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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the 

relation between the teaching of Chinese syntax and the 

acquisition process by adult learners based on 

multitheoretical and multimethodological approaches. 

Through a brief review of the features of Chinese syntax 

and a comparative study of three different syntactic analytic 

systems, a Chinese linguistic background is provided. A 

further study of pedagogical Chinese syntax was conducted by 

investigating the teaching materials and methods introduced in 

three commonly used Chinese textbooks. 

Based on the Chinese linguistic and pedagogical 

background, the surveys were designed to probe the learners' 

acquisition process of Chinese syntax. The studies involved 

a total of 73 subjects who are native English speakers 

learning Chinese at different universities. It has been found 

that: 1) adult learners' acquisition order and rate are 

closely related to their cognitive skills; 2) the scope of 

acquisition in adults is subject to time limitations; 3) 

analysis & analogy are the main methods used by adult learners 

in the acquisition of syntax; 4) the learning environment & 

the knowledge of the target syntax by adult learners are not 

required to be situationally linked; 5) the process of 
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syntactic transfer is incomplete among adult learners due to 

the lack of target language input; 6) the general failure rate 

in L2 acquisition partially associates with the lack of the 

fully functional innate language faculty; 7) the adult 

learners' common mistakes in syntactic acquisition process are 

predictable due to syntactic transfer and the influences from 

Ll; 8) different teaching methods result in different 

strengths in students; 9) there is a gap between grammatical 

competence & communicative competence in the adult learners' 

acquisition process. 

According to those features, I proposed nine pedagogical 

principles for the Chinese syntax teaching, and a case study 

of teaching Chinese structures with three post-verbal 

complements was conducted in order to have a field-test. 

The discussion in this dissertation has partially 

confirmed the claim made by psycho-linguistic researchers that 

learning a second language is a complex process. There is a 

hierarchical order in acquiring language competence, and the 

acquisition of hierarchically ordered skills requires 

integrated approaches. 
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The Chinese language, like other languages around the 

world, is rule-governed behavior. Someone who knows Chinese 

must have the knowledge of syntactic rules which is 

demonstrated by his competence and performance. In other 

words, Chinese syntax is the network of sentence structural 

rules by which a Chinese speaker can combine words to form 

longer units of meaning accurately and systematically. 

However, there are two basic ways to acquire the syntactic 

rules: one way is the intuitive acquisition processes --

where learners do so without being given rules and without 

having consciously analyzed what they are doing, such as first 

language acquisition by children; the other way is the 

conscious learning processes --- where learners follow given 

rules devised by language teachers and linguists, such as 

occurs in second language learning by adults. One of the 

fundamental problems in the area of teaching Chinese as a 

second language is to discover the differences between these 

two types of syntactic acquisition processes. It is the 

intention of this dissertation to investigate how Chinese 

syntactic rules are acquired by adult learners, and how they 

might best be taught based on the investigation and analyses 
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of students' learning processes. This dissertation will 

integrate different approaches in syntactic analyses and 

syntactic teaching, especially those related to teaching 

Chinese to English speaking adults, and work towards a 

framework of Chinese pedagogical syntax. In doing so, the 

discussion will focus on the syntactic acquisition process by 

adult learners in terms of acquisition features, the 

influences from the native language, and different teaching 

methods and learning strategies. 

1.1 A Truly Foreign Syntactic System for English Speakers 

According to the Modern Language Association (MLA) 

statistics (Brod, 1988), the enrollment growth rate of Chinese 

language class is one of the highest in the U.8. in recent 

years at the college level (with a 29 percent growth between 

1983 and 1986), and more than likely this rate will continue 

to increase in the future. However, Chinese language is still 

one of the less commonly taught languages (LCTLs) in the U. 8. , 

and enrollments in all of the LCTLs only constitute 

approximately 5-8 percent of the total foreign language 

enrollments in colleges and universities. 

The above figures show that college students in the U. 8. , 

on the one hand, are getting more and more interested in 

Chinese language for political, economic and cultural reasons. 
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On the other hand, most students do not want to take Chinese 

because it is not only one of the LCTLs, but also a truly 

foreign language for native English speakers. Based on the 

degree of learning difficulty, the Foreign Service Institute 

and the Defense Language Institute have divided various 

foreign languages into four categories (with 1 being the least 

difficult to 4 being the most difficult). Chinese is ranked 

in category 4. This classification indicates that Chinese is 

much harder for native English speakers to learn when compared 

with the other foreign languages from category 1 to category 

3 (Category I, the easiest, includes French, German, and 

Spanish; category 2, Greek, Hindi, Bulgarian; and category 3 

Hebrew, Russian, Turkish). In order to reach an adequate 

level of proficiency, as determined by standardized 

proficiency tests, students studying Chinese require 175 

percent more ti~e than those studying languages in category 1 

(Walton, 1992). 

Why does Chinese take so much time for English speakers 

to learn? There are at least three reasons: 1) Chinese 

characters --- a non-alphabetic writing system; 2) different 

linguistic code, such as the syntactic system; 3) different 

pragmatic usage of sentences in real life situations. 

Clearly, Chinese syntax plays an important role in the 

teaching and learning of Chinese as a second language, and is 

one of the main reasons for the source of learning 
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difficulties. As a truly foreign syntactic system to English 

speakers, its features have been presented in the ways listed 

below: First, the sentence structures have been either 

presented in the tonal alphabet system (such as pinyin), or in 

the Chinese writing system (characters), both of which are 

entirely alien to English speakers. In addition, the written 

forms are not related to spoken Chinese according to the 

learner's viewpoint when he or she compares Chinese with his 

or her native language. Second, the system is different from 

English not just in the sentence structures, but also in 

conceptual schemes. Third, the usage of sentences for 

interpersonal and intercultural communication is different 

from the usage in English. For most English speakers, the 

differences between the Chinese syntactic system and the 

English one is much greater than the differences among the 

Indo-European languages. In other words, English speaking 

learners are more prepared to acquire a syntactic system of 

another Indo-European language than Chinese, since they are 

already members of an Indo-European culture and language and 

have already been equipped with the framework of English 

syntactic system which can serve as a universal grammar when 

they are learning another Indo-European language. The Chinese 

syntactic system, however, is quite different from that of 

English. There is little in common between two systems 

carried over from the learner's knowledge and experience of 
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his native language. When he or she starts to learn Chinese, 

he or she lacks a great deal of background. Therefore, it is 

expected that the teaching and learning strategies for Chinese 

syntax should be different from that used for the teaching of 

Indo-European languages. 

In order to ease adult learners' difficulties in learning 

Chinese syntax and speed up the whole learning process, it is 

important to find out what the influences from a learner's 

syntactic knowledge of his first language are; how to describe 

the Chinese syntactic system to English speakers; and how the 

system is acquired, and what the best strategies for teaching 

and learning are. 

1.2 The Place of Teaching Syntax in L2 Acquisition 

For nearly ten years in the past, the major argument in 

the field of teaching Chinese as a second language has been 

over lithe proficiency movement". As a reaction to the 

emphasis on language proficiency, the place of syntax in 

language instruction has been questioned or ignored. 

Historically, the common practice in the field of foreign 

language teaching had placed an almost exclusive emphasis on 

grammar, without attention to the development of actual 

language skills. Learners were taught the structure of the 

language instead of the ability to communicate in the 
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language. Due to the overemphasis on grammar, the controversy 

surrounding the status of grammar has been raised in second 

language pedagogy since the late 1970s. 

It is almost universally agreed upon that the ultimate 

goal for learning a second language is to be able to use it in 

real life situations. According to this goal, some linguists 

claim that learners can learn how to communicate by practicing 

communication, therefore, the "formal accuracy" in the 

beginning stclges should be neither required nor expected 

(Savignon, 1983). Under the influence and guidance of the 

proficiency movement, Chinese curriculum, textbooks and tests 

have been developed with the focus on what a learner can deal 

with in real life by using Chinese. The learners are often 

asked to perform tasks, such as banking, shopping, traveling, 

even at the beginning stage. As a result, the role of 

syntactic teaching has been downplayed. Some adult learners 

are able to use broken Chinese to perform tasks in a real life 

situations after a short time of learning, but ultimately they 

are rarely able to get beyond the survival level without 

acquiring a systematic infrastructure. 

The proficiency-based approach has been a mainstream in 

the field of teaching Chinese as a second language for over 

one decade, and it has provided some pedagogical insights for 

many teachers. However I not all of the Chinese teachers share 

the same opinions, and more and more teachers and learners 
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started to question this approach and its results. Some of 

them still believe that "formal instruction in grammar can be 

seen as one key element in producing expert language learners 

who will develop the independent capacity to gather and 

assimilate information and skills on their own through contact 

with native speakers" (Richard, 1993). 

It is a fact that formal syntactic instruction cannot 

only provide learners with a systematical infrastructure, but 

also prepare them for further learning on their own. Grammar 

training and functional approach are not mutually exclusive, 

but mutually interdependent. In order to be able to use the 

target language in real life situations, it requires not only 

the skills for situational conversation, but also the 

competence in the syntactic system. "It is extremely 

important that students become familiar with the structural 

properties of languages other than English" (Demers and 

Farmer, 1991: ix). The early emphasis on grammatical accuracy 

tends to solve the problems of misunderstanding and 

misproducing sentences in communication, and reduce survival

terminal cases among many adult learners. This is especially 

the case, since Chinese syntax is a truly foreign system for 

English speaking learners; it therefore requires even more 

attention and formal training. It is important to have a 

compromise or integrated approach and establish a middle 

ground between the two extremes. In other words, we need to 
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balance the emphases on both proficiency and accuracy, 

function and structure, communication skills and grammatical 

competence, aiming at a 'two-legged' approach to teaching and 

learning. 

1.3 The Theories of L2 Acquisition 

The purpose of this section is to take a brief look at 

the different theoretical approaches to L2 acquisition in 

order to have a basis for studying Chinese syntax teaching and 

learning. The studies on second language acquisition have 

been a fast growing subfield of applied linguistics for 

several decades. A number of theories concerned with L2 

acquisition have attracted many researchers and educators' 

attention. One of the reasons for this is that there is a 

growing need for second language education worldwide. In 

addition, the studies on L2 acquisition are not only related 

to, but also stimulated by, the development of general 

linguistics, psycholinguistics, psychology, cognitive theory, 

and language pedagogy. Consequently, there are a number of 

different theoretical and methodological approaches in the 

field of L2 acquisition. 

In a thoughtful review of theories on second-language 

learning and their application to teaching practice, Barry 

McLaughlin (1987) has identified and examined five categories 
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of research based on their theoretical and perspective 

differences. The first one is Krashen's Monitor Model. This 

theory begins with a number of assumptions and "has a number 

of metaphors, one of which is the Monitor or Mental Editor, 

that utilizes conscious grammatical knowledge to determine the 

form of produced utterances" (McLaughlin 1987:20). According 

to Krashen, learning and acquisition are two different 

activities: acquisition initiates the speaker's utterances and 

is responsible for fluency; learning has only one function, 

and that is as a Monitor, which alters the output of the 

acquired system and is responsible for accuracy. Therefore, 

the knowledge of grammar, for Krashen, "does not help 

acquisition, but only enables the learner to polish up what 

has been acquired through communication." Consequently, "the 

focus of language teaching should not be rule-learning but 

communication" (McLaughlin 1987:24). Krashen tried to bring 

together his theory and teaching practice, and provide an 

"overall" theory of L2 learning. His theory has captured and 

stimulated the movement in the second language acquisition 

from grammar-based to communicatively oriented language 

instruction, and pointed out the importance of acquisition 

sequences in second language development. However, it is 

impossible to separate communication from rule-learning, and 

the whole teaching and learning process is operating at two 

levels. 
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Interlanguage theory applies a linguistic perspective to 

L2 learning phenomena. The theory was initiated by Selinker 

(1969,1972) to refer to the interim grammars constructed by L2 

learners in the process of target language acquisition. 

Therefore, interlanguage is different from both the learner's 

native language and his target language. It is a single 

system, according to Selinker, composed of rules that have 

been developed via different cognitive strategies. In recent 

developments interlanguage theory concerns with the questions 

of how the interlanguage is systematic and variable, how it is 

acquired, and what role of the first language is. As a 

result, this theory "has generated a great deal of significant 

research and thinking about second language," and has led to 

better understanding of how the acquisition process occurs by 

close analyses of the interlanguage development of individual 

learners (McLaughlin, 1987:80) . However, the term 

"inter language " has been interpreted in various ways, and 

sometimes it has been used as a synonym for second language. 

The theory of linguistic universals claims that there is 

an innate and universal linguistic component in the 

acquisition of first and second languages. It does not 

provide particular rules for a particular language, but a set 

of general principles that applies to all languages. The 

application of linguistic universals in L2 acquisition is 

intended to explain and determine "to what extent the learner 
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is influenced by the input and to what extent the learner is 

influenced by cognitive and linguistic processes" (McLaughlin 

~987:82). Universal Grammar theory predicts that second 

language learning occurs only if learners have sufficient 

input from the second language, and fix the parameters of the 

target grammar using their innate linguistic component. 

During the initial stages of L2 acquisition the learners are 

likely to show the influences of L1 parameters. Clearly, this 

theory offers a new approach and deeper insight for explaining 

L2 acquisition, and predicts the influence of the first 

language and the course of interlanguage. It is an 

alternative to contrastive analysis in that the theory 

explains what principles are common to all languages and what 

are the variations that exists between languages. However, 

the question is, as McLaughlin (1987:108) points out, "how to 

make the connection from a linguistic theory of language 

competence to a theory of second language learning. Chomsky 

is not concerned in his writings with second-language 

learning. The burden rests on those who would apply his ideas 

to second language to show how the connection is to be made. " 

Acculturation theory is also basically a linguistic 

theory. However, the concept of acculturation represents an 

approach that takes social-psychological factors into 

consideration. This theory focuses on the relation between 

social psychological acculturation and degree of success in 
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learning the target language. As McLaughlin (1987: 109) points 

out, "these researchers have 

development from a theoretical 

linguistic variation and change, 

approached interlanguage 

framework that stresses 

a framework based on the 

sociolinguistic investigations." Acquisition of a second 

language is considered to be constantly changing over time. 

Therefore, there is a relation between the L2 acquisition at 

different stages and the degree of acculturation. Schumann 

(1978) described the relation in the following manner, "second 

language acquisition is just one aspect of acculturation and 

the degree to which a learner acculturates to the target 

language group will control the degree to which he acquires 

the second language. 11 In other words, second language 

acquisition is determined by the degree of social and 

psychological 'distance' between the learner's cultural 

background and the target language culture. In Schumann's 

model, it is assumed that the early stages of L2 acquisition 

are characterized by the same processes that are responsible 

for the formation of pidgin languages. Sometimes, however, 

the social and psychological distance is too great for the 

learners to make progress beyond the early stages, and the 

target language will stay pidginized. The depidginization can 

take place only if the learners have increased access to the 

target language socially and psychologically, which enable 

them to replace and restructure elements of their pidgin 
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language. Obviously, the theory of acculturation has 

integrated research on the factors of social psychology in the 

process of second language acquisition. It emphasizes the 

learning process as a "dynamic paradigm" which contrasts with 

the "static paradigm" of structuralism and the 

transformational approach (Bailey, 1973). Therefore, this 

theory has enriched second language research. Particularly, 

it has paid close attention to the differences between early 

stages of L2 acquisition and later stages of L2 acquisition as 

well as the switch in learning strategies from simplification 

to reconstruction. However, acculturation theory is only 

applied to second language acquisition within the target 

language community. The theory says nothing about learning L2 

in the classroom, where the social distance is not relevant. 

In addition, there are certain circumstances where L2 

acquisition is not affected by the factors of social and 

psychological distance. Furthermore, as McLaughlin (1987: 

132) points out, "social distance reduces effectively to 

psychological distance, and psychological distance is not easy 

to measure". 

Cognitive theory focuses on system-internal factors, 

specifically on the role of cognitive processes in second 

language acquisition. According to cognitive theory, "second

language learning is viewed as the acquisition of a complex 

cognitive skill. To learn a second language is to learn a 
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skill, because various aspects of the task must be practiced 

and integrated into fluent performance" (McLaughlin 1987: 133) . 

The learning process involves internal automatization of sub

skills and restructuring internal rules as learners improve 

their performance. So learning is a cognitive process. 

Automatization and restructuring, as Karmiloff-Smith (1986) 

points out, are two basic concepts, which are central to 

cognitive theory. This theory is generally based on the 

premises that" (1) learning a complex cognitive skill involves 

the use of various information-handling techniques to overcome 

capacity limitations, (2) through practice component skills 

become automatized and controlled processes are free for other 

factions, and (3) there is a constant restructuring of 

internalized representations as the learner achieves 

increasing degrees of mastery" (McLaughlin 1987:151). 

