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Acquisition of the Displacement Ba-construction
by English-speaking Learners of Chinese'

Xiaohong Wen
University of Houston

Abstract The present study investigates the acquisition of the displace-
ment ba-construction by non-native learners of Chinese. Written production
from 90 English-speaking learners of Chinese and 20 native speakers was
analyzed. The results show that participants at three proficiency levels differ
significantly in their overall production of the ba-construction. They pro-
duce a “basic” spatial displacement ba-construction that represents relative-
ly concrete one-to-one form-meaning associations by the end of the ele-
mentary level. As their proficiency level increases, learners begin. to add
more varied forms. They later develop a correct usage of the prepositional
complement. More native-like variations of the verb complement empha-
sizing the direction of the verb appear only at the advanced level. Although
some students did not produce the ba-construction in a relatively uncon-
trolled situation, they were able to use the construction under direct elicita-
tion conditions. The implications of these results are discussed.

Key words: Chinese language acquisition, CFL acquisition, the
ba-construction.
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1. Introduction

The ba-construction is frequently used in Mandarin Chinese (henceforth,
Chinese). Acquisition of the ba-construction, however, does not occur at the be-
ginning stage of language development by learners of Chinese as a first language
(Jespon, 1989), or as a second or foreign language (Jin, 1992; Liu, Qian & Wang,
2002; Wen, 2006). In a study of the basic word order of Chinese from an onto-
genetic perspective, Jespon (1989) reported that Chinese children do not have the
adult form of the ba-construction until a late acquisition stage. Wen (2006) inves-
tigated the acquisition sequence of three Chinese constructions by Eng-
lish-speaking learners, and observed that production of the ba-construction in the
speech of the participants at the elementary level was rare. Even leamers at the
advanced level have shown much lower production in comparison with native
speakers (NSs) (Liu & Wang, 2002; Wen, 2006).

The low production of the ba-construction in the early stages of acquisition
can be caused by several factors. Bialystok (1988, 1991) classified two dimen-
sions of L2 proficiency development: analyzed and automatic. The former refers
to learner’s ability to enforce an unconscious structural analysis on the received
language data at a given time, and the latter means that the learner has automatic
access to such analyzed data for production, and subsequently can attain fluency
and competence. Bialystok analyzed the two dimensions with three kinds of
knowledge: linguistic, conceptual, and contextual, all of which influence the de-
velopment of proficiency. The interactions of the dimensions and one or more
kinds of knowledge may determine information retrieval procedures and varia-
tions in learner abilities. The low production of the ba-construction might be due
to a low level of learners’ automaticity of the knowledge even though they pos-
sess one or more kinds of the knowledge itself, or because they simply do not
possess the knowledge. Another possible factor may be that research’instruments
in the previous studies are not well-designed for the obligatory use of the
ba-construction. Consequently, the ba-construction is not optimally elicited. After
reviewing the studies of acquisition of the ba-construction, Liu (2003) speculated
that the contexts provided to elicit the ba-construction did not seem to make the
use of the ba-construction highly obligatory. As a result, informants may not
think that the use of the ba-construction is necessary.

In a carefully designed study, Du (2004) investigated the acquisition of the
Chinese ba-construction by adult second language learners. The sample was
composed of 65 English-speakers learning Chinese in an intensive Chinese pro-
gram in the USA. The participants were required to do two tasks, production and
grammaticality judgments. The results have shown that learners generally pro-
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duced fewer ba-constructions than the NSs. Their judgments of most of the sen-
tences, however, were not significantly different from those of native speakers.
The findings suggest that learners may have acquired incomplete knowledge of
the construction while not yet able to produce the construction.

In a study on topic prominence in Japanese EFL students’ existential con-
structions, Sasaki (1987) designed two tasks to examine the effects of proficiency
level and elicitation on production of target-like constructions in a relatively free
writing task versus a controlled writing task. The two tasks analyzed the rela-
tionship between the subjects’ use of target structures and their knowledge of the
target-like structures. The purpose is to determine if learners simply do not know
the target structures, or if their knowledge has not yet become automatized; or if
they are able to use the structures if elicited under certain conditions. The
present study took Sasaki’s research model, attempting to control the linguistic
context and obligatory use of the ba-construction to maximally elicit learner’s
ba-construction. The participants were required to do a task that tests “automatic”
performance of the most frequently used ba-construction. They were also asked
to perform a second task that tests their usable knowledge. The intent was to ex-
amine if learners are able to produce the ba-construction under various condi-
tions.

1.1 Linguistic Features of the Ba-construction

The form of the ba-construction is Subject + Ba-NP + Verb + Complement,
where the object (ba-NP) precedes the verb and immediately follows the gram-
matical particle ba. The ba-construction has syntactic, semantic and pragmatic
constraints. Syntactically, the construction must have a post-verb complement to
specify the affectedness of the ba-NP caused by the verb. Semantically, the con-
straints include 1) the object is definite, understood by interlocutors in the con-
text, and 2) the verb has the intrinsic Aspectual properties of punctuality and te-
licity to convey the temporal structure of the verb. Pragmatically, the construc-
tion emphasizes the notion “what has happened to the ba-NP”. The notion is
conveyed through the post-verb complement, as illustrated in (1). Therefore, the
verbal complement in the ba-construction is usually required to elaborate the
effect of the verb on the ba-NP. The verb in the ba-construction can stand
alone only if it is preceded by some adverb (Li & Thompson, 1989), or is dis-
yllabic to satisfy the prosodic constraints (Feng, 2001).
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1. fih 3 i F % M oBE T
Ta BA car sellto his brother CRS?
He sold the car to his brother.

In an earlier study of the ba-construction, Li & Thompson (1981) suggested
that the obligatory use of the ba-construction depends on the prominence of two
conditions, a strong sense of disposability of the verb and the affectedness of the
ba-NP (the object in this study). Their criteria for the obligatory use of the
ba-construction seem to be general. In later studies, scholars (e.g., Liu, Pan &
Gu, 2001; Liu, 2003; Lii, 1994) proposed that if the verb has two post-verb NPs
(e.g., the object and the locative) and the object is not the topic of the sentence,
the ba-construction is syntactically obligatory. Sentence (1) meets the syntactic
obligatory criteria of the ba-construction. The ba-NP, che (car), is not the topic of
the sentence and the second post-verb NP, tadidi (his brother), is the comple-
ment to indicate to whom the ba-NP is sold. At the semantic level, the function
of the ba-construction focuses on the affectedness of the object. When the speak-
er wants to emphasize what the ba-NP undergoes as the result of the action in-
itiated by the agent, the use of the ba-construction is warranted.

