanced 11 is relatively small,
88.2% versus 94.2%.

Second, the correct percentage of the construction of non-interrogative ques-
tion words is high from the advanced I level (78.5%), which may indicate that the
structure starts to be constructed by most of the participants by the end of in-
struction in the third year, and consolidated by the end of the advanced I level.
The acquisition variations in the construction of non-interrogative question words
across four proficiency levels are bigger than those in the verb complement struc-



Acquisition Sequence of Three Constructions: ... 99

ture. The correct production appeared in the interlanguage of learners at the ele-
mentary level (47.4%) and continuously improved by the end of the Advanced 11
level (90%).

Third, there is a big gap in the production of the ba construction between the
elementary and intermediate levels (0% versus 42.8%). Starting from the inter-
mediate level, the production of the ba construction increases consistently and
steadily across the proficiency levels (42.8%, 54.5%, and 69.2% respectively).
Different from the other two constructions, where a high level of accuracy of
production is reached at the advanced II level (94.2% and 90% respectively), the
accuracy level of the production of the ha construction at the advanced II level is
moderate at 69.2%. This suggests that participants continue to acquire the ba
construction after their proficiency reaches the advanced II level.

Verb complement

Participants produced a total of 172 verb complement clauses. Two charac-
teristics of the production of the verb complement emerged when the data were
analyzed. First, the object plays an important role. When the verb did not have an
object, the accuracy rate was comparatively high (64.7% with students at the
elementary level, 78.8% at the intermediate level, 88.2% and 94.2% at the ad-
vanced I and II levels respectively); otherwise the accuracy rate dropped (55.6%
with students at the elementary level, 70.1% at the intermediate level, 85.0% and
90.5% at the advanced I and II levels respectively), as displayed in Table 3. Sen-
tences 10 and 11, produced by the same student at the elementary level, are such
examples. Table 3 also shows that the acquisition rate of the verb complement
construction increased quite rapidly. When students reached advanced level 1,
their accuracy rate was high.

The form of the verb complement structure is different if there is an object. It
requires an operation of object fronting or verb duplication. Data show that par-
ticipants, especially at the beginning and intermediate levels, preferred to dupli-
cate the verb to form the word order of SVOVComp.

10. fEHA [ B Bt 4 RE
In Japan Part when, play Part very well.
I enjoyed the time when visiting Japan

AR MER 5 AH
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I play tennis Part not bad.
1 play tennis well.

Table 3: Frequency of accurate production of the verb complement

V. Compl. V. Compl. w/Ob;.

Levels | Nfiotal % (M | SD/M| N/total % M | SD/M
Elem. 33/51 647122088 [1527 556 1.0/ 13
Interm. | 41/52 78.812.71045 | 18/26 69.2 | 1.21 0.7
Adv. 1 30/34 88.213.0 057 | 13/16 813 | 1.3] 0.7
Adv. 11 | 33/35 9421331043 | 14/15 933 11406

Furthermore, students at the elementary and intermediate levels frequently
had difficulties in matching the form and the function. Correct function and in-
correct form were found, e.g. in negative constructions (Sentences 12-14); the

correct form and incorrect usages were also found in various situations (Sen-
tences 15-17).

Incorrect forms and correct functions:

12. *fh % AN . (By a student at the elementary level)
He prepare not well.
He did not prepare well.

13.*FA wzik 1213 {R%Z. (By astudent at the clementary level)
I not eat food eat Part. very much.
I do not eat very much.

14. *3Rek 1S AEF.  (By a student at the intermediate level)
I swim Part. not well.
I do not swim well.

Correct forms and incorrect usages:

15, %300 T BP it #4944, (By a student at the elementary level)
I think I progress Part. not bad.
I think I made good progress.

16. 4 T1F 75 1R%. (By astudent at the intermediate level)
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He work Part. very much
He works a lot.

17.* AR SUGE 4. (By a student at the advanced I level)
I very like walk Part. Fast.
I like to walk fast.

One difficulty experienced by participants at the lower level was that of dis-
tinguishing a verb (e.g. xizixi, to rest) from VO (e.g. yéuyong, to swim) in a verb
compound (e.g. Sentencel5). The verb complement structure requires that learn-
ers know the components of the verb compound, i.e., whether the form is a verb
as opposed to verb+object when it is a disyllabic compound. The participants at
higher levels made few mistakes in distinguishing verb from verb+object when
using a verb compound. In other words, as learners accumulate sufficient experi-
ence and knowledge on disyllabic verb compounds, they are able to correctly
operate the SVOVComp.