Clearly, the specific concern of cognitive perspective is the 

learning process. This approach can make important 

contributions to an understanding of L2 acquisition, and give 

practical implications for L2 teaching. However, L2 learning 

not only requires the acquisition of cognitive skills, but 

also involves the acquisition of linguistic skills. In fact, 

the acquisition of linguistic skills is more crucial than 

cognitive skills for adult learners in L2 learning. 

Therefore, the cogni ti ve perspective only focuses on one 

aspect of language learning, and a more thorough understanding 
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of L2 acquisition process requires the analysis of linguistic 

data. 

In general, different theoretical approaches have made 

different and important contributions to explaining L2 

acquisition phenomena, and provided a basis for further 

studies. They help us to understand the data of teaching 

experience, to transform our thinking about L2 acquisition 

phenomena to conclusions, and to guide prediction and 

stimulate research in this field. However, it is worth noting 

that the theories discussed are mostly based on the empirical 

data drawing from the experience of teaching English or other 

European languages as a second language. It is crucial to 

evaluate the current theories and draw theoretical conclusions 

based on the data from other languages besides European 

languages. In addition, the theories are derived primarily 

from general linguistic as well as sociolinguistic, 

psycholinguistic or neurolinguistic perspectives, rather than 

from a pedagogical perspective. In fact, of all the theories 

that have been discussed, "none has had greater impact on the 

practice of language teaching than Krashen's Monitor Model". 

One of the reasons is that he has made his theory "accessible 

to practitioners" and "has captured" the movement in the L2 

acquisition field (McLaughlin 1987). This phenomena shows 

that a good theory should be practical. A more powerful and 

practical theory on second language acquisition has to be 
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complemented by pedagogical research. Moreover, the theories 

discussed focus mainly on the general trend of L2 acquisition. 

It would be more practical to apply the theories to one 

specific aspect in second language acquisition, such as 

acquisition of phonetic, lexical or syntactic system. 

1.4 Research Objectives 

with the importance of the teaching of Chinese syntax as 

a starting point, the real question is how to teach it instead 

of whether we should teach it or not. To my knowledge, 

Chinese syntax itself can be analyzed at different levels: 

word compounds, phrases, clauses, sentences and discourses. 

Furthermore, the Chinese syntactic system can be perceived in 

different ways according to different theories and methods. 

Therefore, the acquisition process in adults is closely 

related to the teaching approaches and teaching materials. 

Second language acquisition is unlike first language 

acquisition by children, whose success in language oE::velopment 

is guaranteed no matter how they are taught. For second 

language acquisition by adult learners, what and how they 

learn, to certain extent, are de~ermined by what and how they 

are taught. Different teaching approaches could lead learners 

to different acquisition paths and proficiency levels. In 

order to find a better way to describe and teach Chinese 
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syntax, we need a thorough comparative study on different 

syntactic systems and different teaching approaches. 

The central research object in this dissertation is to 

determine the relation between the teaching of Chinese syntax 

and the acquisition process by adult learners. The features 

of acquisition process by adult learners can be seen in two 

ways: 1) It is different from the process by which children 

learn Chinese as their first language. 2) It is also 

different from the process of learning an Indo-European 

language by English speaking learners whose first language is 

closely related to the target language. The teaching of 

Chinese syntax would not be effective if it is not based on 

the learners' acquisition process. Since the learning of 

Chinese syntax should be seen in the long term, and it is 

impossible to cover every aspect of Chinese syntax in one 

project, I will focus on the most important and basic 

syntactic rules and sentence patterns taught in first year 

Chinese classes. Also, the teaching and learning of Chinese 

syntax is just one of the means to acquire a thorough mastery 

of the language, and this process should not be separated from 

the general acquisition of the language as a whole. 

In this dissertation, I will compare different analytic 

systems of Chinese syntax and teaching approaches in order to 

provide a linguistic and pedagogical background. I will 

investigate the differences in the acquisition process between 
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L2 by adults and L1 by children in terms of general 

acquisition model, acquisition order and rate, developing 

stages, learning environment, the influence of syntactic 

knowledge from native language, as well as the different 

teaching and learning strategies. I will also discuss the 

teaching principles of Chinese syntax, and present a case 

study based on the acquisition features by adult learners in 

an attempt to work toward a pedagogical syntax. 

1.5 Outline of the Dissertation 

In chapters 2 to 7, the following issues will be 

discussed in developing this dissertation: 

CHAPTER 2 briefly reviews the features of Chinese syntax, 

and carries out a comparative study in different syntactic 

analytic systems of Chinese sentence structures. Through a 

comparison of the three different analytic systems, the 

functions and strengths of each syntactic system together with 

its shortcomings will be discussed . This study will provide 

a linguistic background for the following chapters and for 

further studies. 

CHAPTER 3 investigates the teaching methods and theories 

of Chinese syntax introduced in different textbooks along with 
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the teaching effectiveness. Three commonly used Chinese 

textbooks in the u.s. at the college elementary level will be 

reviewed. The comparison and investigation of different 

teaching methods along wi~h the statistics of feedback from 

the teachers and students gives us indications as to whether 

there is abetter way in which the Chinese sentence structures 

should be introduced and taught. 

CHAPTER 4 explains my general proposal for surveys to 

discover the features in the acquisition process of Chinese 

syntax among the English speaking learners, which includes my 

hypotheses, research questions and data collection methods and 

procedures. 

CHAPTER 5 reports the results and analyses of surveys in 

relation to three survey questions, which include: 1) the 

distinctions between the acquisition process of Chinese syntax 

by children and by adults; 2) the influences from adult 

learners' native language during the syntactic transfer from 

L1 to L2; dnd 3) the different effectiveness between various 

teaching and learning approaches in the acquisition process. 

The analyses of the surveys have been summarized into nine 

features of syntactic acquisition by adult learners. 

CHAPTER 6 presents the realistic goal and basic 
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pedagogical principles for teaching Chinese syntax to adult 

learners. My nine pedagogical principles of teaching Chinese 

syntax will be discussed based on the nine acquisition 

features provided by Chapter 5. 

CHAPTER 7 provides a case study of teaching Chinese 

sentences with complements, which addresses questions such as 

1) how to distinguish the structural and functional properties 

of the three types of complements in the light of previous 

studies of Chinese syntax; and 2) how to apply the pedagogical 

principles to teach the three post-verbal complements in the 

classroom based on my results found in the acquisition 

features of adult learners. In this last chapter, research 

implications are also outlined. 
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Chapter 2 

A COMPARATIVE STUDY IN CHINESE SYNTACTIC ANALYSES 

Chinese syntax has attracted the attention of many 

linguists, even though the study of it did not emerge in China 

until the end of the 19th century. Due to the distinctive 

features of the Chinese language and the influences from 

Western syntactic theories, Chinese grammarians have made 

several different proposals for a syntactic system which could 

be used as a standardized approach to teaching in the Chinese 

schools. However, the arguments between different methods and 

theories of Chinese syntactic analyses continue even today. 

It is necessary then to do a thorough comparative study in 

this field, so that not only can we see the differences among 

the different theories, but also to reach a better solution 

for the teaching of Chinese syntax. 

In this chapter I will compare three different syntactic 

systems proposed by Chinese linguists in Mainland China. In 

order to summarize and evaluate their benefits as well as 

their shortcomings in the application of teaching Chinese 

syntax, I will focus on the different treatments using several 

sentence structures. As a result of my comparison, I make 

suggestions for the approach to an educational Chinese syntax. 
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2.1 The Tradition of Chinese Linguistics 

Historically speaking, China is one of the countries that 

has the earliest period of linguistic studies. The tradition 

of Chinese linguistics can be traced back to 4th century B.C. 

For example, Xunzi (313-238 B.C.) wrote ZHENG MING PIAN in 

which he discussed the relationship between things and their 

names. His concepts of the nature and the function of 

language was one of the best achievements during that time. 

The studies of words in ancient texts began in the 2nd century 

B.C., such as ER YA. The first book of linguistic geography, 

called FANG YAN by Yang Xiong (53 B. C. - 18 A. D.) was 

published at the beginning of the Christian Era. Philological 

studies, the study of Chinese written system, also began 

during this period with impressive result of a dictionary 

named SHOO WEN JIE ZI by Xu Shen. Phonological studies 

emerged in the 3rd century, and developed constantly with the 

achievements of the reconstruction of Chinese sounds and the 

reconstruction of ancient pronunciation. 

A systematic approach to Chinese syntax, however, did not 

emerge until the end of 19th century. The first Chinese 

grammar book, MA SHI WEN TONG by Ma Jianzhong was published 

in 1898 under the influence of European grammatical works. 

Why did the study of Chinese not develop as early as other 



31 

Chinese linguistic disciplines? Reasons vary, but the best 

explanation may be related to the unique features of the 

Chinese language. One of the features is that the Chinese 

word "up to the earliest stages we can reconstruct, never 

exhibited much morphological inflection. In sharp contrast to 

the languages of India , Greece, and Italy, there was and 

there is hardly any declension or conjugation to speak to. 

The case of a noun or the aspect of a verb are either 

signalled elsewhere in the sentence, by word order, or by 

other words, or they may be simply left unspecified, allowing 

the speaker to be vague if he so chooses" (William S-Y. Wang 

1989:190). Another reason to explain the grammatical work in 

China is the Chinese writing system which is one of the 

longest continuous writing traditions and one of the most 

unique in the world. "It is written with morpho-syllabic 

graphs, i.e, it is based simultaneously on the morpheme and 

the syllable, is less sensitive to phonetic modifications in 

the word than alphabetic system which are based on consonants 

and vowels. . .. As a consequence, the grammatical alternation 

in these words is hidden in the Chinese written language" 

(WG..~g 1989: 191) . Because of the lack of morphological 

inflection and the hidden grammatical alternation in the 

written language, syntactic studies had been limited to the 

description of the usage of the function words for a long 

time. Some linguists and scholars even think that Chinese 
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does not have syntax, or it is a language in an infantile 

stage of development. For example, Robert Chambers 

(1885:215), a prominent thinker in the last century regarded 

Chinese syntax in this manner: liThe Chinese have a language 

which resembles that of children, or deaf and dumb people. 

The sentence of short, simple, unconnected words, in which an 

infant amongst us attempts to express some of its wants and 

its ideas - the equally broken and difficult terms which the 

deaf and dumb express by signs .... An attempt was made by 

the Abbe Sicard to teach the deaf and dumb grammatical signs; 

but they persisted in restricting themselves to the simple 

signs of ideas, leaving the structure undetermined by any but 

the natural order of connection. Such is exactly the 

condition of the Chinese language." His remarks on Chinese 

were obviously based on the standards of Western languages and 

their concepts of syntax. In fact, morphological inflections, 

as William S-Y Wang points out, "are but a convention that 

some language have adopted while others have not. No language 

has an intrinsic need for them" (Wang 1989: 191). Chinese has 

its own syntactic system, the same as other languages of the 

world. 

2.2 The Elementary Analysis 

As noted earlier, the beginnings of a systematic study of 
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Chinese syntax is marked by Ma Jianzhong's MA SHI WEN TONG 

(1898). The purpose of this book, according to the author, 

was to follow up with the Western grammarians and the grammars 

of Western languages in order to discover the grammatical 

rules in Chinese, so that the students could learn Chinese 

faster. The publication of this book was the result of a 

combination of Western influence and the results and 

conclusions of traditional grammatical research on classical 

Chinese by Chinese scholars. However, Ma Jianzhong claimed 

that grammars in different languages were similar and that the 

differences between the languages were only in pronunciation 

and in the writing system. He also pointed out that the 

syntactic rules would not alter much throughout the changes of 

time and societies. Since the framework of Ma's syntax was 

based primarily upon the model of European languages, and the 

material used in this book was classical Chinese, some of 

grammatical terminology were copied mechanically disregarding 

the features of the Chinese lan~uage. 

Ma's initial approach to the systematic Chinese grammar 

was amended by his successors. Under the influence of Western 

linguists such as Otto Jesperson and Leonard Bloomfield, 

Chinese linguists Li Jinxi, Wang Li, Lu Shuxiang and others, 

initiated their own approaches. Their foci switched from the 

Western model to an indigenous Chinese grammar, and from 

classical Chinese to modern Chinese. As a result, they 
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developed new Chinese grammatical theories as well as a 

different syntactic system. 

In order to set up a standard grammar which could be 

taught in the schools nationwide, a group of Chinese linguists 

proposed A Tentative Grammatical System for Chinese Teaching 

in 1956 after some discussions lasting almost two years. The 

tentative system has been officially used as the textbook for 

middle schools ever since then. For this reason, it has had 

a great influence in mainland China. 

According to this tentative system, each sentence has two 

main elements - - - subj ect and predicate. Subj ect is the 

target, "who" or "what", described by predicate; predicate is 

the statement, "how" or "to be what" for the subject. Besides 

subject and predicate, there are four subordinate elements in 

a sentence --- attribute, adverbial, object and complement. 

Some grammarians have suggested considering object as another 

main element. Therefore, in this case there are three main 

elements in a sentence. Each element corresponds to a certain 

part of speech. If an element consists of a key word and 

other words, the key word should be picked up as the element, 

and the other words should be considered as the secondary 

parts which are subordinate to the key word or to the element. 

In other words, a whole phrase cannot serve as a single 

element in general. 

The tentative system belongs to traditional grammar, and 
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is greatly influenced by the traditional Indo-European 

language grammar. A sentence could be analyzed as shown in 

(1) by using this system: 

(1) Wo de pengyou 

My friend 

gang zuo wan 

just do-finish 

Zhongwen gongke. 

Chinese homework. 

My friend has just finished the Chinese homework. 

First step: Find out the main elements, drop out the 

subordinate ones, often described as "cut off branches, leave 

trunks" : 

Subject 

pengyou 

friend 

Predicate 

zuo 

do 

Object 

gongke 

homework 

Second step: Attach the subordinate elements to the main 

elements: 

(Wo de) pengyou// [gang] eYQ <wan> (Zhongwen) {gongke}. 

(My) friend / / [just] do <finish> (Chinese) {homework}. 

/ / subject, predicate, { } object , 

( ) attribute, [] adverbial, < > complement 

The above analysis can also be illustrated as following: 



36 

pengyou II zuo I gongke 
wo del gang/ \ wan Zhongwen/ 

We can clearly see the elements as well as their 

collocations in this sentence after the analysis. 

Furthermore, we can find out the basic sentence patterns 

according to the collocations of the elements in various 

sentences. This analysis is also very helpful in permitting 

us to check out the grammatical mistakes, since we can simply 

check the collocations among the elements of a sentence 

syntactically and semantically. 

However, the application of the elementary analysis is 

limited to certain sentence structures. It would be very hard 

to use this method dealing with an ambiguous sentence. For 

example: 

(2) Ta chi duole yidianr. 

He chi more-ASP a bit 

This sentence can be interpreted in two ways: 

a. He overate a bit. 

b. He can eat a bi t more. 

Obviously, the elementary analysis cannot distinguish the 

different meanings of the sentence based on same structure. 

Results of the two meaning analyses turn out the same. The 
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or 

Ta II chi 

He II eat 

Ta II 

<duole> <yidianr>. 

<more-ASP> <a bit> 

chi 
\duole \yidianr 

37 

Since there are two possible meanings for this sentence, 

there must be two possible structures, even though there is 

only one surface sentence. 

Another weak point of the elementary analysis is that if 

we follow the principle of "cutting off branches, keeping 

trunks", the "trunks" of the sentence would not be able to 

keep the original and whole meaning of the sentence. 

Sometimes, the meaning carried by the "trunks" is contrary to 

the meaning of the sentence. e.g. 

Ta bu gaoxing 

He not happy 

=1= 

=1= 

Ta 

He 

gaoxing 

happy 

The basic information of this sentence is to emphasize 

"bu (not) ". However, "bu" has to be dropped out when we 

analyze this sentence according to the principles of 

elementary analysis. Since the main elements of the sentence 

cannot preserve the original meaning, and sometimes even 
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change the real meaning of the whole sentence, some Chinese 

grammarians argue that the analysis of sentence elements is 

not acceptable unless its pragmatic function is also present. 

In other words, they claim that an ideal analysis of sentences 

should be able to show both structural and functional features 

of the sentence. 