The ba-construction presents a unique challenge for acquisition. First, the
word order of the ba-construction is non-canonical. Jespon (1989) stated that “the
basic word order of a language is the most frequent, least grammatically complex,
and least marked order of the verb and the accusative object in simple, declara-
tive sentences.” (p. 97) In terms of frequency, OV order constitutes only 10% or
less of simple declaratives in the modem standard Chinese texts that they inves-
tigated (Sun & Givon, 1985). In terms of markedness, the OV order of the
ba-construction places various constraints on the object and the verb complement.
VO order, however, is generally not under such constraints.

Second, the choice of the verb in the ba-construction is under semantic,
syntactic, and contextual constraints in the collocation of the ba-NP and the verb
complement. In a review of the ba-construction, Liu (2003) concluded that one of
the difficulties in the acquisition of the ba-construction is the collocation between
the verb and the ba-NP, as illustrated in (2). In (2), the verb die (fall) is intransi-
tive, and thus cannot take a ba-NP. In (3), although the collocation of the verb
fang and its ba-NP maozi is fine, the broader linguistic context requires the verb

2Adopted from Li & Thompson (1981), the sentence final /e is a marker for the “Currently Relevant State”. It
indicates that the “state of affairs has special current relevance with respect to some particular situation” (p.
240). This abbreviation is used throughout the paper.
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to be wang (to forget) or la (to misplace) rather than fang (to place).

Q* BER HLE- AR | EE FUEIE R B T.
Yesterday evening blow wind very severe, so BAad. fall down CRS.
It was very windy last night, therefore, the advertisement was blown away.

3)* W, LA E=FNm, LR BFHR £ H BILT.
Ahya, I this forgetful NOM, BAmy hat place at you there CRS.
I am such a messy/forgetful person, I left my hat at your place.

(Liu, 2003, p. 68)

Third, the verb complement frequently creates formal complexity and func-
tional specifications where the mapping between the form and function is not
transparent. Ellis (2002) posited six criteria in determining the level of difficulty
for acquisition: 1) formal complexity: the extent to which the structure involves
just a single or many elements, 2) functional complexity: the extent to which the
meanings realized by a structure are transparent, 3) reliability: the extent to
which the rule has exceptions, 4) scope: the extent to which the rule has a broad
or narrow coverage, 5) metalanguage: the extent to which the rule can be pro-
vided simply with minimum metalanguage, 6) L.1/L.2 contrast: a feature that
corresponds to an L1 feature is easier than a feature that does not (p. 28). The
verb complement of the ba construction appears to be at the difficult end of the
range across the criteria. A verb complement may be composed of several ele-
ments such as directional verb, a locative, a locative particle, another directional
verb, and a particle le as in “jin fangjian li laile, into the room” in (1), which
constitutes the formal complexity. The form and meaning of the verb comple-
ment are frequently not transparent, e.g., one meaning of the verb complement
can be conveyed by a few different forms. The locative particle /i in (5) is redun-
dant since its meaning is already presented in the phrase “into the river”. The
verb complement can be as short as one word, e.g., the grammatical particle le, or
as long as a series of elements. Last but not least, the structure of the verb com-
plement is absent in English (learners’ first language). It is no surprise that the
ba-sentences produced by CFL learners frequently miss the sentence-final direc-
tional verb such as /ai or qu in (4), misuse or miss the post-verb directional word
such as dao, jin, zai (4), omit the locative particle such as /i as in (5), misuse the
word order of the complement as in (6), or miss the temporal or perfective aspect
marker (4).
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@G>z £ K| B B 7 & EE. (Elem.12)
Anna BA Great Wall Nom picture mail at England
Anna is sending her pictures of the Great Wall to England.

G)*T A EE AR 7. (nterm.11, Adv.3, 29)
Workers BA small bread throw in/to river CRS

‘Workers are dumping small buns into the river.

) *TAN JER MW BE B BT #% T Xk7. (nterm7)
Workers BAbed from upstairs to downstairs move down come CRS.
Workers are moving the bed from upstairs to downstairs.

(Wen, 2008, p 66-67).

1.2 The Most Frequently Used Sub-type of the Ba-construction

Zhang (2001) analyzed the use of the ba-construction by Chinese NSs from
a written corpus. He collected all the ba-sentences (a total of 2160) which ran-
domly appeared in a widely read Chinese newspaper, People’s Daily, in the first
quarter of 1996. The study reveals that more than half of the ba-sentences from
the corpus convey the meaning of spatial displacement of an object under the
action of an external force. The verb complements used in such ba-sentences in-
clude the locative preposition and directional verbs. All’the ba-sentences can be
classified into two major categories. The first is to indicate a physical displace-
ment of the object. The structure requires a directional verb complement or a
locative preposition to specify the positional change of the ba-NP. The second is
to express the displacement of the ba-NP in a metaphorical sense. Zhang con-
cluded that what is emphasized in a typical ba-sentence is the process of spatial
displacement rather than the resultative verb complement, although the latter has
been generally considered to be the typical focus of the ba-construction.

Zhang’s corpus analysis of People's Daily may present a skewed picture due
to the use of only the newspaper genre. Cui, Y. (2003) used a large corpus created
by Beijing Language and Culture University to examine the production of the
ba-sentences by CFL learners. Cui examined the ba-fragments rather than com-
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plete sentences of the ba-construction, as illustrated by (7-9). The findings of the
study, with the production data of CFL learners, are consistent with the findings
of Zhang’s study. Among 3733 ba-phrases identified from the corpus, the most
frequently used verb is fang (to put, to lay, to place). The verb fang has three ar-
guments, the agent who initiates the action, the patient (the ba-NP) that is directly
affected by the action of the agent, and the locative that illustrates where the ob-
ject is spatially relocated. There are a total of 249 ba-clauses that use the verb
fang, among which 240 convey the meaning of spatial displacement of the ba-NP.
The complements of the 240 ba-fragments are composed primarily of locative
prepositional phrases or directional verb phrases as shown in (7-9).