Question words as indefinite pronouns

Table 4 (on the following page) presents the production accuracy of the con-
struction of question words as indefinite pronouns. The data show that as the
level of proficiency increases, the correct usage of the construction also improves
(42.1% with students at the elementary level, 64.3% at the intermediate level,
78.5% and 90% at the advanced I and II levels respectively). Almost all the ques-
tion words produced by the participants are the object of the sentence. In this
situation, the object must be fronted at the sentence initial position or immedi-
ately follow the subject and precede the verb. This seems to pose a high level of
difficulty to the participants, as shown in sentences 18-21.

Table 5 (on the following page) presents the frequency of misplacement of
the object. The objects were incorrectly placed post-verb in both statements and
negative sentences (sentences 18-21). Participants at the elementary level consis-
tently placed the object after the verb, using the SVO word order.

It should be noted that participants at the elementary level attempted to use
the construction more frequently than the participants at higher levels (table 4),
although their rate of accuracy was the lowest. This may suggest that the notion
of inclusiveness and totality is easily expressed in their interlanguage. It might
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also be the effect of instruction since the participants had just learned the con-
struction from their curriculum when the data were collected. Sentences 18-21
were produced by students at the elementary level.

18 * AT £l a4 sy #
I'not go Asp. what place all.
1 have not been to any places.

19 *JREX a8 B/ R
[ very like what all country food
1 like any country’s food.

20. A At A AR
I want do what all.
1 like to do everything.

21 * AT A4 # .
I not like drink what all wine
I do not like to drink wine.

Table 4:  Accurate production of question words as indefinite pronouns

Levels N/total % M SD/M
Elem. 9/19 474 0.6 1.5
Interm. 9/14 64.3 0.6 1.2
Adv. 1 11/14 785 1.1 0.9
Adv. 11 9/10 90.0 0.9 0.6

Table 5:  Frequency and percentage of the misplacement of the object

Levels N/total %
Elem. 8/19 42.1
Interm. 4/14 28.6
Adv. 1 1/14 7.1
Adv. 11 0/10 0

Participants at advanced levels are more flexible with the construction of the
word order of question words as indefinite pronouns. The data from the partici-
pants at higher levels suggest that they were not only aware of the object fronting
feature of the construction, but also placed the object before the verb. The errors
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made by them were mostly on the complement and the position of the adverb dou
(Sentences 22-23). In other words, what has made the construction difficult in-
cludes not only the object NP that has to be fronted to precede the verb but also
the position of the adverb dou (all) in the construction.

2.4ra H AR M K.
What thing all not permit me.
(They) did not permit me to do anything.

234 a #ir Jik % £ .
What all place I still not go Asp.
I have not been to any places yet.

The Ba construction

Participants produced a total of 38 ha sentences. At the interview, a few
situations obligated the usage of the ba construction. The ha construction was
introduced in the curriculum of the first-year participants a few times, and prac-
ticed both in class and in homework. Despite formal instruction and practice, the
ba construction was absent in the interlanguage at the elementary level. The con-
struction started to emerge at the intermediate level. As indicated in Table 6 be-
low, the frequency of the correct use of the construction went up steadily as the
level of proficiency increased.

Table 6:  Accurate production of the ba construction

Levels N/total %Y M SD/M
Elem. 0/0 0 0 0
Interm. 6/14 428 104 1.3
Adv. 1 6/11 545 10.6 1.2
Adv. I 9/13 69.2 |09 0.6

The participants did not make many errors on the definiteness of the ha NP,
but did make errors on the verb complement in addition to the frequent avoidance
of the ba construction (Sentences 24-25). A ba sentence, especially those pro-
duced by participants at the lower levels, frequently had more than one error. The
errors can be classified into three categories. The first is a bare verb with no verb
complement to indicate the result of the action and the affectedness of the NP
(Sentence 26). This type of error suggests that learners produced the form ba
without fully conceptualizing its function, i.e. to convey a strong sense of affect-
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edness of the object. They might take the ba construction simply as a word order
of S+ba+Obj.+V. . Although the form, i.e. the grammatical particle ba is there
and the object is fronted, the meaning and the pragmatic function are absent.

24 %7 fE/K 5 XUE 3E. (By a participant at the elementary level)
Not in water throw these vegetable.
Do not throw the vegetables in the water.

25 %5 Py axdE 3 #E7K. (By a participant at the intermediate level)
Not throw these vegetable in water.
Do not throw these vegetables in the water.

26. %A1 IEFE K #t. (By a participant at the intermediate level)
They Prog. Part. BA bed move
They are moving the bed.

The second type of error is on the form and meaning of the verb complement.
This includes incorrect word order and misuse of prepositions (Sentences
27-28). The data have shown that preposition usages are difficult and subtle,
which often reveals diverse perceptions between the native speakers and second
language learners. To the target sentence “hié bd titdou réngdao shuizhé 117 (Do
not throw the potatoes into the water/river!), the perceptions of some participants
seem to present the scenario of throwing potatoes on the surface of the water (zai
shuili) as if the potatoes are floating all over the water (Sentences 27-28). In
comparison, the focus of the native speakers with the verb “réng” (to throw) is on
the direction of the action rather than the surface area of the location.