2.3 The Structural Analysis 

Due to the shortcomings of the traditional grammar, 

Chinese grammarians sought other ways to analyze the sentence 

structures under the influence of descriptive grammar and 

structural grammar from the West. For example, American 

linguist L. Bloomfield and his book Language published in 1933 

is an example of this influence. Chinese-American linguist 

Chao Yuan-ren's book Mandarin Primer, An Intensive Course in 

Spoken Chinese (1948, Harvard University Press) is an example 

of the comprehensive applications of American structural 

Linguistics. His book had been translated and edited into 

Chinese by Li Rong in 1952, under the title of Beijing KOuyu 

Yufa ( A Grammar of Spoken Mandarin). Chinese linguist Ding 

Shengshu and his colleagues published their series of 

grammatical discussions in the (Journal of Chinese Language) 

from Vol.7, 1952 to Vol. 11, 1953, and this series was edited 

into a book Xiandai Hanyu Yufa Jianghua (A Guide to Modern 
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Chinese Grammar) in 1961. As a conclusion of the structural 

approach to Chinese syntax, the famous Chinese linguist Lu 

Shuxiang published his book Hanyu Yufa Fenxi Wenti (Analytic 

Issues of Chinese Grammar) in 1979, one of the most important 

grammatical works after the Cultural Revolution in Mainland 

China. 

According to Lu Shuxiang's theory, the hierarchy is one 

of the basic properties of sentence structures. In other 

words, the sentences are hierarchically structured into sets 

of constituents. Only subject and predicate are the immediate 

constituents of a sentence; object, attribute, adverbial and 

complement are the immediate constituents' elements. He also 

pointed out that phrases can act as the constituents in most 

cases, not only the words. A sentence's structure can be 

displayed in the form of layer-diagram which is similar to the 

tree-diagram. 

To see this, consider the ambiguous sentence in 2-(2) 

again. Since there are two interpretations for this sentence, 

we can also assume that there are two different sentence 

structures. We can show the differences between the two 

structures by structural analysis. 

If this sentence means that "he overate a bit," then the 

structure of this sentence will be as follows: 
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(1) Ta chi duole yidianr. 

He eat more - ASP a bit 

I (NP)Subiectl (VP) Predicate 

VP I Compl em en t I 

L.LI I Compl emen t 

I Adj I IASpl I 

However, if the sentence is interpreted as " He can eat a 

bit more ", the structure of the sentence will be different 

from (l): 

(2) Ta chi duole yidianr. 

He eat more-ASP a bit 

I (NP ~ Subj ect I (VP~Predicate 

I-LI Complement 

AP I Compo 

Adj I IASpl I 

It is clear that the structural analysis is different 

from the elementary analysis. The structural analysis can 

clearly display the hierarchical structure of a sentence, 

therefore, it can distinguish the meanings of an ambiguous 

sentence according to the different hierarchies of the 

structure. The structural analysis also considers the whole 

verb phrase as the predicate instead of a single verb. 
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Therefore, the result of the analysis still keeps the original 

meaning of the sentence. 

Basically, each phrase is a set of words, shown by 

underlining the connected words. The word carries category

labels. The categories are of two types: lexical and phrasal. 

Lexical categories are word-categories, i.e. N. V. Adj .... ; 

phrasal categories are phrase-categories, i.e. verb phrase, 

noun phrase, adjective phrase ... The differences between 

Chinese structural analysis and the tree-diagram (or phrase

marker) in English are of two types: a. the analysis in the 

Chinese way is intended to display the structural and 

functional relations between the constituents in addition to 

the hierarchical relations, so each pair of constituents has 

been assigned to both a structural and a functional category. 

For example, we can assign a constituent to a category, such 

as a NP functioning as a subject, or an Adjective phrase as a 

complement. b. Chinese analysis usually starts from the 

lexical items, the so called terminal layer, followed by 

analyses successively from the higher layers to the lower 

layers. By contrast, a tree-diagram starts from a sentence 

without lexical items, then analyses progressively from the 

nonterminal nodes of higher hierarchies to the terminal nodes 

labelled with the lexical items. 

The basic process in Chinese structural analysis is to 

divide one unit of a sentence into two constituents. As a 
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result, the framework of a sentence is clearly displayed. 

However, since all sentences have two immediate constituents 

and several layers, it would be very hard for a second 

language learner to distinguish one structural framework of a 

sentence from the others. It would also be hard to extract 

the sentence patterns from various sentences based on this 

analytic method. 

2.4 Transformational Analysis 

Essentially, both elementary analysis and structural 

analysis are dealing with individual sentences. The analytic 

result displays the hierarchies and structures of a sentence, 

but neither could show the relations among the sentences, nor 

the generative capacity of a sentence pattern. To some 

extent, those analyses isolate each individual sentence from 

others. 

Chinese grammarians have 

theories and methods. However, 

never stopped seeking new 

they did not find a better 

solution until N. Chomsky's Syntactic Structures, published in 

1957. Following up with Chomsky, his followers, and 

alternative models developed by others such as C.J. Fillmore, 

Chinese grammarians are trying to apply the theories and 

methods of the American linguists to Chinese syntactic 

analysis. The first book of Chinese transformational syntax, 
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Guovu Bianxina Yufa Yanj iu (A Transformational Grammar of 

Chinese), was written by Tang Ting-chi in 1977. Tang Ting-chi 

is a scholar from Taiwan, and got his Ph.D. degree in 

linguistics in the United States. In Mainland China, 

Chomsky's Syntactic Structures and some of the others' works 

have been translated into Chinese. The Chinese linguist, Li 

Linding, published his book, Hanyu Bijiao Bianhuan Yufa (~ 

Comparative and Transformational Grammar of Chinese) in 1986. 

It is a new trend for some Chinese linguists to apply 

transformational methods, to express the relation between 

semantics and syntax. 

According to Li's theory, the meaning and the structure 

of a sentence are closely related, therefore, the sentences 

with similar meaning but different structures are also related 

to each other. If we compare these sentences structurally and 

semantically, we can describe the relationship between the 

sentences better, and discover the transformational rules 

based on the comparison. Consider, for example, the sentences 

below: 

(1) Ta hua Ie wo de qian. 

he spend-ASP money. 

He spent my money. 
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(2) Wo de qian bei ta hua leo 

my money by him spend Pt. 

My money was spent by him. 

(3) Ta ba wo de qian hua leo 

he Prep. my money spend Pt. 

He (dealing with my money) spent. 

These sentences are structured differently according to 

an elementary analysis or a structural analysis. By contrast, 

transformational syntax emphasizes the relation among the 

sentences. Since these sentences have similar meanings, we 

can posit that they have a common base structure. By applying 

transformational rules, they have different surface positions. 

To illustrate these relations, we can have following 

surface tree-diagrams for each above sentences: 

(1) s 
/ \ 

NP VP 
I / \ 
N VP NP 
I / \ / \ 

Prone V ASP Det. NP 
I I I I I 

Ta hua Ie Pron' (s) N 
/ \ I 

wo de qian 



(2) 
/ 

NP 
I 

N 
I 

Pron. 
I 

Ta 

s 

/ 
p 

I 
bei 

PP 
/ 

\ 
NP 
I 

--NP-Movement-- A 

\ 
VP 

\ 
VP 

/ \ 
VP NP 

/ \ / \ 
v ASP/Pt. Det. NP 
I I I I 

hua le Pron' (s) N 
I I I 

we de gian 
I 

I----NP-Movement----------------------I 
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Regarding sentence (2), two NP movements are involved. 

The prepositional phrase (PP) requires an NP as the object of 

preposition "bei". However, since the NP position is empty, 

Pronoun "Ta" has to move over to fit in. After the pronoun 

IITa" moved, it left another NP position empty. Therefore, NP 

IIWO de gian" is forced to move to the new NP position. The 

structural constraint coincides with pragmatic needs which 

require a structure for a passive voice sentence. 

(3 ) s 
/ \ 

NP VP 
I / \ 
N PP VP 
I / \ / \ 
Pron. P NP V NP 
I I I / \ / \ 
Ta ba g, V ASP/Pt. Det. N 

I I I I 
A 

I 
hua le Pron. ' (s) 

A 

I I I 
A 

I 
wo de gian 

;-----NP-Movement----I 
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Sentence (3) involves one NP movement. Since preposition 

"ba" requires a NP as the obj ect, and the NP position is empty 

(shown by g,), the NP "wo de gian" is constrained to move to 

the empty position based on the structural rule and the 

functional requirement. 

The NP Movement involves the movement of an NP into an 

empty NP position. Since sentence (2) and (3) are special 

structures of Chinese sentences, in which there are 

prepositions, such as "bei" and "ba" , involved, and a 

preposition needs a noun phrase as its object, the NP is 

required move into the empty position following the 

preposition. Structurally, the NP becomes the object of the 

preposition. Functionally, the NP has been emphasized, even 

though the meaning of the NP is still related to the Verb. 

According to the analyses above, it is also shown that those 

three types of sentences are related structurally and 

semantically. 

2.5 ~oward an Educational Syntax 

By tracing the historical development of Chinese syntax 

over the past century, we observe that the development of 

Chinese syntax has been greatly influenced by the development 

of Western syntactic theories and methods. At the same time, 

Chinese linguists have been seeking to develop an indigenous 
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Chinese syntactic system ever since the publication of MA SRI 

WEN TONG in 1898, and as noted at the beginning of this 

chapter, each system of syntactic analysis has its strong 

points together with its shortcomings. 

An analysis of Chinese syntax has to serve its goals, and 

each different system has been designed for different 

purposes. Obviously, the three analytic systems of Chinese 

syntax have been designed mainly for those who already 

understand Chinese. If they are too complicated for second 

language learners, then they are not very practical for 

teaching. For the sake of teaching Chinese as a second 

language, we need to develop an educational syntax based on 

the most pedagogically valuable features of Chinese sentence 

structures, and the theoretical approach cannot replace the 

pedagogical approach. As Pit Corder points out, "The way the 

linguist, applied linguist, or teacher describes the grammar 

of a language is determined by his audience. All are 

describing the same 'object', but their reasons for doing so 

are rather different. It is not only that their different 

audiences come with greatly varying knowledge of the subject 

but that the result they are trying to achieve is different" 

(1988:123). There are various types of readers of Chinese 

grammar: linguists, students of Chinese linguists, teachers of 

Chinese as a native language, teachers of Chinese as a second 

language, students of Chinese as a native language or as a 
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Since the viewpoint creates the obj ect, 

linguistic syntax must be different from pedagogical syntax. 

It is the linguist or the language teacher who can determine 

what he or she wants to describe and how to describe Chinese 

syntax. For the student of linguistics, the object of grammar 

is to teach syntactic theory inductively through its 

application of the Chinese language. For the students who are 

native Chinese speakers, they do not study grammar in order to 

get a practical mastery of Chinese, but instead, they use the 

study of Chinese grammar as preparation for the study of a 

foreign language, since the syntactic teaching can systematize 

their implicit knowledge in ling~istic terms. However, for 

students who study Chinese as a second language, what they 

need is a "syntax" which can present the information about the 

structure of the Chinese language so that it can help them to 

develop their communicative competence. It would not be an 

exaggeration to say that there has been little or no 

distinction between a pedagogical Chinese syntax for second 

language learners and a scholarly syntax for native Chinese 

speakers for many years. Some textbooks still use the 

syntactic explanations for native Chinese to teach second 

language learners. That is one of the reasons that some adult 

learners of Chinese do not like to learn syntax or do not feel 

that the syntax is helpful. 

The distinction between a "theoretical syntax" and a 
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"pedagogical syntax" can be identified in their goals, 

approaches, scope and methods of presentation. While a 

theoretical syntax systematizes the implicit knowledge of the 

native speakers in linguistic terms, a pedagogical syntax 

provides a practical way for learners to acquire the 

structures step by step. In other words, under the guidance 

of a pedagogical syntax, a learner should be able to 

internalize the system of Chinese syntax and interpret and 

produce grammatically correct sentences. 

In order to reach grammatical competence in the target 

language, a pedagogical grammar (PG) serves as an aid to 

learning and is not the obj ect of learning. As Sharwood Smith 

(1988:157) points out, "PG is intended ultimately to 

facilitate the acquisition of target language grammatical 

competence. PG is thus the means to an end rather than the 

end itself." Therefore, the next and more important question 

is how to present the syntactic information in a pedagogical 

grammar so that it can help adult learners to develop their 

communicative abilities. 



Chapter 3 

OVERVIEW OF THE TEACHING OF CHINESE SYNTAX 

IN AVAILABLE TEXTBOOKS 
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In this chapter, three very popular Chinese textbook 

series, commonly used in American universities in teaching 

Chinese, will be reviewed. They are, namely, a. Elementary 

Chinese Readers by Beijing Language Institute, 1980; b. 

Beginning Chinese by John DeFrancis, 1968; and c. Chinese 

Primer by Ta-tuan Ch'en, et al, 1989. The review will take 

place in two steps. First, I will discuss each paradigm in 

terms of its teaching goals, pedagogical guidance and methods 

used in the syntactic instruction. Second, I will report on 

a survey conducted to gain a critical comparison from the 

teachers and students. 

3.1 Different Approaches to the Teaching of Chinese Syntax 

1) The publication of DeFrancis's Beginning Chinese made 

a great contribution to the teaching of Chinese as a second 

language in the West. It stands as a favorable alternative to 

the small array of first-year Chinese textbooks that were 

available as of the 1960s. Beginning Chinese has been used by 

many universities since its publication. One reason which 

makes it so popular is that the textbook offers a systematic 
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approach in the teaching of Chinese syntax. 

"When in Rome do as the Romans do" implies the author's 

principle to the second language teaching and acquisition. As 

an adult Chinese beginner, s/he may not be able, or may not 

desire, to conform completely to the speech habits of people, 

but s/he should at least be aware that language usage varies. 

As the author points out," this is true wi thin a single 

language as well as between different languages. There are 

different ways of saying (or writing) things --- sometimes by 

different speakers in the same situation, 

same speakers in different situations" 

Based on the recognition of relation 

sometimes by the 

(DeFrancis 1976). 

between variant 

expressions and situation, Beginning Chinese had given its 

primary concern to the sentence structures in terms of its 

modernity and variety. In order to cope with the present 

reality in which there are variant forms of Chinese, the new 

vocabulary and sentence structures have been introduced in the 

Supplementary Lessons (see Second Revised Edition 1976) . 

Therefore, the students can learn different expressions which 

are appropriate in certain situations, and the teacher can 

choose whether to emphasize one or the other. In addition, 

the author believes that the new usages can be most clearly 

understood and most efficiently learned if they are contrasted 

with the older usages. For that reason the introduction of 

the variant forms of expressions are related to each other. 
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Besides introducing and contrasting the variant forms of 

expressions, the author makes every effort to impress upon 

students that languages use different forms of expressions in 

different situations. Each lesson is related to a situation, 

such as "meeting people", "shopping at a bookstore", and new 

sentence structures are introduced with their pragmatic 

function. One of the primary aims of the Beginning Chinese is 

to make students realize the sociolinguistic significance of 

these expressions, and the sentence structures can be acquired 

from mechanical mastery of linguistic forms to a sensitive 

awareness of pragmatic function which is embodied in its form. 

In the area of syntactic instruction, Beginning Chinese 

offers us valuable teaching methods, such as sentence build-up 

and pattern drills. Instead of emphasizing the analyses of 

sentence structures and discussions in grammatical j argon, the 

textbook provides sentence build-up exercises in which there 

are several steps: a) key words are given for the new 

structure; b) phrases are built up by using the key words; c) 

sentence is built up by using the phrases. Chinese beginners 

are trained to make sentences from smaller units to bigger 

units, and develop their knowledge of Chinese syntax from the 

bottom up. For example, one of the most commonly used but 

also the most difficult sentences, which uses the "Ba" 

structure, is introduced by the method of sentence build-up as 

follows (see Lesson 16, "Visiting Friends") : 



ba 

ba-suoyoude-shu 

Qing-ni-ba-suoyoude-shu-dou-gei-ta. 

(take) 

(take all the books) 

(Please give him all the books.) 
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Besides the sentence build-up, the method of pattern

drill is also used for practice. The framework of a sentence 

structure is given, followed by many examples. For instance, 

the pattern of the "Ba" structure is given as follows (see 

Pattern 16.7, pp.258-259, Second Revised Edition): 

Definite Objects with the Coverb Ba 

S ba 01 V ( 02 ) 

Subject 'take' Object 1 Verb Object 2 

wo ba zidian gei ta 

(I gave him the dictionary. ) 

This pattern is followed by a number of sample sentences 

for students to practice. Beginning Chinese also offers 

grammatical notes for different structures, such as when to 

use this construction, and how to practice. 

Another method used in Beginning Chinese is found in the 



54 

design of the Memorization Exercises. The exercises consist 

of Basic Sentences and Dialogues. Basic sentences are partly 

identical to the sentence patterns, and Dialogues are excerpts 

from the dialogue in the text. Therefore, the two types of 

exercises cover all of the fundamental sentence structures 

introduced in each lesson. If an adult learner can recite the 

basic sentences and the dialogues after completion of the 

lesson, it will be much more easier for her/him to master the 

constructions with fluency. 