(7) HERBEEERFELIL.
BA me place at seat NOM back
Put me on the back seat of the vehicle.

(8) FE—ERALMAIK S
BA one M. wood throw into water in.
Throw a piece of wood in the water.

) EREBET
BA sculpture lay down
Lay down the sculpture.
(Cui, Y., 2003, p. 203)

The studies of Zhang (2001), Cui, Y.(2003), and others (Cui, X. 1995; Liu,
Pan, & Gu, 2001; Qi, 1998) have shown that a typical and most frequently used
ba-construction conveys the meaning of spatial displacement of the ba-NP. Dif-
ferent from other studies, Y. Cui’s study analyzed the inter-language corpus of
CFL learners. The limitations of the study, however, include that only
ba-fragments rather than the complete ba-construction were examined, and the
contexts where the data were produced were missing. The elicitation methods
and informants’ information from the corpus that Cui used were not available.
The present study extends the research of Cui, Y. (2003) by examining complete
sentences of the ba-construction and by analyzing production of CFL leamners at
three proficiency levels. Specifically, the study focuses on the most frequently
used ba-construction with a displacement verb such as fang (to place, put, or
lay) and gua (to hang), and a prepositional phrase such as zai zhuozi shang (on
the table) or a directional phrase such as dao panzi li  (to the plate). The study
intends to maximally elicit ba-sentences to investigate the development of the
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ba-construction by learners across three proficiency levels.

The purpose of the study is twofold. First, it investigates the development of
the acquisition of the ba-construction by CFL learners across proficiency levels.
Second, it examines whether the participants can produce the target construction
if it is explicitly elicited. The two research questions are: 1. Do English-speaking
learners of Chinese at three proficiency levels differ significantly in their overall
production of the spatial displacement ba-construction? 2. Can learners use the
spatial displacement ba-construction if the ba-construction is explicitly elicited?
The second research question explores the level of learners’ usable knowledge of
the ba-construction.

2. Method

2.1 Participants

Ninety (90) English-speaking learners of Chinese enrolled in Chinese lan-
guage courses at a U.S. university participated in the study. Students from 9
classes (2, 3, and 4 classes at the elementary, intermediate and advanced levels
respectively) across three proficiency levels first filled a questionnaire on their
language and cultural backgrounds. This was done because language back-
grounds (Mandarin or Chinese dialects) may have an impact on the results of the
study. The questionnaire consisted of 10 items on ethnic background, first lan-
guage, parents’ first language, if they were somewhat bilingual with Chinese as
one of their languages, if they speak any Chinese dialects, university academic
level, the Chinese course they were taking, and years of Chinese language study
in high schools and/or community Chinese schools. Only the students who did
not have any Chinese language heritage backgrounds were recruited. Students
who were Chinese bilinguals or semi-bilinguals, e.g., being able to understand
but not speak Chinese, were excluded. Because there were insufficient partici-
pants at the intermediate and advanced levels who met the recruiting criteria, the
identical recruiting procedure continued in the following year.

Thirty students from the elementary, intermediate, and advanced levels re-
spectively participated in the study. Their proficiency level was based on the par-
ticipants’ instructional level and the instructors’ evaluations. At the time the data
were collected, the participants had completed approximately 145, 230, and 315
instructional hours at the elementary, intermediate, and advanced levels respec-
tively. All the participants, including the students at the elementary level, had
been taught the ba-construction in their curriculum. For example, the
ba-construction was first taught as a major grammar point at the beginning of the
second semester at the elementary level, and was practiced later in the curriculum.
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The ba-construction was again presented as a grammar point in the second-year
curriculum, and reappeared in the third-year texts. In addition to 90 CFL learners,
20 native speakers (NSs) also participated in the study. Their data were included
because the contexts requiring the ba-construction are frequently difficult to
identify; even NSs vary in their choices for a given context (Du, 2004; Wen,
2008). The data of the NSs as a whole provide objective measurements with
which the ba-production of NNSs may be compared.

2.2 Instruments

All the participants performed two tasks. The instrument of the first task was
based on a preliminary study on the acquisition of the ba-construction by Wen
(2008). It required participants to answer four questions based on two pictures
(See Appendix I). The first picture had one question (1. Mr. Zhang wanted to
offer friends cake. First, he cut the cake into small pieces. What is he doing now
after cutting the cake?) The second picture had three questions (2. Children are
tidying up their classroom now. What have Xiao hua and Xiao Peng done? 3.
What about Xiao Hong? 4. And Xiao Hu? ). In the first picture, a chef is placing
a piece of cake on a plate. In the second picture, a few children are arranging
things in a classroom. The participants were required to answer the questions
based on the pictures in written form. One reason to use pictures is that since the
ba-construction is often used in narratives (Liu, Pang & Gu, 2001; Liu & Wang,
2002), describing pictures is a natural use of the language and likely to elicit the
targeted construction. The directions for the task were as follows: “Please answer
the following questions in complete sentences based on the given pictures below.
You may write in character or pinyin. Words in the parentheses are provided for
your convenience.”

The second task was designed to determine whether the participants could
produce the ba-construction when elicitation was more explicit. Although all the
participants had received instruction on the ba-construction, they might not have
learned it. There were two items in the second task and both were grammar exer-
cises (See Appendix II). The first asked participants to fill a blank, with the direc-
tion “Please fill the blank by using a contextually relevant character in the sen-
tence below.” The second item directly elicited the ba-construction by asking
participants to use a ba-construction to describe the given picture. The direction
was “please use the ba-construction to describe what the boy in the picture is
doing”. According to Liu, Pan and Gu (2001), the ba-construction is syntactically
obligatory in both contexts.
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2.3 Procedure and Coding

The questionnaire was conducted at the beginning of the spring semester.
The language data were collected in a regular class period at the end of the spring
semester. Participants were asked to answer the questions based on the pictures.
They were asked to read the English instructions, and then do the task. They were
allowed to spend as much time on the task as needed. None of the participants
knew the intent of the researcher, and all were presented with the same task. The
second task was administered ten days after the first task. The data were collected
in two consecutive springs due to the small number of participants.