The third type of the error is the incomplete expression on the affectedness of
the ba NP (Sentences 27). This type of error occurs across all the levels including
the advanced II level. It seems that participants gradually conceptualize the
meaning of “affectedness of the object due to the result of the action of the verb”
and attempted to match the meaning to the form of the ba construction. Many
forms of the verb complement are not complete, e.g. “Ii” in “réng dao shuili” (to
throw in the water) and “fang zai / dao xinféng Ii” (to place into the envelope),
“shang” in “guazai giangshang” and “fang zai zhudzi shang” are all missing in
the production data.

Avoidance of the ba construction was found mostly in the interlanguage of
participants at lower levels (Sentences 24-25). The fact that no production of the
ba construction appears in the data of the participants at the elementary level is
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evidence. After the interview, the researcher individually asked several partici-
pants at the elementary level if they knew the ba construction and why they did
not use it in the task of describing the pictures. They all said they knew the con-
struction. Some said that the construction was complex and they preferred simple
forms. Others said they did not want to bother because the construction seemed
to involve word order movements. They took the ba construction as an option
rather than an obligation. They did not seem to acquire the pragmatic function of
the ba construction in addition to the form; that is, the construction is restricted
and obligated to those situations when the emphasis is on the affectedness of the
object due to the results of the action.

27.%5) {0 & ¥3 7 K. (By a participant at the advanced I level)
Not BA potatoes throw in water
Do not throw the potatoes in the water.

28 %) AEL 4 R BT P 7E KHL (At the advanced 11 level)
You not want BA these potatoes throw to at water in
You do not throw these potatoes into the water.

Discussion
The Learning Sequences of the Word Order

The results of the present study have shown that among the three construc-
tions, the verb complement is acquired at the earliest and the ha construction at
the latest stage. Based on the results of this study, it is hypothesized that there
may be three stages of Chinese word order acquisition. Initially, learners use a
SVO word order. Since the verb complement construction generally follows the
word order of SVO, it is acquired by learners at the elementary level. When the
verb complement structure has an object, participants at the lower levels fre-
quently used the VOVComp. form that still fits into the SVO order. The next
stage 1s a verb-object interruption and restructuring stage. Take again the verb
complement structure as an example. If the sentence has an object, the object has
to be fronted to precede the verb, or the verb is duplicated. The same rule also
applies to question words as indefinite pronouns. If the nominal question word
functions as an object, it is fronted to precede the verb, which interrupts the ca-
nonical word order of VO. The final stage is characterized by the rearrangement
of the order of verb-object and the whole sentence. In the case of the ha con-
struction, the object is fronted, the grammatical particle ba is inserted between
the subject and verb, and the verb complement is used to express the affectedness
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of the object. The findings of this study support the hypothesis of restructuring
proposed by Mclaughlin (1990) and Ke (2005).

The results of the study have shown that learners prefer the SVO word order
and produce it at the beginning stage of their acquisition. Findings from research
into sentence processing reveal that a SVO word order is psychologically the
simplest way of marking underlying grammatical and sentence-semantic relations,
and the SVO strategy is a basic form for sentence comprehension (e.g. Gass,
1987, Wen, 1995). As Clahsen (1984) suggests, the Canonical Order Strategy,
that is, the SVO word order corresponds to a direct mapping of the underlying
relations to surface strings. It does not take much mental capacity to process the
form and function of the material.

Even though Chinese is a topic-comment language and its word order is
more flexible than English, processing and producing strategies of the SVO order
seem to be used by both children who acquire Chinese as a first language and
CFL learners. Erbaugh (1983) has reported that Chinese children acquire Chinese
word order just like English, that is, in the semantic form of
agent+action+patient.

The second stage is characterized with verb-object reordering and restructur-
ing of the underlying units. When the verb has an object, participants, especially
at the elementary level, produced more SVOVComp than SOVComp forms. It is
only at the later transitional stage that students began to produce sentences with
more flexible word orders such as fronting the object to precede the verb. In the
case of the non-interrogatory question words functioning as the object, learners
not only understand the function of the construction where the notion of inclu-
siveness is emphasized, but also can produce the correct form that is not in the
VO word order.

The third stage is characterized by the flexible position of the object. Learn-
ers are able to produce correct word orders that present the connection of form
and function at the higher level of complexity. They are able to restructure the
underlying structure relations with a broad scope to fit the specific linguistic fea-
tures of the target language. The acquisition of the ba construction is such an
example.