2) The publication of Elementary Chinese Readers (Beij ing 

Language Institute, Foreign Language Press, 1980) is a joint 

effort by a group of Chinese instructors at the Beij ing 

Language Institute. Based on the authors' experiences of 

teaching Chinese as a second language, this textbook is not 

only a significant improvement for first-year Chinese 

textbooks from the PRC, but also remarkable for its 

explanatory nature and structural analyses approach. The 

Elementary Chinese Readers are intended to provide Chinese 

lessons for all of Chinese learners whose native languages are 

not Chinese. It assumes that students do not have any Chinese 

background. Therefore, a maj or feature of Elementary Chinese 

Readers is its maximum compatibility for adult learners of 

different cultural and linguistic background. However, the 

English version (Chinese text with English translation) is 
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designed for the convenience of those whose native language is 

English. 

In order to provide a clear picture of Chinese syntactic 

system for students of different backgrounds, this textbook 

offers a thorough introduction to and presentation of Chinese 

sentence structures. As one of the primary principles, the 

authors have made every effort to .. teach Chinese in a logical 

order and advance step by step" (Elementary Chinese Reader. 

Book One, 1980). The textbook starts from the introduction of 

very basic sentence structures, such as the declarative 

sentence and the interrogative sentence. By the end of the 

Book One, four kinds of sentences and four types of questions 

have been introduced, which are: 

(1) the sentence with a noun as its predicate. e.g. 

Jintian Xingqier. 

( today Tuesday; 'Today is Tuesday.'); 

(2) the sentence with an adjectives as its predicate. e.g. 

Xin kewen bu nan. 

(new lesson not hard; 'The new lesson is not hard.'); 

(3) the sentence with a verb as its predicate. e.g. 

Women pao. 

(we run; , We run.'); 

(4) the sentence with a subject-predicate construction as its 

predicate. e.g. 
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Ta shen ti hao. 

(he health good; 'He is in good health.'). 

As the structures for questions, there are also four 

types, which are: 

(1) The question with rna. e.g. 

Jintian shiyue wuhao ma? 

(today October fifth QP; 'Is today October 5th?'); 

(2) The question with an interrogative pronoun. e.g. 

Zhejian yifu duoshao qian? 

(this MW cloth how much money; , How much does this cloth 

cost? '); 

(3) The affirmative + negative question. e.g. 

Zhang Laoshi jiao-bu-jiao nimen? 

(Zhang teacher teach-not-teach you; 'Does Prof. Zhang teach 

you?'); 

(4) The alternative question. e.g. 

Ni mai tang haishi mai shuiguo? 

(you buy candy or buy fruit; 'Do you buy candy or fruit?'). 

The instruction of sentence structures continues from 

Book One to Book Four, and from basic to complex. It is the 

authors' aim to make the Chinese learners build up their solid 

knowledge of Chinese syntax by following the order. 



57 

The format of Elementary Chinese Readers also shows the 

focus of Chinese syntax. Each lesson contains a number of 

common sentence patterns (main structures) to illustrate 

certain grammar points. The substitution drills are followed 

up for students to generate new sentences based on the model 

construction. The text or dialogue is presented with the 

practical usage of the model sentences. The 'Grammar' section 

explains the syntax of the sentence patterns which are given 

first in Chinese and then in English. For each main 

structure, a set of exercises are given. Clearly, the 

striking feature of Elementary Chinese Readers is its focus on 

sentence structures throughout every lesson. The main 

structures given at the beginning of each lesson provide 

teachers and students a target for teaching and learning. The 

substitution drills offer students a helpful and productive 

orientation of construction. For example, the instruction of 

the ba construction is given in Lesson 48, 49 and 50. In 

those lessons, the focus is on this structure. At the 

beginning of lesson 48, the main structure is given by the 

model sentence: 

Wo ba jintian de lianxi zuowanle. 

I Prep. today MK exercise do-finisb-ASP 

(I finished today's exercises.) 



The main focus is followed by substitution drills: 

A: Ni ba iintian de lianxi zuowanle ma? 

(Did you finish today's exercises?) 

B: Zuowanl e. 

("I" finished.) 

The following phrases are provided for substitution: 

mingtian de ke 

(tomorrow's class) 

naxie wenti 

(those questions) 

shouyinji 

(radio) 

zhunbeihao 

(prepare-well) 

huidadui 

(answer-correct) 

dakai 

(turn on) 
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The sentence structures are followed by the text written 

in a story format with the purpose of presenting the 

particular IIBa ll structure as well as recycling other 

structures introduced prior to this lesson. 

The authors of Elementary Chinese Readers have also paid 

considerable attention to the grammatical explanation and 

exercises, a fact which distinguishes this textbook from 
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others. For example, the grammatical notes for "Ba" 

construction not only give the definition of this pattern, but 

also offer the comparison between "Ba" structure and ordinary 

sentence without "Ba". In addition, the word order of "Ba" 

structure is given, as well as the special constraint for the 

object, verb, and adverb when using a "Ba" sentence. Those 

grammatical notes reflect the traditional method of syntactic 

analyses and the contemporary descriptive trend. 

The design of the exercises is also based on the main 

structures. The type of the exercises ranges from sentence 

transformation to sentence completion, from controlled 

activities to free open-ended practice. For example, there 

are six kinds of exercises to practice the "Ba" construction 

after the text for Lesson 48. The exercises include sentence 

transfer between "Ba" construction and ordinary statements, 

making sentences with "Ba" patterns, and situational 

conversation with application of the structure. 

3) The appearance of Chinese Primer made considerable 

progress in the Chinese teaching field in the West. Instead 

of remaining in the structural or methodological tradition, 

Chinese Primer, following the principle of Y.R. Chao's 

Mandarin Primer (Harvard University Press, 1948), offers a 

proficiency approach to second language acquisition. Rather 

than starting the learners with grammatical formula and some 
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vocabulary to "plug in" to it, the Chinese Primer's approach 

intends to "internalize" the student with a piece of dialogue 

that contains a number of important grammatical points in 

natural context. According to the authors' opinion, 

"internalization" refers to the process by which students 

adopt a second language as a living language, and as their 

own, getting a "feel" to it. In order to reach the goal, the 

following "key elements" have been brought into the 

compilation of this textbook. 

One of the elements is that the syntactic instruction and 

sentence patterns given do not follow the "normal progression" 

from simple to more complex grammar. Instead, the basic and 

frequently used sentence constructions (some of which are 

quite complicated) are introduced and concentrated at the 

beginning. The authors believe that if Western students could 

start to explore and acquire most Mandarin sentence patterns 

in the first few lessons, they would be able to "internalize" 

Chinese much more quickly than in the normal way that only 

allows adult students to begin with vocabulary lists and very 

simple sentence structures. The shift from the step to step 

introduction and limitation of the sentence structures at an 

early stage can have positive effects on students' acquisition 

process. For example, Chinese Primer presents the "Ba" 

structure in the first semester of study (Unit III, Lesson 

Two) . The resultative and potential complements are also 
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introduced in the first semester of study (Unit I, Lesson Five 

and Unit II, Lesson One) where such ubiquitous structures 

rightly belong. Compared with Elementary Chinese Readers, 

students do not learn the resultative complement until Lesson 

35, and "ban structure until Lesson 48, which is usually in 

the second year of Chinese. In other words, the introduction 

of some frequently used structures in the Chinese Primer, such 

as a sentence with "ball, or a verb phrase with a complement, 

is almost one semester or one year earlier than Elementary 

Chinese Readers as well as many of other Chinese textbooks. 

A major reason that Chinese Primer is able to introduce 

a large amount of sentence structure earlier than other 

textbooks is that it does not force students to learn how to 

write each new character as soon as it is introduced in the 

conversational lessons. On the one hand, the character 

exercises induce students to regard characters as one of the 

integrated parts of the Chinese language as a whole. On the 

other hand, since most beginning students can learn to speak 

a sentence much faster than they can actually write it in 

characters, there is no reason that we should hold their oral

aural learning back by insisting on that they should be able 

to write every sentence down as long as they can say it. 

However, the students' knowledge of Chinese characters will 

eventually catch up with their oral-aural knowledge, since 

many new vocabulary and sentences in later lessons use 
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compounds which consist of the characters the students have 

already learned. This learning order is similar to that of 

native speakers. 

In the introduction and explanation of Chinese syntax, 

the Chinese Primer tries to keep the use of j argon to a 

minimum. They believe that grammar notes are best when they 

are clear, to the point, and as simple as possible. As to 

those special Chinese sentence structures, which English 

grammar provides no parallels, they give the explanation with 

the word "warning", and try to point out the differences 

between the two languages. 

Although it is very important to introduce the basic 

structures in a logical sequence, Chinese Primer does not want 

to sacrifice grammatical accuracy and naturalness. Some 

textbooks, for the purpose of syntactic instruction, put the 

"pattern sentences" together in the lessons which can be used 

as models for classroom drills. These Chinese sentences are 

called "textbook Chinese". Unlike other textbooks, Chinese 

Primer tries to present Chinese in the most natural and lively 

manner which means that the language used in the text is the 

language that a native speaker might use in similar 

situations. 

As to the role of English translation, Chinese Primer 

provides a reasonably natural version in English, since they 

want to avoid the one-on-one correspondence of grammar between 
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two languages. They believe that Chinese sentence structure 

is different from English. Therefore, the intention to form 

a neat one-on-one correspondence can only hurt the 

internalization of Chinese, because the students might 

constantly translate Chinese back into English, and use the 

Chinese text as a kind of code for his language and thought 

system. For this reason, the English translation is just to 

give the students easy access to the basic content of the 

text, but not the structures. 

3.2 Comparison of the above Pedagogical Approaches 

The different pedagogical approaches of the teaching 

Chinese syntax to adult learners must be judged by the 

students' achievements and the feedback from teachers and 

students. For this reason, a questionnaire was created whose 

results provide a better assessment of the strengths and 

weaknesses of each approach, and contribute to a more 

appropriate theory and practice in second language 

acquisition. 

Twenty one students from the Intermediate Modern Chinese 

class, University of Arizona, eight Chinese language teachers 

at the University of Arizona or the East Asian Summer Language 

Institute, Indiana University, participated in the survey. Of 

the twenty one students, eight are native English speakers, 
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eight are Chinese-American, and five are from Asian countries, 

including one Japanese and one Korean. The eight Chinese 

teachers are all native Chinese speakers. Five of them are 

from Mainland China, and three of them are from Taiwan. Due 

to the fact that there are only few people who have used or 

read all three textbooks, the evaluation has to be based on 

what textbook the evaluator is using. 

The survey questions or statements are divided into seven 

groups. Each group of questions or statements is followed by 

a table which summarizes the results of the survey, and the 

scores for each items all rounded to tenths. Since there are 

seven groups of questions, there are also seven tables. The 

results reflect the teachers and students' impression and 

opinions on the grammatical sections of those three Chinese 

textbooks. For example, if twenty students and teachers 

participated in the investigation on Chinese Primer, and the 

total scores was 70 points. 70 points divided by 20, the 

average score would be 3.5. The coding of questionnaire (A -

1) reveals that most teachers and students think the aims and 

objectives of the grammar instruction provided by the 

textbooks basically correspond to the needs and goals of the 

students, since the average scores for those three textbooks 

are either 3 or above. 

In order to have a thorough survey, the following 
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questionnaires were distributed: 

SURVEY/QUESTIONNAIRE 

Please indicate to what extent you agree with each 

statement by circling out the appropriate number based on the 

following scale: 

2 = disagree 4 = strongly agree 

3 = agree 1 = strongly disagree 

A. Aims and Goals 

l. The aims and objectives of the grammar 

instruction correspond to the needs and goals of 1 2 3 4 

the students. 

2. The specification of the Chinese sentence 

structures match the students' linguistic 1 2 3 4 

background. 

3. The grammar instruction seems to be in tune 

with the acquisition of Chinese as a whole. 1 2 3 4 

Tables 1-7 report the results of review of three Chinese 

textbooks in relation to the questionnaire formulated in seven 

categories from A to G. 



Table 1 

A comparison of aims and goals 

Items BC ECR 

A - 1 3.5 3 

A - 2 2.5 2.2 

A - 3 2.4 2.5 

BC = Beginning Chinese 

ECR = Elementary Chinese Readers 

CP = Chinese Primer 
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CP 

3.5 

2.4 

2.5 

Table 1 summarizes the results of the scores for 

Questionnaire A. The results indicate that both teachers and 

students feel that one of the major similarities between 

Beginning Chinese, Elementary Chinese and Chinese Primer lies 

in an emphasis on the Chinese sentence structures. Since the 

grammatical instruction plays an important role in second 

language acquisition, the aims and objectives of the 

grammatical instruction in the textbooks basicly correspond to 

the needs of the students. However, since the students' 

linguistic backgrounds are different, and the specifications 

of the Chinese sentence structures are also different in each 

textbook, the questions are intended to specify the Chinese 
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sentence structures so that they match students' different 

linguistic backgrounds. What are the differences between 

first language learners and second language learners' 

linguistic background? Furthermore, what is the proportion of 

the grammatical instruction in the process of second language 

acquisition as a whole? Since these questions remain 

unanswered, the scores for A-2 and A-3 are not high. 

B. Subject Matter 

l. The number of grammatical points as well 

as their sequence introduced in the textbook 1 2 3 4 

are appropriate. 

2. The introduction of Chinese sentence 

structures is arranged in a logical sequence. 1 2 3 4 

3. The textbook contains a variety of Chinese 

sentence structures 1 2 3 4 

4. The sentence length and syntactic 

complexity are reasonable for the students of 1 2 3 4 

that level. 

5. The sentence structures introduced are 

very useful in Chinese daily life. 1 2 3 4 

Table 2 

A summary of the subject matter 

Items 
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B - 1 2.5 2.2 2.2 

B - 2 2 1.8 3.5 

B - 3 3.2 3.5 3.5 

B - 4 2.1 1.5 3.2 

B - 5 3.6 3.2 2.2 

Table 2 gives us a brief conclusion on the subjects of 

Chinese syntax introduced in those textbooks. The results 

reveal that both teachers and students think that the 

sentences structures and grammatical points taught are very 

useful in Chinese daily life. Al though there are some 

different structures introduced by different textbooks, the 

basic patterns are almost same in each book. However, as to 

the order or sequence in which grammar points are introduced, 

the differences between different approaches are obvious. For 

instance, Elementary Chinese Readers emphasizes the learning 

of the structures step by step, i.e. from simple to complex. 

In contrast, Chinese Primer tries to escape from the normal 

progression, and introduces most of the basic grammatical 

patterns of Chinese in its first few lessons, because the 

authors believe that "learning most of the sentence patterns 

in the early stages allows students, very quickly, to speak 

relati vely free and natural Chinese." The reaction to the 
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difference is different, too. Some of the language teachers 

and students wish to have a solid grammatical background at 

the beginning stage, but some of them want to have a quick 

improvement in their oral proficiency. The problem is 

identifying the introduction of Chinese sentence structures, 

arranging them in a logical order. The sentence length and 

syntactic complexity must also be reasonable for the students 

of that level. 

c. Explanation and Layout of Grammatical Points 

1. The model sentences are natural and 

accurate in the situational conversation. 
1 2 3 4 

2. The presentation of grammatical points is 

clear enough for students to understand. 
1 2 3 4 

3. There is not too much jargon in the 

grammatical explanation which is hard to 
1 2 3 4 

understand. 

4. The level of abstractness of Chinese 

grammar notes is appropriate. 1 2 3 4 

s. The English translation is clear which 

can not only help students understand the 
1 2 3 4 

meaning, but also the structure. 
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Table 3 

A summary of explanation and layout of grammatical points 

Items BC ECR CP 

C - 1 2.5 2 3 

C - 2 3.2 3.2 2.2 

C - 3 2.1 2.2 2 

C - 4 3 2.5 1.5 

C - 5 3 1.2 2 

Table 3 shows the results of explanation and layout of 

grammatical points in each textbook. The students' feedback 

indicates that they do not like too much j argon in the 

grammatical explanation, even though all authors and teachers 

have already tried to keep the use of specialized terminology 

to a minimum. As to the model sentences, Chinese Primer has 

striven to assure that the Chinese presented in the texts is 

lias natural and lively as possible. II They emphasize the 

situational conversation. However, the natural-language ideal 

causes some problems. One of them is the difficulties for the 

beginning students to master the basic forms of sentence 

structures, since they only have a tiny amount of vocabulary 

and grammar of Chinese by then. Sometimes it is too confusing 
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for beginners to use entirely natural-sounding Chinese at the 

first step. In contrast, Elementary Chinese Readers controls 

the model sentences tightly in order to provide patterns for 

drills in the class. On the one hand, it is ideal for 

students to imitate the "models" at the early stage. On the 

other hand, some of the model sound like artificial sentences. 