After the participants’ writing was collected, the clauses containing the
ba-construction were identified and rated as correct (both in form and meaning)
or incorrect by two NS researchers. Identification of the ba-construction was
based on a token count of the character ba in the sentence. An incorrect
ba-sentence may have more than one error in form; meaning, and function. For
example, (10) was rated as incorrect.

(10 *h 48 & W £ &7
TaBA cake put at plate.
He is putting the cake on the plate.

3. Results

3.1 TaskI

The participants at three proficiency levels wrote a total of 330 clauses with
an average of 3.67 clauses per participant in response to the 4 questions based on
2 pictures. The average number of clauses was fewer than the number of ques-
tions because some participants did not answer all the questions. The participants
at the elementary, intermediate and advanced levels produced 17, 24, and 47
ba-clauses respectively. The percentage of ba-constructions produced by the par-
ticipants was 15.3% at the elementary, 21.8% at the intermediate and 43.1% at
the advanced level. NSs produced a total of 77 clauses, among which 72 (93.5%)
were ba-clauses.



Acquisition of the Displacement Ba-construction &3

Table 1. Descriptive info. on the production of Task I

Level Subjects Total Total % of % of
BA clauses BA Accuracy
Elem. 30 17 111 15.3% 41.2%
Interm. 30 24 110 21.8% 45.8%
Adv. 30 47 109 43.1% 63.8%
NSs 20 72 77 93.5% 97.2%

Table 1 shows that both the frequency and accuracy of using the spatial dis-
placement ba-construction increase steadily with the proficiency level. Partici-
pants at the elementary level achieved 41.2% accuracy, and those at the interme-
diate and advanced levels achieved 45.8% and 63.8% accuracy respectively. To
address the first research question (Do English-speaking learners of Chinese at
three proficiency levels differ significantly in their overall production of the spa-
tial displacement ba-construction?), chi-square analysis based on the production
frequency of the ba-construction was used, and the results demonstrated that the
differences across proficiency levels were significant (Chi2 =68.66,df=4,p
=.000).

The non ba-clauses produced by participants can be grammatically correct
(11) but unacceptable in the discourse, because there were no contextual connec-
tions between the questions and the answers. Some participants produced
clauses such as (11), describing the picture rather than addressing the question
based on the picture.

9

(). MATEEHBHE, HHELEPLE, MELER. (NS #)

They are arranging the classroom. Some are tidying the bookshelf. He is hanging
the picture.

All the participants produced 160 spatial displacement ba-clauses, which
can be classified into four types based on the meaning and the structure:
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Type L. Subj. + ba-NP + V. + Prep./Directional word + Locative + Locative
particle’.

Type II. Subj. + ba-NP + V. + Prep. + Locative.

Type II. Subj. + ba-NP + Prep. + Locative + V.

Type IV. Others

The first type has the correct form. Type II and Type 1II are error forms of
Type I with missing locative particles and errors in word order respectively. Type
IV includes the clauses that do not belong to the first three types. Clauses in Type
IV may be correct or erroneous. Table 2 presents the frequency and the percen-
tage of the four types of clauses. As anticipated, the percentages of the correct
ba-construction increase and incorrect ba-construction decrease as the level of the
participants progresses.

Table 2. Frequency and percentage of four types of ba-clauses

Lev Type Type Type Type
el I % II % I % v %
Ele 6 7 2 2
m. 35.3% 41.2% 11.8% 11.8%
In- 10 8 4 2
ter 41.7% 29.2% 16.7% 12.5%
m.

Ad 29 15 1 2
V. 61.7% 31.9% 2.1% 4.3%
NS 71 1 0 0
$ 98.6% 1.4% :

Type L. Subj. + ba-NP + V. + Prep./Dir. word + Locative + Locative particle

Type I ba-clauses exhibit five variations on the post-verb complement that
specify how the ba-NP is displaced. As Table 3 shows, learners are able to pro-
duce more forms as their proficiency levels increase. Participants at the elemen-
tary level produced only one form, zai locative shang where zai is a preposition
and shang is a locative particle required by the structure, as in (12). Participants

3 Alocative particle follows a locative, i.e., a place word, in order to specify a spatial relationship to the place
word.
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at the intermediate level added one more form (13) although its frequency is low.
Participants at the advanced level added still one more form (14). NSs pro-
duced four forms including V. dao/hui PL shang that was not produced by NNSs,

as (15) shows.

Table 3. Frequency and percentage of four variations of Type I ba-clauses

Le 1. V. 2. 3. V. 4, V. 5.
ve zai PL V.dao/jin/ zai dao/hui oth-
1 shang {u panzi panzi li PL ers

(V. on ! (V. on shang

PL) (V. plate)

. (V.
to/into/in
to/return
plate) PL)
El 6 0 0 0
e 100%
m.
In 8 2 0 0
ter 80.0% 20.0%
m
A 23 2 2 0 2
dv 79.3% 6.9% 6.9% 6.9
%
N 25 8 5 33
Ss 35.2% 11.3% 7.0% 46.5%
(12) 7 %4 IEFE EERE BIE #&F L. By all, Variation 1)

Zhang Mr.
Mr. Zhang is putting the cake on the plate.

(13) i £ € FEE
He Prg. BA cake

‘ Prg.

BAcake puton plate on

i F#TFHE. (By all but Elem. level. Variation 2)

put to

plate in

He is putting the cake on the plate.

(14) fh7EIm BE M & £ FE.(ByAdvanced and NSs only, Variation 3)
put on plate in
He is putting the cake on the plate.

He

Prg. BA cake
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(15 X BWiMME E B P BE $3 b, (NSsonly, Variation 4)
This two M. Children Prg. BA book put back bookshelf on.
These two children are putting the books on the bookshelf.