Other Psychelinguistic Constraints and the Acquisition Sequence
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Word order plays an important role in the acquisition sequence as discussed
above. Word order , however, is only one explanation accounting for the acquisi-
tion sequence. The formal complexity also includes the operational processes in
constructing a sentence. For example, the operation of the verb complement
structure, even when it has an object, is relatively simple. The verb is duplicated
so that both the object and the complement can follow the verb immediately. The
construction of question words as indefinite pronouns is more complex because it
involves more elements than the verb complement structure. The construction
must have the adverb dou (all) that is not the equivalent of the English pronoun
all.. The syntactic correspondence between dou and English all is opaque. The ba
construction 1s formally complex for these reasons: (1) The grammatical marker
ba 1s inserted between the subject and verb, and (2) The complexity of the verb
complement form often involves aspect and sentence final particles and preposi-
tion phrases, both of which are notoriously challenging to CFL learners.

The functional complexity may also affect the acquisition sequence of the
three constructions. The notion of “inclusiveness and totality” is cognitively
transparent whereas the notions of “affectedness of the object” and “disposition
of the verb” are linguistic conceptualizations, abstract, and cognitively less
transparent. Furthermore these notions are frequently contextually specific. There
is not a reliable or concrete rule on when to use the ba construction since it de-
pends on a number of contextual factors.

Transparency of form-meaning connections may also contribute to the acqui-
sition sequence. In the case of disyllabic verb compounds of the verb comple-
ment structure, many connections of form and meaning are transparent. Those
that are not transparent (e.g. youvong, to swim; jiéhin, to marry) can be com-
paratively easily learned through a lexical approach after accumulation of lan-
guage experiences. The connection of form and meaning of question words as
indefinite pronouns is not so transparent since the meaning of the question words
has changed in the construction. They no longer ask questions but convey the
notion of totality together with the adverb dou. Lastly, the form and meaning
connection of the ba construction is opaque. The form of verb complement in the
ba construction, for example, can be as short as a particle “/e” that is already suf-
ficient under many contexts (e.g. Wo ba nide fan chile. 1 ate your food), whereas
in other situations, the form is long yet the function is the same, to emphasize the
affectedness of the object.

Certain language learning tasks are easier than others. Language specific
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features concerning both form and function also determine the degree of mental
processing required. The ba construction presents a number of features that con-
trast to the first language of the participants. The word order, formal operations,
semantic complexity, and functional complexity of the ba construction manifest
language specific properties. As Clahsen (1987) posits, language specific features
require a considerable amount of mental processing to reorder the underlying
units, and to associate the appropriate function to the accurate grammatical form.
The findings of the present study have shown that learners most casily acquire
those structures that are most consistent with their on-level language processing
strategies. The structures that have the effect of separating and reordering a lin-
guistic unit, reconstructing the connections of form, meaning, and function re-
quire a high level of processing, and thus are acquired later.

Pedagogical Implications

The timing of the instruction seems to play a role in language acquisitionz. In
this study, formal instruction on all three constructions was provided to partici-
pants at all levels. The instruction, however, appears to have the least effect on
the acquisition of the ba construction with participants at the elementary level.
The findings of the present study suggest that the acquisition of the ha construc-
tion is based on the acquisition of verb complement structures and flexible word
orders. Instruction on the ba construction seems to be most effective to those
whose interlanguage has reached stability with respect to sentence inversion (in-
terrupting the verb object unit by fronting the object), and the verb complement.
In other words, instruction may be more effective if it is provided at the “right
time" when students are linguistically ready, as VanPatten (1991) stated after re-
viewing several studies on acquisition sequences of different L2 languages:
“...that there are stages of acquisition for many features of syntax, that certain
things must be precede others, ...In short, there are cognitive and psycholinguis-
tic constraints on the acquisition of grammatical structure, constraints that in-
struction cannot overcome (especially for early and intermediate learners.”(p. 55)

A similar conclusion was reached by Bardovi-Harlig (1995) in a study of the
interaction of pedagogy and natural sequences in the acquisition of tense and as-
pect by ESL learners. The results of her investigation indicate that the effect of

2 Timing is concerned with the instruction relative to learners’ progression from one developmental stage to
another. The progression has been defined in terms of the emergence of a small number of tokens of the
structural types of the relevant stage in learners’ spontaneous language production (Pienemann, 1987).
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instruction is predictable on the basis of the stage of acquisition. Instruction will
have no effect if the prerequisite stage has not been attained.

Since the acquisition of new rules takes time, and learners cannot acquire the
linguistic structures that are far beyond their current stage of interlanguage de-
velopment despite the instruction provided to them, it would be more effective if
teachers understand and respect the developmental stage of learners, and provide
curriculum and instruction that build up learners interlanguage system gradually
in a learner-centered instructional setting.
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Appendix I: Sample questions asked by the researcher in the interview
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Four pictures

Appendix II:

Please talk about the pictures.

: Post Office

- ’QM
|




Acquisition Sequence of Three Constructions: ...

113

Don't throw
these potatoes
into the water!
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