The question is which way we should go. 

Regarding the English translations, there are three 

different choices: 1) a natural and free translation; 2) a 

literal translation; 3) No translation. The purpose of 

providing a translation in the students' native language is to 

give them a quick and easy access to the basic content of the 

text. Chinese Primer has been free in its translation, since 

the authors want to remind students of the structural 

disassociation between Chinese and English. However, the 

survey indicates that most students dislike both the natural 

version and the literal version. The remaining question is 

what is the best way to help students understand the content 

as well as the structures, and what kind of translation the 

students will find proper. How does a second language learner 

build up grammatical structure of target language based on 

syntactic system of his/her native language? 

D. Methodological Approach 
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1. The grammatical points are introduced in 

meaningful situation. 1 2 3 4 

2. The grammatical explanation provides a 

contractive analysis of sentence structures 1 2 3 4 

between Chinese and English 

3. The sentence build-up and pattern-drills 

are very effective in mastery of Chinese 1 2 3 4 

sentence structures. 

4. The analyses of sentence elements help 

students learn the basic structures of 1 2 3 4 

Chinese sentence. 

S.The simple graphic devices (e.g. Tree 

diagram) are effectively used to clarify 
1 2 3 4 

the presentation of sentence structures. 

Table 4 

A comparison of methodological approach 

Items BC ECR CP 

D - 1 3 3 3.2 

D - 2 2 2 3 

D - 3 4 3 1.5 

D - 4 2 3.5 1.6 

D - 5 2.7 2.6 2 
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Table 4 summarizes the results of methodological approach 

of each textbook. According to the results, we can see that 

there is a tendency in these textbooks to introduce the 

grammatical points in meaningful situations. The overwhelming 

virtue of Chinese Primer has been its "internalization" which 

requires the students naturally to use a piece of conversation 

that contains a number of important grammatical points in 

meaningful context. Beginning Chinese and Elementary Chinese 

Readers also offer a situational approach although their 

methods are different. However, Elementary Chinese Readers 

has an overemphasis on structuralism, and Beginning Chinese 

has a tendency towards audiolingualism. 

According to feedback from both students and teachers, 

the methodological orientations, such as sentence build-up, 

pattern-drills, contrastive analysis of sentence structures, 

are very effective in syntactic instruction. However, none of 

these textbooks provide enough simple graphic devices to 

clarify the presentation of sentence structures. Each 

textbook follows its own format in teaching Chinese syntax. 

It would be better if there were a combination or balance of 

the different methods used in syntactic instruction. In 

addition, it would be even better if we could specify the 

teaching method which could be more effective than others. 

E. The Relation between Text and Grammar Notes 
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1. The text's level of readability matches 

that of syntactic complexity 1 2 3 4 

2. The text includes the basic patterns 

and vocabulary necessary for using the 1 2 3 4 

language up to the level of acquisition 

3. The presentation of vocabulary and 

structures in the text move gradually in a 1 2 3 4 

suitable progressive sequence 

4. The new structures are well controlled 

when they are presented and explained in 1 2 3 4 

the text. 

5. There is an even distribution of 

grammatical and vocabulary material among 1 2 3 4 

the texts. 

6. The text language uses standard 

Chinese, i.e. sentence structures all 1 2 3 4 

follow normal word order. 

7. The texts distinguish between modern 

and classical, colloquial and written 1 2 3 4 

Chinese with regard to vocabulary and 

grammatical structures. 

8. The textbook make the structures 

presented easily accessible to the 1 2 3 4 

learner. (e. g. the grammar checklist) 

Table 5 
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A summary of the relation between text and grammar points 

Items BC ECR CP 

E - 1 3 3.2 3 

E - 2 2 1.6 3.2 

E - 3 2 1.5 3.1 

E - 4 2.4 3.1 1.5 

E - 5 2.5 3.2 1.5 

E - 6 2 1.8 1.8 

E - 7 1.5 1.6 2 

E - 8 3 2.5 2.2 

Table 5 summarizes the relation between text and grammar 

notes in each textbook. The survey shows that there is a close 

relationship between the text and the presentation of 

structures. Another major similarity, which lies in each 

textbook, is that each textbook has plans to link syntactic 

structures to the text. Since each sentence pattern has its 

own pragmatic function, it has to be used in a contextual 

situation. The authors have carefully designed the text so 

that basic structures can unfold in· a gradual sequence. 

However, there is a difference in planning the text. In 
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Beginning Chinese the grammatical structures are organized 

around the handling of tasks, such as meeting people, shopping 

at a bookstore, asking directions, etc. In contrast, the 

authors of Chinese Primer try to make the texts lively, and 

even playful. In their opinion, the students can absorb 

grammatical structures better only if they have emotional 

involvement in the text. For this reason, the texts in this 

book have been related to students' daily life instead of a 

set of tasks, and grammatical structures have been introduced 

in the daily life of students. In contrast to those two 

approaches, Elementary Readers organizes the texts based on 

the sentence structures given. The introduction of sentence 

patterns is followed by a text which consists of new patterns 

and the recycling of old ones from previous lessons. Due to 

the differences between texts and grammar points, the opinions 

from both students and teachers are different, too. The 

questions are how to introduce grammatical structures in a 

text and how to deal with the relation between texts and 

grammatical structures. In fact, this is a question relating 

to the issue of how to balance structural strengths with 

functional strengths. 

F. Exercises and Activities 
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1. The exercises mesh well with the 

grammatical points in each lesson. 1 2 3 4 

2. The grammar exercises provide the best 

calculated to achieve the target 1 2 3 4 

grammatical objectives. 

3. The exercises develop a grammatical 

progression from manipulative to 1 2 3 4 

communicative activities. 

4. The exercises involve vocabulary and 

structures which build up the learner's 1 2 3 4 

ability to communicate independently. 

s. The exercises promote internalization 

of learned sentence structures. 1 2 3 4 

6. The exercises match the age, level and 

interest of the students and encourage 1 2 3 4 

their active participation. 

7. The textbook provides review exercises 

within lessons and cumulatively uses new 1 2 3 4 

materials. 

8. The exercises provide for the 

development of learning strategies, such 1 2 3 4 

as substitutions, outlining structures. 

Table 6 

A summary of exercises and activities 
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Items BC ECR CP 

F - 1 3.8 3.8 3 

F - 2 3.5 3.2 3 

F - 3 2 1.5 2.4 

F - 4 2.5 2.1 2 

F - 5 3 2.5 3.5 

F - 6 2 1.5 2.5 

F - 7 3 3.2 2 

F - 8 3 2.8 2.2 

Table 6 compares the exercises and activities given in 

these Chinese textbooks. The results indicate the 

dissatisfaction of teachers and students with the exercises. 

Al though there are various exercises designed after each 

lesson in order to mesh with the grammatical points, none of 

the textbooks provide enough exercises to elicit oral 

production from the students. In other words, the exercises 

did not develop a grammatical progression from manipulative to 

communicative activities. The question is what is the 

function of exercises in the Chinese acquisition as a whole. 
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G. OVerall Evaluation 

1. The texts and exercises involved grammatical 

items are motivational and attractive. 1 2 3 4 

2. The syntactic teaching promotes students' 

critical thinking (Le. analysis, synthesis, 1 2 3 4 

analogy, abstraction and application) . 

3. The syntactic materials are clearly 

organized (Le. a detailed table of contents, 1 2 3 4 

which includes location of structures and 

their respective exercises, an index of a 

glossary. 

4. The grammatical points presented in the 

textbook reinforce the integration of all four 1 2 3 4 

language skills. 

S.The textbook provides the information on 

grammar to predict likely problems (Le. data 1 2 3 4 

from contractive analysis and error analysis) . 

6. The series of the textbook offer teacher's 

manual for teachers and student's workbook for 1 2 3 4 

learners. 

TaD~e 7 

A summary of overall evaluation 

Items BC ECR CP 

G - 1 3 3.5 3.2 
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G - 2 2 2 2.2 

G - 3 3 3 2.5 

G - 4 2 2 2 

G - 5 3 2 3 

G - 6 2 3 2 

Table 7 provides the results of overall evaluation. The 

results show that on the one hand, the texts and exercises 

involved in grammatical items are motivated and attractive; on 

the other hand, there is a loose relationship between the 

grammatical points presented in the textbook and the 

integration of all four language skills. These textbooks 

offer neither listening comprehension nor reading exercises 

for students. In addition, the syntactic teaching is limited 

to the structural heading in the textbooks; they did not pay 

enough attention to promote students' critical thinking, 

especially since most of the Chinese learners in the u.s. are 

adults. The surveys also show that no single text is overall 

better than the other two. Only by combining the strengths 

from each textbook can the teaching of Chinese syntax better 

match the learners' age, interest, linguistic background and 

acquisition pattern of Chinese as a second language. 
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In an attempt to lay a foundation so that one can 

discover a better way to teach Chinese syntax, which would 

fully take advantage of the natural acquisition process, the 

previous chapters have provided a background in Chinese syntax 

background and a comparison among different approaches in 

teaching. The discussion and subsequent analysis show that 

the syntactic systems and teaching methods used today are the 

result of different descriptive approaches which offer various 

paths for achieving the mastery of the target structures. 

However, the syntactic explanations are mainly for people who 

are either native speakers or have already learned Chinese, 

and the design of some syntactic content in the textbooks are 

not based on the acquisition properties of L2 learners. 

This chapter will investigate the general process of 

Chinese syntax acquisition among adult learners. Through 

different surveys, the basic hypotheses concerning the 

acquisition process, syntactic transfer, teaching methods and 

learning strategies can be examined. The discussion starts 

with a series of research questions to be tested, followed by 

the procedure of data collection, and the design of different 
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surveys. 

4.1 Research Questions 

There are four related hypotheses to be tested which 

focus on the following principles: 

(1) The acquisition process of Chinese syntax is 

different between first language (Ll) learners (or children) 

and second language (L2) learners (or adults), although there 

are some similarities. Adult learners cannot simply imitate 

the acquisition model for children. In addition, it is 

possible and necessary to find out what are the weaknesses and 

strengths of adult learners in their acquisition of Chinese 

syntax by comparing their acquisition process with children's 

first language development. 

(2) In order to help an adult learner to develop his or 

her communicative competence, it is very important for the 

learner to internalize the Chinese syntactic system. To 

achieve both communicative competence and grammatical 

competence, we need to develop a pedagogic syntax instead of 

a scholarly syntax. The pedagogic syntax should reflect and 

relate to the features of Chinese syntax acquisition by adult 

learners, who intend to utilize their cognitive skills and 

their grammatical knowledge from their native language in the 

learning process. 
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(3) The acquisition process of Chinese syntax by adult 

learners involves many factors, which include not only various 

teaching approaches and materials, but also different 

acquisition order, scope, method, learning environment, and 

the influences from L1. In addition, it is also affected by 

adult learners' motivation and learning strategies as well as 

their abilities in cognition, imitation, memorization, analogy 

and abstraction. The syntax teaching should provide a door 

for adult learners to a different syntactic system and a new 

way of thinking through the acquisition process. 

(4) Only if a pedagogic syntax can match the features of 

acquisition process by adult learners, would it be able to 

internalize L2 learners with the Chinese syntactic system, and 

speed up the whole learning process. Therefore, it is 

important and necessary to summarize some linguistic and 

pedagogical guidelines for adult learners based on their 

acquisition features of Chinese syntax, and the pedagogical 

principles should be applied and tested in the case studies. 

1) The acquisition process of Chinese syntax in L2 learners 

Adul t learners' performance and achievement in their 

acquisition process of Chinese syntax should determine the 

design of textbooks and teaching strategies. The study of 

Chinese syntax acquisition in adult learners has two ultimate 

goals. One goal is the description of how an adult, based on 
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a limited set of data, can acquire Chinese syntax in spite of 

the influence of his or her native language. The other goal 

is to determine which teaching approach will be more 

effective, based on the features of syntactic acquisition 

process in adult learners. 

affected by the learner's 

If the acquisition process is 

innate grammatical system, the 

abilities of cognition, and the way of teaching and learning, 

then the evidences should show differences at various stages 

of language development between L2 learners and L1 learners. 

Furthermore, if the acquisition process of adults learning 

Chinese syntax is different from that of children, then the 

explanation and teaching methods of syntax should be 

different, too. Therefore, it is necessary to find out the 

features of syntax acquisition by adults in order to set up 

the teaching pace and methods accordingly and work toward a 

pedagogically valid syntactic system. In discovering the 

adult acquisition process, the following specific questions 

will be addressed: 

(1) In the early stages of Chinese syntax acquisition, 

one can ask to what extent are adult learners guided by (or 

influenced by) the syntactic rules of their native languages? 

Could adult learners follow the IIspoon-fed ll acquisition 

process just like a child does in Chinese syntactic 

development? 

(2) In the intermediate stage, are learners able to use 
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their newly acquired knowledge to deal with more complicated 

structures or do they still have to rely on their native 

language to interpret the meaning of the vocabulary and 

structure? Can they internalize the newly learned Chinese 

structures just as children can? 

(3) In the advanced stage, are learners able to deal 

with the relations between syntax, semantics and pragmatics? 

Can they choose appropriate structures to communicate what 

they really mean? Can adult learners naturally receive and 

produce grammatical sentences in Chinese? 

(4) What are the stages by which the adult learners 

develop their competence and performance in Chinese? Can they 

deliver discourses in an orderly and effective way? Can they 

choose appropriate structures to defend themselves and give 

convincing arguments? What is the difference between L2 

learners and Ll learners at this stage? Can adult learners 

inevitably achieve mastery of Chinese syntactic system? 

(5) Does the learning environment have a lot of to do 

with the acquisition process? What is the ideal learning 

environment? Common sense tells us that living in the country 

where the target language is spoken is the best environment; 

attending a vacation language school where total immersion is 

required is the next; and somewhat less ideal is to take the 

target language course during regular semester. 

After the discussions, generally, we will be in a better 
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position to answer the above questions and arguments, such as 

"Is instruction in syntax essential to the mastery of 

Chinese?", "How much time should be devoted to syntax 

instruction in the Chinese classroom in the first and second 

years?", "Which order and pace of syntax acquisition will be 

more appropriate for adult learners?" , "What is the 

relationship between 

environment?". 

syntax acquisition and 

2) The prediction of syntax transfer 

learning 

If adult learners are influenced by their previous 

knowledge of language, and the structures between the 

learners' native language and target language are different, 

then the measurements should indicate the influences from 

their native language as well as predict the common mistakes 

among the learners. According to adult learners' language 

background, it is possible and necessary to predict the 

special features and common mistakes before the teaching of 

Chinese syntax begins. Clearly, predictions in the detail of 

the difficulties and similarities in learning Chinese syntax, 

not only can offer pre-knowledge before teaching, but also can 

provide guidance during the acquisition process. Just like a 

picture or a schema, the prediction can show both teachers and 

learners the whole structure as well as special parts of 

Chinese syntax. In exploring the consequences of the above 
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results, there are three specific questions to be tested: 

(1) If there is a Chinese sentence structure which 

corresponds to a pattern in a learner's native language, is 

the learner able to master the structure in natural 

developmental stages? For example, Chinese is an SVO language 

in which the subject precedes the verb and the object follows 

the verb. The word order is similar to English even though it 

is unmarked. Do English speakers naturally follow SVO word 

order in learning Chinese? What are other similar structures 

between Chinese and English? Are these features of syntax 

language universal, which presumably would not have been 

taught? 

(2) If there are some Chinese syntactic features which 

are new or special for a learner whose native language does 

not exhibit those phenomena, what kind of influences from 

first language will occur? What is the relationship between 

typological considerations and Chinese syntax acquisition? 

Generally speaking, L2 learners' difficulty in acquiring 

Chinese syntax is, to some extent, related to differences 

between the target language and the native language. The 

differences could be shown through a contrastive analysis of 

the two languages, as Lado (1957:2) points out: "Individuals 

tend to transfer the forms and meanings and the distribution 

of forms and meanings of their native language and culture to 
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both productively when 

attempting to speak the language and to act in the culture, 

and receptively when attempting to grasp and understand the 

language and the culture as practiced by natives. II 

Chinese syntax, as stated earlier, has some unique 

features which are unlike those in a learner's native 

language. First of all, the basic linguistic unit in Chinese 

is the character. Each character is an independent unit 

consisting of a single morpheme. Because there is no 

inflectional morphology, the syntactic relation between 

linguistic units is not expressed. For example, regarding 

tense and aspect of verbs, Chinese uses particles to express 

such syntactic concepts, and those particles are written with 

independent characters. It seems that the Chinese particles 

are independent words; in fact, they are attached to the main 

verbs syntactically. However, the syntactical relation 

between verb and its particle is not shown by Chinese writing 

system. Another example is the concept of different cases of 

a pronoun or a noun. Since the characters for both the 

nominative case and the objective case are the same, and there 

is no indicator to show the syntactic differences, most of 

Chinese speakers are not aware of this syntactic category. 