Sentences (12)-(14) were produced to answer the same question based on
Picture One. Variations appeared in two elements of the complement. One is the
word immediately after the verb, which can be a preposition zai (in Variations 1
and 3) or a directional verbal complement dao / jin / ru (in Variations 2 and 4).
Another is the locative particle shang (on) or i (in), which is grammatically ob-
ligatory. NNSs obviously had a preference for Variation 1: V. zai locative shang
(with a frequency of 86.4%). Although NSs produced all the variations, the one
with the highest frequency is the directional verbal complement dao/hui
(to/return). The data (Table 3) suggest that NNSs, especially at the elementary
level, focused on the locative itself and took it as one unit that is composed of a
prepositional phrase ( zai Place shang); whereas NSs focused on the direction of
the verb that causes the ba-NP to be displaced. They used varied words to convey
directions such as dao (to), jin (in/enter), ru (into/enter), and hui (return/back) to
express how the ba-NP is relocated.

Type I1. Subj. + ba-NP + V. + Prep. + Locative.

Missing a locative particle, as (16) and (17) demonstrate, is a common error
made by participants across all levels. A complement of the displacement
ba-construction is often composed of several elements including a locative par-
ticle, although the meaning of the locative particle may already be embedded in
other parts of the complement. Therefore, missing the locative particle does not
seriously hinder comprehension. It is, however, grammatically required in the
modern Chinese language.

The percentages of missing the locative particle are 41.2%, 29.2%, and
31.9% at the elementary, intermediate, and the advanced levels respectively. The
results are consistent with previous studies (Cui, 2003; Wen, 2008) that have
shown that the frequency of missing a component of the complement at the
post-locative position is relatively high across proficiency levels. Table 4 shows
the frequency and the percentage of the absence of the locative particles pro-
duced by participants across all levels.
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Table 4. Frequency and percentage of missing the locative particle

Lev Panzi Shujia Qiang Zhuozi (ta-
el (plate) (book- (wall) ble)
shelf)
Ele 3 4 2 1
m. 30% 40% 20% 10%
In- 4 6 3 0
ter 23.1% 46.2% 23.1% 0%
m.
Ad 3 7 4 1
V. 20.0% 46.7% 26.7% 6.7%
NS 1 0 0 0
s 100%

A closer examination of the absence of the locative particle reveals two
points. First, the frequency effect may play a role. The phrase “fangzai zhuozi
shang” appeared earlier in the first year Chinese curriculum and was likely to
occur more frequently in the input than the phrase “fangzai panzi /shujia shang”.
The participants may have had more opportunities to use the former than the lat-
ter. Second, there is a connection between the place word and the missing of
the locative particle. When a place word does not offer multiple perceptual pos-
sibilities, such as zhuozi (table), learners missed the locative particle least fre-
quently. When a place word offers different perceptual possibilities such as shujia
(bookshelf) or panzi (plate), learners missed the locative particle most frequently.
It is easy to perceive that an object is put ON the table (ba hua fangzai zhuozi
shang). It is, however, not so obvious whether to choose the word “in” or “on”
when putting a piece of cake on a plate (both are grammatical in Chinese) or
putting books on or in the shelf (both are again grammatical in Chinese). Most
participants either used one form (shang) as in Type I or omitted it as in Type II.
Furthermore, the requirement for the locative particle is rather language specific.
Indeed, (16) and (17) are fine in English but not in Chinese.

(16) *3k 564 £OER M E #T. (egelem.#3)
Zhang Mr. BAcake puton plate
Mr. Zhang puts the cake on the plate.
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(17) */hZE i M fE PZE. (e.g Elem. #4)
Xiao Li BA books put on bookshelf.
Xiao Li puts the book on the bookshelf.

Type I1. Subj. + ba-NP + Prep. + Locative + V.

Participants at three proficiency levels produced 7 Type III clauses and the
NSs did not produce any, as shown in Table 2. Although the frequency of Type III
clauses is not high, their presence should be addressed.

Sentences (18-19) actually present a typical word order of SVO where the
locative usually follows the subject and precedes the verb to specify where the
action takes place. The misplacement of the locative suggests that learners
over-generalize the old form (the locative precedes the verb in the SVO order) to
the new function of the ba-construction. It also indicates that learners might not
have conceptualized the core function of the ba-construction (i.e., the construc-
tion emphasizes the notion “what has happened to the ba-NP”, which is conveyed
through the post-verb complement), despite the fact that they can produce
ba-clauses that do have OV order.

Functionally, the ba-construction emphasizes the effect of the verb on the
ba-NP. The effect is specified through the complement. If the complement is in-
complete or positioned incorrectly as in (16-19), it defeats the purpose of using
the ba-construction. The incomplete complements as presented in Type II and
locative misplacement in Type III suggest that learners are in the process of con-
ceptualizing the function of the ba-construction to acquire the correct form and
the meaning.

(18) *5k4e e (EFEIE (R EfE () 7 2 . (Interm. 7. Adw.
26) s
Zhang Mr. Prg. BA (that piece) cake (on) plate inside put

Mr. Zhang is putting (that piece of) cake on the plate.

(19) */NEFUNRIBPERLN, HEREFESE. (Elem.6, 14)
Xiao Li &Xiaohu BA book on bookshelf put, Xiaowang BA photo on wall
hang

Xiao Li & Xiaohu are putting books on the bookshelf and Xiaowang is
hanging the photos on the wall.
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"There is an alternative interpretation for the Type III error. Learners
missed a directional adverbial wang-locative and misused a locative preposi-
tion zai; or they conflated the preposition zai with wang. In that case, the
verb can be indeed sentence final.*

3.2 TaskII

On Item 1, filling the blank (Appendix II) , 17 (56.7%) participants at the
elementary level, 19 (63.3%) participants at the intermediate, and 22 (73.3%)
participants at the advanced level filled the blank correctly with the grammatical
particle ba, as shown in (20).

(20) /NE X HEE B IRE R “RE OB X
%  F|F[E.” Xiao Wang to post office NOM clerk say I want BA these book

mail to China :
Xiao Wang said to the post office clerk: “I want to mail these books to China.”