Although there are several alphabetic systems designed for 

Chinese language, such as pinyin, they are only the tools for 

the pronunciation of characters. Secondly, since Chinese has 
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virtually no inflection, word-order becomes one of the most 

important syntactic devices for Chinese sentence structures. 

For instance, the function of a noun, whether it is a topic, 

a subject or an object, is closely related to where it appears 

in the sentence. Thirdly, Chinese places modifiers and 

relative clauses before head nouns, a so-called left-branching 

syntax, which is different from mostly right-branching 

languages such as English. Fourth, since there is no 

requirement of agreement between subject and verb, the 

relation between subject and predicate is often in the topic

comment mode, and some sentences could have both topic and 

subj ect . The broader question is: what does language typology 

have to do with the prediction of the acquisition process? 

(3) If we look closely at Chinese sentence structures, it 

is clear that there are a number of special patterns which are 

unlike or different from English or other European languages. 

Adult learners have to deal with these special features one by 

one in order to master Chinese syntax as a whole. 

Another difference between English and Chinese is that 

Chinese does not have articles, such as "a" or II the II as in 

English. However, there are various measure words inserted 

between a number and a noun. Chinese also has different 

particles, such as "le", "de", line II , to indicate tense, 

structure, and mood, which are quite difficult for English 
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speakers to learn. 

At the phrase level, phrase structures in Chinese may be 

classified into 14 patterns according to the semantic content: 

(a) possessive + something (b) modifier + something (c) 

action + object (d) number + measuring word + something (e) 

preposition + time/place, etc. (f) place/time + localizer (g) 

degree + description (h) manner/degree, etc. + action (i) 

action + compliments related to result/ degree/potential (j) 

action 1 + action 2, action 1 shows the purpose/fashion/state 

of action 2 (k) make/ask + somebody + do something/to feel (1) 

negation + existence/action/feeling (m) question forms (n) 

action + syntactic particles to express the tense/aspect of 

the action. Among these phrase structures, (d), (f), (h), (i), 

(j), (1), (m) and (n) are different from those in English. 

At the sentence level, there are a number of patterns 

which are especially difficult for L2 learners, such as (a) S 

+ Adv.+ Adj. (no linking verb "shi") (b) Existential sentence 

(c) Comparative sentences {d} Negation {e} Question (f) ba 

structure (g) bei structure or passive sentence (h) Sentences 

with object movement. 

At the complex sentence level, Chinese sentences require 

pairs of conjunctions or adverbs to link the clauses, and the 

structure and logical relations between the clauses are 

different from those in English, such as "yinwei ... , 
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suoyi ... II ( because ... , therefore ... ), "budan ... , erqie ... II 

(not only ... , but also ... ), "zhiyao ... , jiu ... II (as long as ... , 

then ... ), which require a pair of conjunctions or adverbs to 

link the clauses. 

clauses is hard 

Sometimes the relationship between two 

for adult learners to understand or 

distinguish, such as "chule ... , ye ... II (besides A, also B), 

II chule ... , dou ... II all, except A). One is inclusi ve, 

another one is exclusive. The only difference between these 

two structures is "ye" or "dou". 

Based on the features of Chinese structures, which 

components would cause learners' difficulties? What are 

common mistakes among adult learners? What can we predict in 

adults' syntax acquisition? And what can we do to help adult 

learners avoid those problems? 

3) Teaching and learning strategies based on the acquisition 

process and the influences from L1 

If we can discover the features of the acquisition 

process by adult learners and the influences from their native 

language, and if the Chinese syntax can be taught based on 

these discoveries, then the measurements should be able to 

show a more effective way to teach and to learn, and we can 

propose a better syntactic system and teaching method which 

can be used in the Chinese classroom. To seek a suitable way 

for L2 learner to acquire Chinese syntax, there are several 
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questions which will be asked: 

(1) In order to have a basic idea of teaching scope and 

priority, we need to find out first how many Chinese sentence 

patterns do the adult learners need to learn? Which of them 

are the patterns used most frequently? And how many difficult 

patterns are there among the most frequently used ones? 

Finding those answers could offer both teachers and learners 

a clear picture for their overall planning. 

(2) Where should we place the emphasis in the teaching of 

Chinese syntax? Generally speaking, there should be some 

Chinese syntactic phenomena due to language universals; some 

of them could be taught through contrastive analysis; and the 

rest of the phenomena are related to language typology which 

need to be explained and memorized distinctly. 

(3) What would be a suitable pace of teaching? Should we 

follow the order of structural levels of compound words, 

phrases, single sentences, complex sentences and discourses to 

teach, or should we introduce the syntactic framework 

directly to adult learners according to the features of their 

acquisition process? 

(4) Which teaching method would be more effective and 

practical for adult learners based on comparisons of different 

teaching approaches? 

syntax by adults 

If the acquisition process of Chinese 

is influenced by different teaching 

approaches, and effective teaching can provide learners a 
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solid syntactic background as well as speed up their 

acquisition process, then how many different teaching methods 

are being used in the Chinese language classrooms? Which one 

is more effective than the others? 

Although every teacher has his or her own teaching method 

and style, the Chinese language instruction can be summarized 

into three different approaches at least: performance-based 

instruction, grammar-based instruction and translation-based 

instruction. 

Performance-based Instruction This manner of instruction 

emphasizes communicative ability. This method is necessary 

when Chinese beginners need to learn how to survive in the new 

language environment. No matter if they know Chinese sentence 

structures well or not, they may have to find ways to 

communicate with native Chinese speakers, and make themselves 

understood. This functional approach is based on the 

assumption that an adult is the same as a child, and he could 

learn the structures of target language and internalize them 

as long as they explore the target language long enough and 

keep communicating with native Chinese speakers. Does this 

method work well and coincide with the natural acquisition 

process by adults? 

Grammar-based Instruction This approach focuses on the 

basic syntactic knowledge of the target language. Beginners 
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need to build up their knowledge of Chinese sentence 

structures step by step. Based on the assumption that every 

child develops his syntactic competence from word to phrase, 

and from phrase to sentence, the grammar-based instruction 

follows strict order to introducing Chinese sentence patterns, 

and uses spoon-fed methods to equip adult learners with the 

target structures. 

Translation-based Instruction This approach emphasizes 

the contrastive analysis of target structures and native 

syntax. 

patterns 

Based 

of 

on the assumption that different sentence 

two languages could form a one-on-one 

correspondence if the meanings are the same, the intention of 

translation-based instruction is to provide adult learners 

with the knowledge of such correspondences. Adult learners 

can constantly translate back from Chinese to English when 

they are in receiving process, and translate again from 

English to Chinese when they are producing. The translation

based instruction actually trains adult learners to use the 

target language text as a kind of code for their own language 

and thought system. 

(5) It is a fact that each adult learner has his or her 

own way of learning Chinese as a second language, and the 

effect and efficiency are different case by case. The adult 

learners can be grouped into aural, visual, and kinesthetic 
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styles. The substantial variation in degree of success and 

strategy among adult learners form a striking contrast to the 

lack of variation among first language learners. So, what are 

the most commonly used learning strategies by adult learners? 

Which of them have been proved to be more effective than 

others? Although both teachers and learners can do nothing 

about a learner's language background, syntactic knowledge and 

intelligence level, we can certainly find out more effective 

teaching and learning strategies according to measurements and 

experiments. 

4.2 Collecting Data 

This section specifies the methods used for collection of 

the data. In order to answer the research questions, we must 

take learners' performance into consideration and follow the 

process of quantifying the characteristics of learners' 

performance in acquiring target structures. The process of 

quantification involves not only the design of tests and 

evaluations, but also the assigning of the numerical values to 

enable the analysis and interpretation of the results. 

1) Objectives and methods of data collection 

One objective of the measurements in this section is to 

provide a source of information about the features of 
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acquisition process of adults in learning Chinese syntax. The 

second objective of the measurements is to explore the 

effectiveness of different approaches to the teaching of 

Chinese syntax. As Bachman (1990 :18) points out," the process 

of measurement is described as a set of steps which, if 

followed in test development, will provide the basis for both 

reliable test scores and valid test use. 

Since two related objectives are involved, the methods 

used for collecting data should be related, teo. In the 

process of data collection, we can use two methods---test and 

evaluation. Although 'test' and 'evaluation' are often used 

to refer to the same activity, they have distinctive functions 

and characteristics. "A test is a measurement instrument 

designed to elicit a specif ic sample of an individual's 

behavior," while evaluation is "the systematic gathering of 

information for the purpose of making decisions" (Bachman 

1990). Therefore, evaluation does not necessarily entail 

testing; on the other hand, not all tests are evaluative. 

2) Design of the testing 

Upshur (1971) noted that there is an intrinsic reciprocal 

relationship between research in language acquisition and 

developments in language teaching on the one hand, and 

language testing on the other. We can use syntax testing to 

serve research in Chinese syntax acquisition and teaching; and 
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our understanding of the processes of syntax acquisition and 

teaching can also stimulate test development. 

In order to provide both practical tools and theoretical 

insights for research on syntax acquisition and teaching 

through testing, there are several practical questions we are 

facing: What are the basic considerations in syntax test 

design? What testing methods should we use? How many types 

of test should we develop? How do we score the test results? 

How do we analyze or interpret the scores? 

In designing the syntax tests, there are two types of 

measures to be used: writing test and oral evaluation. Both 

can serve in diagnostic testing. For the writing test, twelve 

specific writing tests were designed, including various 

syntactic exercises (see Appendix A), with the focus on 

learner's achievement in syntactic acquisition. Since some of 

the students cannot answer the questions because they are not 

able to read characters or pinyin, all sentences in the tests 

are shown in both pinyin and traditional characters. The two 

versions are identical in content, and the students may 

consult either or both. 

B), there are three 

For the oral evaluation (see Appendix 

parts including free conversation, 

monologue and role playing with the emphases on grammatical 

accuracy and usage of various sentence structures as well as 

learner's proficiency level in spoken Chinese as a whole. 

It is essential that each test has a clear purpose, so 
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that the results of assessment will be useful in estimating 

the degree of success the learner has achieved. For this 

reason, the test questions in both writing and speaking will 

range in difficulty from easy to more challenging, and all 

testing parts will focus on a learner's grammatical competence 

and performance. The different tests can be divided into 

different groups according to the students' language level and 

survey questions. Based on analyses of the results, the tests 

can be used to serve three tasks. Task one is to determine 

the basic pattern of the acquisition process in adults 

learning Chinese syntax. Task two is to focus on what we can 

predict during the syntactic transfer. Task three is to 

discover a better teaching method for L2 adult learners 

according to their acquisition process and the prediction of 

their syntactic system transfer. 

3) Subject of data collection 

Twenty seven subjects from the Elementary Chinese and 

Intermediate Chinese classes at the University of Arizona, 

thirty two subjects from Level-One and Level-Two classes at 

the East Asian Summer Language Institute, Indiana University, 

and fourteen subjects from Beijing Language Institute 

participated in the study. They all used English as their 

official or first language, and were taking Chinese as a 

foreign language. The tests were given to students at four 
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different stages: Stage 1 refers to the first semester of 

Elementary Chinese; Stage 2 refers to the second semester of 

Elementary Chinese; Stage 3 is first semester of Intermediate 

Chinese; and Stage 4 is second semester of Intermediate 

Chinese. Each semester earns five credit hours. At the East 

Asian Summer Language Institute of Indiana University, one 

summer of intensive language courses is equivalent to one 

academic year at regular universities. Since the tests are 

given at different institutions and at different times, the 

results are based on estimates and comparison of the learners' 

performance. 

4.3 Tasks of the Tests and Evaluations 

There are three tasks for the surveys through tests and 

evaluations. 

1) Task One: Chinese syntax acquisition process 

With this task, I will conduct two surveys. The first 

survey includes both written tests and oral evaluation. The 

second survey is to compare the student a ' performance in three 

different learning environments. 

different tests are used, which 

categories. 

For written tests, twelve 

can be divided into four 
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(1) Early Stage 1 

This section of tests is designed to examine the adult 

learners in early stage of Chinese syntax acquisition which 

includes three parts: making statements, questions and 

responses. 

TEST #1: This test is designed to find out a learner's 

ability to make simple statements in Chinese. Of the six 

sentences, there are three types of basic predicates--

predicate with noun phrase, verb phrase or adjective phrase as 

the main element. Sentence 3 contains a predicate with a 

linking verb + a noun phrase; sentence 4 uses verb + object as 

the predicate. The target structures for these two types of 

predicate are very similar to those in English, which is the 

native language for most of adult learners in our classroom. 

However, if the predicate of a sentence in Chinese is with an 

adjective or an adjective phrase, the structure will be 

different from the one in English. The predicate of sentence 

1 contains one adjective; sentence 2's predicate consists of 

an adverb + an adj ecti ve; sentences 5 and 6 contain the 

negative forms of adjective phrases as the predicates. 

TEST #2: The sentences in this test are designed to 

stimulate the students to make different questions in Chinese. 

There are four different types of questions in Chinese which 

are similar to English semantically. Of the six questions in 

the test, sentence 1 and 4 are so called Yes/No Questions; 
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sentence 6 is the Tag Question; sentence 3 and 5 are the 

Information Questions; and sentence 2 requires students to 

make an Alternative Question. Each type of question is 

distinct in its form and meaning. The structures of questions 

in Chinese are also different from those in English. Since 

every statement could have several possible related questions, 

the test requires students to make questions according to the 

statements and the given meanings. 

TEST #3: Since the answers for questions, especially for 

negative questions, are quite different from English, the 

stimulus sentences in this test are designed to test students' 

abilities in dealing with different questions. In Chinese 

conversations, although each question can be answered in 

several different abbreviated forms, the "shi" (Yes) or "bu" 

(No) answer is mainly to confirm if the content of the 

question is correct or not. As far as the question is 

concerned, the affirming "shi" could be followed immediately 

by a negative proposition, and the negative "bu" could be 

followed by a positive statement. In test #3, question 2, 3 

and 5 are negative questions, and the responses should be 

different from English; question 1 and 4 are in positive 

forms, the responses should be similar to English. 

(2) Early Stage II 

The tests in this section are designed to investigate the 
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acquisition process of adult learners in early stage II 

(approximately second semester of Elementary Chinese). The 

tests include three parts: word order, making complex 

sentences and the transfer of sentence patterns. 

TEST #4: This is designed to test students' knowledge of 

word order in Chinese. Sentences 1 and 2 involve the position 

of adverbs; sentence 3 contains a prepositional phrase; 

sentence 4 requires learners to build a sentence with both an 

adverbial phrase and a complement; sentence 5 involves the 

word order of a modifier and a head noun. 

TEST #5: This test is designed to make learners link 

single sentences together in forming complex sentences 

according to the syntactic and semantic relationship between 

the sentences. 

TEST #6: In this test, learners are required to transfer 

the sentences from basic structures to special one with the 

emphases on the objectives. 

(3) Intermediate Stage I 

In order to observe the acquisition process of Chinese 

syntax in adult learners in intermediate stage I (first 

semester of second-level Chinese), the tests of this section 

focus on the syntactic structures with the usage of function 

words in Chinese, which include three parts: aspect markers 

and particles, "ba" structures and connecting adverbs. 
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TEST #7: By requiring the students to make syntactic 

judgements, this test is designed to examine a learners' 

knowledge of aspect markers and mood particles in Chinese. 

Each sentence in this test contains one error either in aspect 

markers or mood particles. 

TEST #8: This test requires adult learners to make 

judgement of sentences with "ba" structures. As a special 

syntactic structure in Chinese, it also has a unique semantic 

function. Each sentence in this test is incomplete. Learners 

need to have both syntactic and semantic knowledge to complete 

the sentence. 

TEST #9: By filling in the blanks, learners need to 

demonstrate their knowledge of adverbs with connecting 

functions in Chinese sentences. 

(4) Intermediate Stage II 

The tests in this section contain the stimulus materials 

for learners to demonstrate their acquisition of Chinese 

syntax at intermediate stage II (second semester of second

level Chinese). The testing materials include three parts: 

sentence comprehension, completing sentences and writing a 

paragraph. 

TEST #10: In this test, multiple choices were given to 

check a learner's abilities of reading comprehension with 

emphases on expression of different aspects and complements in 
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Chinese. There were four sentences specially designed to test 

a learner's comprehension of complex predicates of Chinese 

sentences. 

TEST #11: The test of completing sentences assesses a 

learners ' productive ability by using certain Chinese sentence 

patterns according to the context. There are three short 

conversations. Learners are required to respond to the 

questions or statements by following certain patterns. The 

other three incomplete sentences test a learner's sensitivity 

to different complex sentences. 

TEST 12: The purpose of this exercise is to test 

learners' ability of organizing sentences at discourse level. 

There are three to four sentences in each group. The 

learner's ability to produce proper paragraphs in Chinese can 

be shown through the sentence grouping. 

2) Task Two: Prediction of syntactic transfer 

For Task Two, written tests and oral evaluations are 

designed to focus on adult learners' target language input, 

their innate language faculty, and the syntactic influences 

from the learners' native language. On the one hand, he or 

she, as a second language learner, will certainly be 

influenced by his or her native language in the acquisition 

process. 

way of 

On the other hand, as an adult learner, his or her 

acquiring Chinese syntax will be different from 



children. Based on these factors, it is possible 

necessary to predict the general direction during 

syntactic transfer among L2 adult learners. 
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and 

the 

Given the fact that there are some Chinese sentence 

structures which correspond to the patterns in the adult 

learners' native language, there are also some Chinese 

sentences which are different from the learner's syntactic 

framework of their native language structurally and 

functionally. Based on this fact, I will conduct survey 3. 

The data collected from survey 3 will be related to the data 

from survey 1. However, the way to analyze the data will be 

different. The testing questions in survey 3 will be divided 

into two categories according to a comparative analyses 

between Chinese and English sentences, which means that there 

are both Chinese structures which are similar to the ones in 

the learner's native language and the structures which are 

different from the learner's syntactic framework. The 

influences from L1 among adult learners will be demonstrated 

through comparison and analyses of the scores from two 

categories of testing questions. 

3) Task Three: Results of different teaching and learning 

approaches 

For task three, I will conduct survey 4, and the analyses 

of the testing and evaluation will focus on the different 
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teaching and learning approaches as well as their results. 

There are three major teaching approaches to be examined which 

include the teaching with focus on communicative function, on 

grammatical structures or on translation skills. The East 

Asian Summer Chinese School at Indiana University uses the 

communicative approach; the ElementarJ Chinese classes at the 

University of Arizona mainly utilize the grammar-oriented 

method; and one class at the Beijing Language Institute was 

specified as a translation class. The relationship between 

different teaching approaches and different acquisition 

results will be shown through the survey. No teaching methods 

will be effective without the learners' participation. For 

this reason, the learners' learning goals and strategies will 

also be considered in the survey. 
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS AND ANALYSES OF THE SURVEYS 

In this chapter the results and analyses of the surveys 

will be reported in relation to the three survey areas 

discussed in Chapter 4, which include: 1) the distinctions 

between the acquisition process of Chinese syntax by children 

and by adults; 2) the influences from adult learners' native 

language during the syntactic transfer from L1 to L2; 3) the 

different effectiveness between various teaching and learning 

approaches in the acquisition process. The analyses of the 

surveys have been summarized into nine features of the 

syntactic acquisition process by adult learners, which in 

general confirm our common-sense observations. 

The study of language acquisition is a common focus of 

many disciplines, including general linguistics, language 

pedagogy and psycholinguistics. This study can be divided 

into two subfields: the acquisition of language by children 

and the language acquisition by adults, or first language (L1) 

acquisition and second language (L2) acquisition. In order to 

make the characteristics of Chinese syntax acquisition by 

adults more apparent, it will be useful to compare adult 

learning with the child's syntactic development. Although a 

great deal of research has been done on each of the two 
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subfields in the past several decades, there are still some 

fundamental unsolved questions, such as: "What are the 

similarities and differences between L1 and L2 acquisition?", 

"Could the model of L1 acquisition (or parts of it) be applied 

to the acquisition of L2?". The purpose of this chapter is to 

draw some conclusions derived from the results and analyses of 

the surveys in the light of second language acquisition 

theories and practices. 

5.1 The Acquisition Process of Chinese Syntax by Adult 

Learners 

In this section, I will report on the results from two 

surveys across different stages of development. The first 

survey (see Table 1) includes the results of both written and 

oral tests on Chinese syntax. The second report (see Table 2) 

displays the results of syntactic tests and evaluations in 

three different learning environments: the Beijing Language 

Institute in China, the East Asian Summer Language Institute 

at Indiana University, and Elementary and Intermediate Chinese 

classes at the University of Arizona. The Beijing Language 

Institute is located in a country where Chinese is the 

official language; the Chinese School of East Asian Summer 

Language Institute at Indiana University is well known for its 

immersion based and intensive language program; and Chinese 
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courses at the University of Arizona are typical of language 

classes offered by the most of major universities in the 

United States. We can have better insight into the relation

ship between Chinese acquisition and the learning environment 

through the comparison of learning Chinese at these different 

locations. 

Fifteen students from the elementary Chinese class and 

twelve students from the intermediate class at the University 

of Arizona participated in survey 1. Of the twenty seven 

students, twenty two are native English speakers, and five are 

Asian Americans. The survey was conducted using both written 

and oral tests with the focus on Chinese sentence structures. 

There are twelve tests in total (Appendix A). The results of 

each test are shown by an average score. For example, if 10 

students participated in Test 1, and the total scores were 25, 

then the average score would be 2.5. The results of survey 1 

are summarized in Table 1. Table 1 summarizes the scores of 

American students learning Chinese at the University of 

Arizona. 

Survey 2 was conducted in three different locations. The 

data collected from the target language country is based on 

eight students' performances from first year Chinese classes 

and six students from the second year at the Beijing Language 

Institute. The data collected from the intensive language 

school is based on seventeen students from the Level-One class 
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and fifteen from the Level-Two class at the East Asian Summer 

Language Institute of Indiana University. For the regular 

university program, the survey data is based on the students' 

performance at the University of Arizona in survey 1. 

The survey is divided into two parts: written tests 

(Appendix A) and an oral interview (Appendix B). The scores 

for each item are all rounded to tenths. For example, if ten 

students participated in the oral interview, and the total 

scores are 25.6, then the average score would be 2.6, rounded 

from 2.56. The results of survey 2 are summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2 summarizes the scores of respondents concerning the 

relationship between the acquisition of Chinese syntax and 

learning environments. Responses were recorded on a scale, 

with 4 indicating excellent, 3 indicating good, 2 indicating 

pass, 1 indicating poor. The results reveal that the 

acquisition process is related to the learning environment. 

Since the intensive language school offers not only a 

immersion situation, but also controlled grammatical 

exercises, it could be an ideal place for beginners to start. 

However, sometimes the pace is too fast for some adult 

learners to absorb new vocabulary and sentence structures. 

When the learners' level increases, it will then be a good 

opportunity to study in a country in which the target language 

is used. The regular university is still the most common 

place for adult learners to learn or begin to learn Chinese. 
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However, the learning environment is not as good as the 

intensive language school or the target language country . 

Since the learners' backgrounds and goals are varied, the 

achievements are also different. 

Below, I will discuss and analyze the results presented 

in Table 1 and Table 2. We can extract the following four 

points: 1) acquisition order, 2) acquisition scope, 3) 

acquisition methods, and 4) learning environment. 

1A POINT 1: ACQUISITION ORDER AND RATE ARE CLOSELY RELATED 

TO COGNITIVE SKILL 

The data collected from the surveys show that adult 

beginners can learn the concepts and framework of Chinese 

syntactic system much faster than children can. For example, 

it was found (Chien and Tzeng 1992) that children's 

comprehension of time words starts from the present point of 

time and then spreads to the past and the future, such as from 

jintian (today), then to zuotian (yesterday) and mingtian 

(tomorrow) . They can understand words denoting a day, and 

then spreads to those shorter or longer periods of time, such 

as zaoshang (morning), jinnian (this year). In other words, 

they need to learn those concepts in Chinese step by step. By 

contrast, adults can understand those concepts much faster. 

In a similar study, I introduced several Chinese time words 
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together, such as jinatian (today), zuotian (yesterday) and 

mingtian (tomorrow), to college students at the first level. 

Not only could they comprehend those concepts immediately, but 

also kept asking me to tell them more, such as how to say "the 

day after tomorrow", "the day before yesterday" or "three days 

before today", and so on in Chinese. It shows that they 

already have all these concepts in mind, and they intend to 

put all of Chinese time words as a group, and learn them 

together at once. In addition, adult learners can also 

comprehend and interpret the Chinese sentence structures as 

soon as they know the meaning of each word. Some of them can 

even point out the structural differences between their native 

language and the target language. For example, with the tests 

on three types of basic sentence structures (statement, 

question and response), the scores of the students at stage 1 

are from 2.1 to 2.5 in written, and 2.3 to 2.8 in oral, which 

means the learners can basically master those structures 

within less than one semester or 75 class hours. The learners 

can even handle sentence construction (Test 4) with the 

average score of 2, and sentence grouping (Test 5) with the 

score of 1.7 in such relatively short time. In the intensive 

Chinese language program, adult learners could learn more than 

one hundred basic Chinese sentence patterns within nine or ten 

weeks. One of the reasons that explains this phenomenon is 

that adult learners already have well developed cognitive 
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skills. They can partially transfer their concepts in their 

native languages to the target language. In the acquisition 

of simple structures, they usually do not have difficulties in 

comprehending the meanings of the basic sentences. In other 

words, adult learners are equipped with cognitive skills 

before they start to learn the target language. 

The data also show that the language level does not seem 

to affect the scores as much for some Chinese syntactic 

structures. For example, students' scores range from 1 to 1.9 

across four developing stages on Test 7 with the expressions 

of tense, aspects and mood by different particles. This 

result indicates that there is only a slight increase among 

adult learners after more than one-and-a-half year of formal 

training on some special syntactic structures in Chinese. In 

both written and oral tests, I found that adult learners 

frequently have problems with the usage of Chinese particles, 

such as "le", "guo", Chinese adverbs, such as "hai" I "jiu", 

"cai" I and auxiliary verbs, such as "keyi", "neng" I "hui" I 

even if they move to the advanced level. This phenomenon is 

not found among children learners. In general, children 

learners make steady progress in syntactic development. Their 

grammatical competence will gradually reach the highest level. 

This suggests that L2 learning by adult learners and L1 

acquisition by children go through different cognitive 

process. According to cognitive theory, learning is a 
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automatization of 

and cognitive development involves 

skills (McLaughlin 1987; Shiffrin 
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the 

and 

Schneider 1977). Children's acquisition and routinization of 

L1 sentence structures is closely associated with their 

cognitive development. However, for L2 syntax learning by 

adult learners, there is a gap between cognition of the 

syntactic system and automatization of the target structures. 

They can usually comprehend the system without gaining 

automaticity. 

Miao and Zhu (1992) have conducted a study focusing on 

children's language acquisition in mainland China. According 

to their studies, there is a basic order in children's 

language acquisition. For example, with respect to parts of 

speech in Chinese, the first words which children learn to use 

are nouns and verbs. Nouns and verbs constitute the majority 

of the words in the speech of two to four year old children 

(Wu & Zhu 1980). The growth of language in children is 

accompanied by a continuous increase in the usage of other 

parts of speech. As to syntactic development, the available 

data show that most of the sentences produced by one-and-a

half year old children are incomplete, have one word or two 

words, and the majority of two word utterances is the verb + 

noun construction. By age of two, children begin to produce 

syntactically complete simple sentences. When Chinese 

speaking children are three to three-and-a-half, their 
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sentences are mostly complete, and the SVO sentences rise 

substantially. The mean length of utterances (MLU) is also 

increasing. The results of investigations indicate that the 

order of language" acquisition by children is associated with 

syntactic and semantic complexity. 

By contrast, adult learners have their own acquisition 

order, and their order is not directly related to syntactic 

and semantic complexity. On the one hand, both adults and 

children acquire comprehension skills prior to productive 

skills, and learn the positive expressions earlier than the 

negative ones. This tendency seems to be universal. On the 

other hand, there is no uniformity with respect to the order 

of L2 acquisition by adults, Unlike children, adults could 

start to learn complex sentences in the first day of class 

after they know the meaning of each word in the sentences; 

they do not have to follow the order from words to phrases, 

then from simple sentences to complex sentences. For example, 

there is little difference found in a Chinese beginner's 

performance on the basic sentence structures and complex 

sentences. The scores for constructing single sentences (Test 

4) and grouping sentences (Test 5) are very close, with the 

differences from 0.2 to 0.4 across the four stages. Adult 

learners could understand the structures of Chinese complex 

sentences without difficulties at early stages. Lesson One 

from Chinese Primer (Ch'en et al. 1989), which serves as the 
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several American 

universities, includes not only different parts of speech, but 

also several complex sentences such as II (yinwei) ... suoyi II 

(since ... , therefore ... ) , II (suiran) ... , keshi ... II 

(although ... , but ... ), and learners have no difficulties in 

comprehending and in reproducing these patterns. 

It is also common for some adult L2 learner to learn 

Chinese syntax from written Chinese first, instead of spoken 

Chinese. For some students, their scores on writing tests are 

higher than their scores on oral tests, since they have more 

time to prepare and consult syntactic rules. This is also 

different from children learners who always learn syntactic 

structures from spoken Chinese first, even though they are 

unconscious about what they are acquiring. 

The tests and evaluation scores reveal several facts. 

First, unlike children whose native language acquisition 

process is closely related to their cognitive development, 

adult learners are already mature and equipped with cognitive 

skills. Therefore, they do not have to go through a process 

of spoon-feeding. They may directly acquire some complicated 

sentence structures according to the communicative need. 

Second, adult learners are not guaranteed success. In fact, 

complete success is extremely rare. When adult learners move 

to a higher level of Chinese, it does not mean that they are 

free from making syntactic mistakes, even for the basic 
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structures. Rather, they will keep making mistakes on the new 

structures for a long time. Therefore, it is necessary to 

recycle the basic structures throughout the whole acquisition 

process. Third, the order of Chinese syntactic acquisition 

process by adult learners is associated neither with the 

syntactic complexity, nor with the learning process from 

spoken to written. 

IB POINT 2: THE SCOPE OF ACQUISITION IN ADULTS IS 

CONDITIONED BY TIME LIMITATIONS AND 

LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

As second language learners, most students enrolled in 

other subjects and/or work while they are taking a Chinese 

language class. A college student will take about 12 or more 

credit hours per semester in addition to 5 credits for Chinese 

on average, and they are surrounded by English speakers. On 

average, an adult learner can only spend one to two hours a 

day, ten hours a week, one hundred and sixty hours or less per 

semester to learn the language. This is in sharp contrast 

with children, who usually take some three thousand to five 

thousand hours to tlpick uptl the first language they hear all 

the time. Even though learning a foreign language is indeed 

a lifelong task, it is almost impossible for an adult learner 

to spend an enormous amount of time in learning the target 
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Survey 

data collected from students at the University of Arizona from 

1987 to 1994 show that about less than half of first-year 

Chinese students will continue taking second-year Chinese. 

The continuation of second-level students to an advanced level 

is again less than half. In other words, most adult students 

cannot spend more than two academic years learning the target 

language, and they can only use less than one-third of their 

time focusing on the language during the years they are taking 

Chinese. Therefore, it is crucial for them to be equipped 

with a Chinese structural system in a relatively short time. 

They should get structural guidance at the beginning stages, 

and make self-improvements after one or two years. 

Due to the time limitations, the acquisition scope by 

adult learners is constrained by what they are taught in the 

classes. The testing scores reflect that there is a close 

relationship between the time of learning and the scope of 

acquisition. If adult learners have not been introduced to a 

new structure before the test, then they simply cannot take 

the tests. It has been found that there are some gaps in the 

acquisition of Chinese syntactic structures by adult learners. 

For example, the syntactic gaps occur in the production of 

negative sentences. When students were asked to gi ve a 

negative response to the questions, such as " Ni ting dong Ie 

rna? (Do you understand by listening?)", most of them either 
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had no ideas or made mistakes. They do not know how to negate 

the complement, even though they know that the positive 

response should be II Wo ting dong Ie. II I understood by 

listening.) More than half of the students said or wrote *11 

Wo bu ting dong le ll or * IIWO bu ting dong ll . Those responses 

are not acceptable in Chinese conversation. In fact, there 

are a number of Chinese expressions or phrases which cannot be 

negated by simply adding a negative word IIbu ll prior to it, 

such as IIJintian yao xia yull (It's going to rain, today) 

cannot be negated by * II Jintian buyao xia yu II; and IITianqi 

yue-Iai-yue-hao ll (The weather is getting better) cannot be 

negated by * II Tianqi bu yue-Iai-yue-hao ll . For those 

structures, it is found that the students often know the 

positive forms very well, but have no or little idea about the 

interrogative or negative forms on the other hand. One of the 

reasons is that they might be taught or exposed to those 

positive structures more often than the others. Their 

acquisition scope is conditioned by limitations of time and 

exposure to the target language. 