On Item 2, using the ba-construction to describe the picture, 27 (90%) par-
ticipants at the elementary level, 29 (96.7%) participants at the intermediate, and
30 (100%) participants at the advanced level produced the ba-sentence. Partici-
pants made errors mostly on the complement, similar to the errors that appeared
in Task I such as (16-19). Table 5 presents the frequency and percentage of the
Task II performance.

Table 5. Frequency and percentage of Task II performance

Lev Item 1: Fill BA » Item 2: Use BA Item 2 Accuracy
el

Ele 17 27 12

m. 56.7% 90% 40%

In- 19 29 19

ter 63.3% 96.7% 63.3%

4 Feng (2001) proposed that the presence of the adverbial phrase, such as wang an shang ‘to
the bank", can save the bare verb in the ba-construction: nimen yinygai [ba chuan] cong shuili wang an-
shang fa. "You should pull the boat from the water to the bank.”
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m. .

Ad 22 30 - 24
V. 73.3% 100% - 80%
NS 20 , 20 -, ’

s 100% 100%-

As Table 5 shows, the frequency of using the ba-construction on Item 2 is
higher than that of Item 1. Two reasons may éxplain the difference. First, elicita-
tion in the former is less direct than the latter. Second, the sentence in Item1 uses
the directional verbal complement dao (to/ toWafd) to indicate how and where
the ba-NP is displaced whereas in Item 2, the preposition zai is likely to be used.
We recall from the results of Task I that NNS participants produced only a few
ba-clauses with the directional verbal complement. Instead they preferred to use
zai with a locative, as shown in Table 3.

To address the second tesearch question, “Can learners use the spatial dis-
placement ba-construction if the construction is directly elicited?” the results
showed that participants were able to use the ba-construction when required.
They may have developed a certain level of explicit knowledge of the
ba-construction that is accessible and usable when directly requested. These
results contrast with their performance in Task I, where the percentages were
much lower when the ba-construction was not directly elicited.

4. Discussion

4.1 Favored Sub-types of the Ba-construction

The present study investigates the acquisition of the spatial displacement,
ba-construction, the most frequently used sub-type of ba-construction. The results
have shown that learners across three levels predominantly produced one form: S.
ba-NP V. zai locative (shang), as examples (12, 16-17) and tables 3 and 4 demon-
strate. Learners at the intermediate and advanced levels produced more varied
forms, although these forms made up a small percentage of their total production.
These forms reveal their perceptions on how the ba-NP is handled and displaced,
which reflects their conceptualization of the function of the ba-construction.

Three reasons may account for why one form was significantly preferred by
the NNS participants. The first may be the different perception of the semantic
organization of the spatial displacement of the ba-NP. Bowerman (1989) demon-
strates cross-linguistic differences in perceptions and semantic organizations with
spatial relationships. She proposes that languages use different criteria for classi-
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fying referents and “structuring the categories of meanings to which words,
grammatical morphemes, or construction patterns are linked” (p. 143). The task
of learning spatial relationships of the displacement ba-construction, therefore,
includes reorganizing perceptual and conceptual structures. For instance, NSs of
Chinese regard the proposition “to put the cake on the plate” as having a few
subtly different meanings based on different emphasis. If the focus is on the loca-
tive, the expression is similar to that of English as in “put the cake on the
plate”(ba dangao fang zai panzi shang). If the focus is on the direction of the
action toward the object, the directional verbal complement is used as in “put the
cake TO / INTO the plate” (ba dangao fang dao/jin/ru panzi li). The latter is
more frequently used by NSs as the data have shown. Similarly, the proposition
of “to put the book on the shelf” in Chinese can be expressed the same as in Eng-
lish (ba shu fang zai shujia shang), or frequently, different: “put the book to /
back to on the shelf” (ba shu fang dao /hui shujia shang). In Chinese, the direc-
tion of the verb is an important feature, and thus a directional verbal complement
serves the purpose. In contrast, it may be that the NNS participants focused their
perception on the locative, and used the formulaic expression zai locative( shang)
when conveying spatial relationships.

Second, the perception and conceptualization of the form-meaning mapping
seem to influence the use of the locative particle. Learners across three profi-
ciency levels missed locative particles as demonstrated in Type II clauses (Table
4). Their omission seems to be selective for those that do not provide a clear
form-meaning connection. The locative particle shang in “put the flower on the
table” was missed least but that in “put books on the bookshelf” was missed most
(Table 4). The spatial configuration of “on the table” may be perceptually more
unambiguous than the spatial configuration of “on the bookshelf”. A bookshelf
can contain books inside it or hold books on its surface. Similarly, a plate can
hold a piece of cake on its surface (fang zai panzi shang) or contain it (fang jin
panzi li). The choice of the locative particle depends on speakers’ emphasis, and
their perception, which may be affected by the Chinese language.

Third, even if learners are able to perceive the spatial relationships of the
displacement ba-construction in a native-like manner, to produce the form is still
an arduous task. The complement of the displacement ba-construction is fre-
quently composed of a few elements with a directional verbal complement (e.g.,
dao/jin/ru) preceding a locative, and a locative particle (shang/li) following the
place word. Such a componential structure at the post-verb position presents
language-specific features and requires collocation “linking rules” (Pinker,1989)
that correlate grammatical categories, semantic properties, and pragmatic func-
tions among the subject, the ba-NP, the verb, and the complement. Furthermore,
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form-meaning connections presented in the verb complement can be redundant
and thus, not very transparent. The meaning of the locative particle is already
implied in the other parts of the complement, yet the form is grammatically re-
quired. In addition, certain elements in the verb complement are optional and
NSs omit them for pragmatic purposes in discourse (Wen, 2008). Finally, the
form can have different variations that reflect subtle emphasis in meaning and
function, as Table 3 shows. In a comprehensive review of the studies of grammar
acquisition, DeKeyser (2005) points out that redundancy and optionality of the
form-meaning relationship create a lack of transparency that causes difficulty in
learning. Consequently, learners acquire one form first. This form has certain
correspondences to their first language, a more transparent form-meaning map-
ping of spatial relationships, and has a high frequency of occurrence in input.

4.2 Low production of the ba-construction

The low production of the ba-construction on Task I suggests that partici-
pants either chose not to use the ba-construction, or the use of the ba-construction
did not occur to them. After finishing the data collection, the researcher indivi-
dually interviewed several students who did not use the ba-construction in order
to find out if they were aware of the ba-construction.” One constant element in
their replies was that they were aware of the construction but regarded it to be
“troublesome and complicated to use because of the conversion of the word order
(from VO to OV)”. They considered the use of the ba-construction as a syntactic
alternative, with a more complicated OV order.

Bialystok (1988) posits that L2 learners in a formal instructional setting
possess “analyzed and non-automatic” competence. She further states that: “an
individual’s retrieval procedures vary according to the demands of the situation,
the information required, and the fluency or automaticity of the individual’s con-
trol over the information” (p. 36). The results of the present study seem to sug-
gest that some participants’ knowledge of the ba construction may not have been
analyzed or internalized yet, especially learners at the lower proficiency levels.
Furthermore, automaticity varies depending on how “basic” the target construc-
tion or structure is, as the data have shown in this study.

English-speaking learners of Chinese start to produce a “basic” spatial dis-
placement ba-construction by the end of the elementary proficiency level. As
their proficiency level increases, learners begin to add more varied forms. Learn-
ers later develop a correct usage of the prepositional complement. More na-
tive-like variations of the verb complement emphasizing the direction of the verb

5 The researcher asked students these questions: "Are you aware of the ba-construction?” “If you are, why
didn't you use it?"
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such as dao/jin/hui locative li appear only at the advanced level. The most fre-
quently produced form (S. ba-NP V. zai locative shang ) presents concrete
one-to-one form-meaning associations. The contrasts between the performance of
Task I and Task II suggest that learners may have developed a certain level of
knowledge of the ba-construction that is usable when elicitation is direct. There
are significant differences, however, between using the ba-construction when
explicitly told to use it and the ability to automatically produce the construction
with correct form and meaning, and in an appropriate context.

4.3 Limitations of the Study

Although the present study recruited 90 CFL students, the data collected
were small in size. The number of test items in each task was not large. In addi-
tion, participants may have just started the process and not acquired the
ba-construction yet. Consequently, they were not able to produce the
ba-construction in all the given contexts. The low production number of the
ba-construction limits a robust generalization of the results. Although learners
were able to produce the ba-construction when explicitly required as demon-
strated in Table 5, interpretations of the results should be taken with caution be-
cause of the small number of ba-sentences produced and the unnatural conditions
used. Another limitation of this study is that the ba-sentences elicited are con-
fined to the displacement ba-construction. Although there were reasons why this
type of ba-construction was investigated, it sets a relatively narrow scope for the
study on the ba-construction. The ba-construction is an important Chinese con-
struction with unique syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic constraints. Further stu-
dies are needed to investigate the acquisition of the ba-construction, especially in
relation to the verb complement.

5. Implications ’

Based on the findings of the study, three instructional implications are dis-
cussed below.

First, the acquisition of the ba-construction requires a lengthy process. The
results of this study have shown that the participants have exhibited a slow yet
steady progress towards the correct usage of the target language. Their first ba
production involves the use of a formulaic expression of the prepositional phrase:
zai + locative + shang. The verb complement in the ba-construction is acquired
on the basis of mapping the meaning of spatial relationships to a simple form at
the beginning level and more varied forms at the more advanced level. Instruc-
tion on the ba construction, therefore, should start with verbal complements that
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represent clear and concrete one-to-one form-meaning associations. For instance,
instruction may include realistic communicative requests .as input for students to
comprehend and to perform, e.g., FEARKIF X FHEH K (Take your book out.).
BRI R P RIESEF L (Put your book on the table). IERHIZFEED L
(Write your name on the book). 33T FF, #IZE| X JT(Open your book and turn
to page X). EFBEHRK (Close your book). HFHEHEE (Put your book
into your backpack). Topics for such activities are many. They may include sports
(IEERf% / Btk / &2 / BMbFR)LZE. Pass the ball over here / over there /
over there close to him), or in real situations when the instructor distributes or
collects the homework / tests (FB1EMY / R B/A VR S/ 45 R G AR R
%, Pass the homework / test to me/ to your partner/ to the person behind you).
‘While doing these activities, students may notice that the ba-NP is the focus and
its status or location is changing because of the action exerted on it. Furthermore,
the action has to be completed and resultative.

Second, the most frequent error made by participants is on the verb com-
plement as in (16-19). A good mastery of the verb complement lays a foundation
for the acquisition of the ba-construction. To combine the topic-prominent con-
struction with the verb complement can be an effective way to learn the verb
complement, and subsequently, the ba-construction. The instruction may start
with the topic-comment structure to describe “what has happened to the NP”
such as:

Q. B WM # #H{FLET.
Cake put at plate on CRS
The cake is on the plate.

@.# M B BE Lk T.
Book put back bookshelf on CRS
The books are back on the bookshelf.
(3. BRr & B ¥ L T.
Photo hang to wall on CRS
The photo has been hung on the wall.

H. Br #HF B RKH £7.
Photos all mail to England go CRS
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Photos were all mailed to England.

As a second step, the ba-construction is introduced to describe the con-
cept “who has done what to the NP”, such as ZFERE HEH/TLET
(Mr. Wang placed the cake on the plate.); /NEIEFHEHEE F T (Xiaohu
put the book back on the bookshelf.). 2218 2 4th i) B8 Fr 25 FZE[E 2= 7 (Andy
mailed his photos to England). To teach the ba-construction in a sequence
from simpler to more complex and from a shorter to a longer sentence fits the
learning process.

Third, the fact that students are able to use the form and produce
ba-sentences as they did in Task II (grammar exercises) does not mean they
have “acquired” the ba-construction. They may not be able to produce the
construction when the elicitation is not direct as in Task I. This has instruc-
tional implications, i.e., it is necessary for learners to perform different tasks
in order to achieve linguistic automaticity. Since the major difficulties en-
countered by students are related to form, various exercises and activities
focusing on the form (especially the form of the verb complement) and based
on meaning are highly recommended.

REFERENCES

Bialystok, E. (1988). Psycholinguistic dimensions of second language proficien-
cy, in W. Rutherford & M. Sharwood Smith (Eds.), Grammar and Second
Language Teaching: A Book of Readings (pp. 31-50). New York: Newbury
House Publishers.

Bialystok, E. (1991). Achieving proficiency in a second language: a processing
description in R., Phillipson, E. Kellerman, L. Selinker, M. Sharwood Smith,
and M. Swain (Eds.), Foreign/Second Langaue Pedagogy Research. Cle-
vedon, Avon: Multilingual Matters.

Bowerman, M. (1989). Learning a semantic system: what role do cognitive pre-
dispositions play? In M. Rice and R. Schiefelbusch (Eds.), The Teachabil-
ity of Language (pp. 133-171). Baltimore, MD: Brookes Publishing Com-
pany. ,

Bowerman, M. and Choi, S. (2001). Shaping meanings for language: Universal
and language specific in the acquisition of spatial semantic categories. In M.
Bowerman and S.C. Levinson (Eds.), Language Acquisition and Concep-
tual Development (pp. 475-511). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cui X. (1995). Some syntactic and semantic puzzles concerning the



96 Xiaohong Wen

ba-construction. Chinese Teaching in the World, 33 (3), 12-21.

Cui, Y. (2003). An analysis of “ba-fang-construction” in Chinese as a second
language. Chinese Language Learning, 133 (1), 50-55.

DeKeyser, R.(2005). What makes second-language grammar difficult? A review
of issues. Language Learning 55, Supplement 1, 1-25.

Du, H. (2004). The Acquisition of the Chinese Ba-construction by Adult Second

Language Learners. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Ari-

Zona.

Ellis, R. (2002). The place of grammar instruction in the second/foreign language
curriculum, In E. Hinkel & S. Fotos (Eds.), New Perspectives on Grammar
Teaching in Second Language Classrooms (pp.17-34). New Jersey: Law-
rence Erlbaum Associates.

Feng, S. (2001). Prosodically constrained bare-verb in BA constructions.

Journal of Chinese Linguistics, 29 (2), 243-280.

Fotos, S. (1993). Consciousness raising and noticing through focus on form:
Grammar task performance versus formal instruction. Applied Linguistics,
14, 385-407.

Jespon, J. (1989). The ontogenesis of basic word order. General Linguistics, 29
(2),97-111.

Jin, H. (1992). Pragmaticization and the L2 acquisition of Chinese Ba construc-
tions. Journal of Chinese Language Teachers Association, 18 (3), 33-52.

Li, C. & Thompson, S. (1981). Mandarin Chinese: A Functional Reference
Grammar. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Liu, S. & Wang, Y. (2003). Analysis on the contexts in exercises designed for
Ba-structure. Chinese Language Learning, 4, 59-66.

Liu, S. (2003). Ba-Structure: Difficulty in learning and learners’ avoidance strat-
egy when using it. Language Teaching and Linguistic Studies, 2, 64-71.

Liu, S., Qian, X., & Wang, Y. (2002). Communicative strategies and oral as-
sessments. Chinese Teaching in the World, 2, 93-102.

Liu, Y., Pang, W., & Gu, W. (2001) Practical Modern Chinese Grammar. The
Commercial Press.

Lii, W. (1994). Semantic categories of the ba-construction. Chinese Language
Learning, 4. ,

Pienemann, M. (1998). Language Processing and Second Language Develop-
ment: Processability Theory. Amsterdam: Benjamins.

Pinker, S. (1989). Resolving a leamability paradox in the acquisition of the verb
lexicon. In M. Rice & R. Schiefelbusch (Eds. ), The Teachability of Lan-
guage (pp.13-62). Baltimore, MD: Brookes Publishing Company.



Acquisition of the Displacement Ba-construction 97

Qi, H. (1998). Studies on the Spatial Relationship in Modern Chinese. Xue Lin
Press.

Sasaki, M. (1987). Topic prominence in Japanese EFL students' existential con-
sturctions." Language Learning, 40 (3), 337-368.

Schmidt, R. (1990). The role of consciousness in second language learning. Ap-
plied Linguistics, 11, 274-282.

Schmidt, R. (1993). Awareness and second language acquisition. Annual Re-
view of Applied Linguistics, 13, 206-226.

Sun, C. & Givon, T. (1985). On the so-called SOV word order in Mandarin Chi-
nese: A quantified text study and its implications. Language, 61 (2),
329-351.

Wen, X. (2006). Acquisition sequence o f three constructions: An analysis of
the interlanguage of learners of Chinese as a foreign language. Journal of
Chinese Language Teachers Association, 41 (3), 89-113.

Wen, X. (2008). Studies of Chinese Language Acquisition by English-Speakers:
From Theories to Practice. Peking University Press.

Yu, W. (2000). Report of an investigation of CSL learner’s using of the
Ba-construction. Chinese Language Learning, 5, 49-54.

Zhang, W. (2001). The displacement schema of the ba-sentence. Language
Teaching and Linguistic Studies, 3, 1-10.

APPENDIX I

Directions: Please answer the following questions in complete sentences
based on the given situations and the pictures. You may write in character or pi-
nyin. Words in the parentheses are provided for your convenience.

(The questions were originally written in Chinese. They were translated for

readers’ convenience.) ’

1. Mr. Zhang wanted to offer friends cake. First, he cut the cake into small
pieces. What is he doing now after cutting the cake?

2. Children are tidying up their classroom now. What have Xiao hua and
Xiao Peng done? What about Xiao Hong? And Xiao Hu?

1. KEEBEMRGCER. hERIER. ERUFLUE, KELHR
TEIEATARE?
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2. BEFIEEBEHE. NMFANIEEBATAT? /NIR? NE
E? ($Z8bookshelf, Ftohang, [ Hpictures, HEwall)

NEFUNE
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APPENDIX II

1. Please fill the blank by using a contextually relevant character in the
sentence below.

NEXTHRRRIRS Rk “BRE __ REPFIFE. "

2. Please use the ba-construction to describe what the boy in the picture is
doing.