When students at stage one (first semester of first year) 

took Test 5 for sentence grouping, which involved complex 

sentences, most of them could point out which sentences they 

had already learned and which they had not yet learned. 

Moreover, most first year students cannot take Tests 10-12 

because they have not yet been taught those syntactic 
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structu:i::es . O~1 the other hand, the test scores show a steady 

increase from stage one to stage four which reveals that the 

longer time they learn, the wider the scope of acquisition 

will be. In other words, students' proficiency level and 

syntactic knowledge are to a certain extent dependent on how 

much time they can invest on second language acquisition. 

Krashen, Zelinski, Jones, and Usprich (197B) tested students 

in an extension (evening and weekend) program in English as a 

second language at Queens College in New York, and their 

report confirmed that there is a large positive correlations 

between reported years of formal study and performance on a 

variety of ESL tests. 

However, the survey also found that the students from 

different schools or using different textbooks perform 

differently, they often use different sentence patterns to 

answer the same questions. For example, when the students 

were asked "Ni xihuan zuo shenme?" ( What do you like to do?) , 

some of them could only use the pattern of "verb ... , ye + 

verb ... " (verb ... , also/too + verb ... ); some chose the pattern 

of "budan ... , erqie ... " (not only ... , but also ... ) ; some tried 

to use the pattern of "chule ... , ye + verb" (besides A, also 

B) . By tracing the students' Chinese background, it shows 

that their choices or preference of the patterns are partially 

related to their language level and the learning materials. 

They may only know one pattern but not the others even though 
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all the structures are transferable and have similar meanings. 

Their acquisition scope is often limited to certain patterns 

and certain topics covered by the teaching materials. By 

contrast, Children normally did not know when, where and how 

they had learned a specific sentence structure after they grew 

up. They can comprehend and use almost all of the sentence 

structures of their native language by certain age no matter 

how those sentences are used. In general, children's 

acquisition scope is much wider when compared with adult 

learners. 

Survey 2 also shows that the scope of acquisition has a 

lot to do with the learning environment. Take the immersion 

program as an example. The program has been designed to 

immerse the students in the target language environment, and 

the students are encouraged to use the target language as much 

as possible. In fact, the students use the target language up 

to fifteen hours a day. Therefore, the students have received 

more instruction time and more linguistic input during the 

limited time period, and their acquisition scope of syntax is 

broader than the students in the regular program during the 

same learning period. For example, when the students learn 

how to greet people in Chinese, they will learn the basic 

sentence structures, i.e. using an adjective phrase as the 

predicate. In regular program, when the students are greeted 

by "Ni hao rna?" ( How are you?), most students only use one 
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structure to respond the greeting, i.e. "Wo hen hao. Xiexie." 

(I'm fine. Thank you.). In the immersion program, most 

students can express their feelings in several different ways, 

such as " Hai bucuo " (Not bad); " Mama-huhu" (So-so); or " 

Zuij in mang sile. Ni ne?" ( I'm extremely busy recently. How 

about you?), since the teachers and students live in the same 

language school, they frequently use different expressions to 

greet each other. Tarone (1982) claimed that "the informal 

or vernacular speech style appears" after those sentences have 

been processed repeatly and learners' skills "have become 

automatic". The test scores in the oral interview ( Table 2) 

show that the students at stage 1 in the regular program get 

1.8 in oral, but the students at the same level in the 

immersion program get 2.3. As to the students learning 

Chinese at the target language speaking country, the score 

(2.2) is slightly lower than the same level students at the 

immersion program. The reason might be that the beginning 

students at the immersion program have actually received more 

instruction time than those in the target language country, 

since the teachers at the immersion program often keep using 

the target structures on purpose to communicate with them all 

the times. This phenomena is referred as "controlled 

processes". Tarone (1982) pointed out that when learners' 

language skills are not completely automatic, they need more 

time to apply controlled processes. The function of 
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controlled process is to direct students' attention to certain 

structures within limited time. 

1C POINT 3: ANALYSIS AND ANALOGY ARE THE MAIN METHODS USED 

BY ADULT LEARNERS IN SYNTACTIC ACQUISITION 

Children and adults are methodologically different in 

syntactic acquisition. According to Miao and Zhu's research 

(1992) on children's acquisition process in Chinese, 

children's syntactic development is closely related to the 

situation of linguistic activities and their observation of 

sentences and actions. For example, in the study of Chinese 

children's comprehension of the four demonstrative words II zhe II 

(this), IIna ll (that), IIzhebian" (this side, here) and "nabian ll 

(that side, there), Zhu, Cao, and Zhang (1986) designed three 

different situations. In the first situation, the children 

sat near the teacher facing the model of a zoo. The teacher 

asked the children to act with toys according the instructions 

given, such as "ba tuzi fangdao dongwuyuan de nabian ll (Put the 

rabbit on that side of the zoo.). In the second situation, 

teachers A and B sat face to face with the model of the zoo 

between them. The subject sat at a point which was 

equidistant from A and B. A gave B some instructions, then B 

asked the subject to perform. In the third situation, the 

teacher and subject sat face to face with each other, and the 
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teachers gave instructions for the subject to perform. It was 

found that the children's performances were different in the 

three different situations. They performed much better in the 

first situation than in the third. This suggests that when 

children's reference point was identical with that of the 

teacher, their comprehension of the demonstra ti ve pronouns was 

associated with their observation, so they performed well. 

When the children had to shift their reference point in order 

to understand and follow the instructions, the rate of correct 

comprehension dropped. In general, a child would not be able 

to understand the abstract concepts and complex sentences 

structures which are beyond their level of thinking. In 

addition, children are not normally able to learn any 

grammatical concepts or do any syntactic analyses until they 

are fluent with their native language. The developmental 

sequence suggests that children's language acquisition heavily 

depends on their observation instead of the abilities of 

abstract thinking. 

By contrast, adult learners do not have to depend on the 

context or concrete examples to comprehend abstract concepts 

and structures of the target language. Rather, they will take 

advantage of their analytic and analogical skills in second 

language acquisition. In a similar study, I taught twenty 

college students the Chinese localizer in Unit IV, Lesson 3, 

Chinese Primer, and the students were asked to act out 
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according to the instructions, such as "Qing zou dao wo de 

zuobian/youbian" (Please walk to my left side/right side), or 

"Qing zhan zai wo de qiantou/houtou" (Please stand in front of 

me/behind me). When the students and I were facing in the 

same direction, they could act out without difficulties. When 

the students were asked to perform according to my reference 

point while facing me, it took a longer time for them to 

react. However, many students realized that they had to shift 

their reference point and go to the opposite direction. So 

the correct rate was still high even though the responses were 

slower than the first case. After getting the students 

familiar with the localizer, they were asked to locate several 

places on a map according to the direction given. Most of 

them could locate the places correctly. Some of them could 

tell me their families' locations in Chinese by using the 

localizer they just learned. This suggests that adult 

learners have better abilities of thinking and clearer 

concepts than children. They intend to apply their analytic 

and analogical skills in L2 learning when the target language 

and structures are related to their previous knowledge and 

experiences. 

The analyses of the syntactic structures of L2 are within 

adult learners' abilities of thinking. In fact, if the 

content of a sentence is entirely new to an adult learner, 

then the translation and analysis of the sentence structure 
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will take place during comprehension. For example, when 

students took the proficiency tests, it was found that the 

strategies that they frequently used were the analytic and 

analogical methods. The Test 4 involves word order in Chinese 

sentence structures. The students at beginning level have 

been taught that if there are time words involved, "time words 

must appear before the verb", since "time words are frequently 

used in ways that make them resemble adverbs"; but they are 

"unlike ordinary adverbs, they are moveable, meaning that they 

can corne either before or after the subject" (Chinese Primer, 

Notes and Exercises, 1989:23). For instance, "Ta jintian you 

liang jie ke." ( He today has two classes.), or "Jintian ta 

you liang jie ke." ( Today he has two classes.). Either one 

is grammatically correct. However, when the students were 

asked to make Chinese sentences with time words involved, such 

as "She lived in China for one year", by analogy using the 

rules they were taught, more than 60% of the students made the 

sentences as * "Yinian ta zai Zhongguo zhu Ie" or * !ITa yinian 

zai Zhongguo zhu Ie", instead of "Ta zai Zhongguo zhu Ie 

yinian" . Obviously, the sentences wi th * marks are 

grammatically incorrect, since the time word "yinian" (one 

year) was the duration of time instead of a specific time, and 

the time word that refers to the duration of time has to 

appear after the verb. When the students were asked to give 

the reasons for making those sentences with wrong word order, 
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the answers were identical. They made the new sentence based 

on the rule given. 

The positive example has also been found in the Tests. 

For example, Test 11 requires students to generate or complete 

the sentences by following the sentence patterns. After the 

students were introduced to the structure "yue ... yue ... II ( the 

more ... , the more ... ) in the texts (Chinese Primer, Unit III, 

Lesson 2), they could generate a lot of sentences by using 

this structure, such as "Zhongwen wo ~ shuo ~ hao." (The 

more I speak Chinese, the better I get.); or "Ni ~ shuo, wo 

~ bu dong. II (The more you talk about it, the less I under

stand.). The examples show that although the students had not 

learned some of the words or sentences before I they could make 

a guess and put the words in the right place (or they thought 

it might be right) according to the rules or model sentences. 

The clue for making a guess is their pre-knowledge of syntax 

and their analytic and analogical skills. It is quite common 

that adult learners could figure out the basic structure of a 

new sentence without knowing the meaning of each words. 

Moreover, they are even able to generate new sentences by 

substitution based on the analysis of structures. However, 

the scores for both written and oral tests are quite low in 

general, which indicates that adult learners intend to overuse 

their analytic and analogical skills in the acquisition 

process when their internalized knowledge of the target 



128 

structures is not enough. Many adult learners learn the 

syntactic system of the target language prior to using the 

language to communicate. This phenomenon directly points to 

subjective expectations and acquisition methods stemming from 

one's thinking skills. 

1D POINT 4: THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT AND THE KNOWLEDGE OF 

CHINESE SYNTAX BY ADULT LEARNERS ARE NOT 

SITUATIONALLY LINKED 

Second language acquisition is, 

related to the learning environment. 

Group of Language Development 

to a certain extent, 

The Cooperation Study 

(1986) conducted an 

investigation on the use of adjectives in Mainland China, and 

942 children from six districts, ranging in age from one and 

a half to six years old, were involved. The researchers 

elicited children to use adjectives by showing them materials 

and pictures and asking them to describe those materials and 

pictures. The results of the investigation show that one and 

a half year old cannot use adjectives, because not a single 

adjective was used by over 50% correct rate in this age group. 

After age one and a half, children's proficiency in the use of 

adjectives undergoes a gradual improvement. The adjectives 

which they acquire emerge in the following sequence: (1) those 

describing the characteristics of objects and substances, such 
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as "da" (big), "xiao" (small); (2) those describing physical 

feelings, such as "teng" (painful), "bao" (full); (3) those 

describing actions and people's physical shapes, such as 

"kuai" (fast), "man" (slow), "pang" (fat); (4) those 

describing emotions, personalities, such as "gaoxing" (happy), 

"congming" (clever), and (5) those describing events and 

situations, such as "weixian" (dangerous), "anjing" (quiet). 

This reveals that the acquisition sequence of adjectives by 

children, from the concrete to the abstract and from the 

external world to the internal world, is directly related to 

their aural-visual and immediately living situation. In fact, 

the gradual development of adjectives is stimulated by what 

the children can see, hear and feel. As Miao and Zhu 

(1992 :250) point out, "It often happens that children can 

understand or produce certain words in certain situations but 

fail to do so in other situations. This is because different 

situations have different psychological requirements for the 

comprehension and production of a particular word." 

Although visual aids and real situations are helpful for 

adult learners in L2 acquisition, they do not have to depend 

on the immediate situation to acquire different parts of 

speech and different from sentence structures in L2, which is 

different L1 acquisition by children. For example, Chinese 

Primer, the Chinese textbook for first year college students, 

introduces ten parts of speech in Unit One, Lesson 1, 
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conjunctions. The five adjectives are "xiao" 
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and four 

(small; in 

Lesson 1, it refers to primary), "gao" (tall; in Lesson 1, it 

refers to high or senior), "nan" (male), "nu" (female) and 

"xin" (new). In the first three lessons, thirty one 

adjectives are introduced. Among those adjectives, there is 

no developmental sequence, neither from concrete to abstract, 

nor from external world to internal world. In the oral 

interview, it was found that most of the Chinese adjectives 

used by American college students are related to their college 

life, such as "gui" (expensive), "lan" (lazy), youyisi" 

(interesting) or "shufu" (comfortable). Some of them are 

related to their social life, such as "youqian" (rich), 

"anquan" (safe), "youming" (famous), "baoshou" (conservative) 

and "hefa" (legal). This reflects that the words acquired by 

adult learners are not following the sequence by children. 

Some of the adjectives are very abstract, and are not visually 

or situationally linked. 

It is a fact that most adult learners start to learn their 

second language in the classroom, and they acquire basic 

structures of second language by syntactic analyses, pattern 

drills and discourse context. This seems to suggest that L2 

learners depend more on the concepts, knowledge and skills 

acquired from their native language. For example, when the 

students are learning the complex structure "yi ... j iu . .. " (as 
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soon as A, then B), they are told that "yi" and "j iu" are 

"used in a sentence that has two clauses in the form: SI + ti. 

+ VI + (S2) + jiu + V2" , and" 'yi' and 'jiu' are adverbs and 

therefore must be followed by verbs". ( Chinese Primer, Notes 

and Exercises, 1989:38). It is clear that the instructions 

are given in abstract form, and the pattern is not 

situationally related. However, when the students are asked 

to respond to the questions, such as "Meitian zaoshang ni ti. 

qichuang j iu zuo shenme?" ( What do you do as soon as you get 

up every morning?) By following the pattern, most of the 

students are able to make sentences, even though some of the 

sentences have some errors, such as "Wo ti. qichuang jiu xizao" 

(I will take a shower as soon as I get up). In Test 5, the 

students are required to make complex sentences. Although 

they have learned most of these sentences in the classroom 

rather than in the immediate environment context, the students 

are able to produce some new complex sentences in the 

classroom. Some of the sentences are related to their school 

life, such as "Wo ti. hui j ia j i u zuo gongke" (I' 11 do my 

homework as soon as I go back home). Some of the sentences 

are based on their previous experiences and knowledge, such as 

"You de ren n you qian, jiu bu xiang gongzuo." (Some people 

will not want to work as soon as they have money); or " Ni ti. 

kan wo de gou j iu hui xihaun ta." (You will like my dog as 

soon as you see it." Clearly, such predictions are not 
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directly related to the current environment. Adult learners 

can figure out the logic relation between two clauses of the 

complex sentence without the observable linguistic context. 

The survey results in Table 2 show that there is only a 

slight difference in terms of the test scores between stage

one students learning Chinese at various locations and 

learning environments, with the score of 1.8 on oral test for 

the students at the regular university in the U.S., 2.2 for 

students at the institution in China, and 2.3 for the 

intensive language school students. These test results 

indicate that it is possible for adult learners to acquire the 

knowledge of the target syntax in the classroom without 

context, and living in the country of target language does not 

guarantee the acquisition of the target language. Some 

English speakers who have been living in Mainland China or 

Taiwan for a long time are rarely able to construct complete 

Chinese sentences, although they might be able to pick up some 

simple words or phrases. On the other hand, learning Chinese 

in American colleges does not necessarily mean that a teacher 

has to create contexts for each sentence structure introduced, 

and the acquisition process will take longer than learning the 

language in the country of the target language. According to 

the survey results, some adult learners have made remarkable 

progress within a very short time. Therefore, it is possible 

for adult learners to acquire the target structures in the 
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classroom with Discourse Context but not Whole Environment 

Context. 

However, the test scores show that the difference of 

proficiency level increases when the students move to a higher 

stage. For example, stage 4 students reached near fluent 

level with the oral score of 3.5, when they studied Chinese in 

the target language country; while the same stage students 

only had the score of 2.7 on average after they spent two 

academic years learning Chinese in the United States. The 

results indicate that adult learners could learn basic 

syntactic structures of Chinese at a beginning stage without 

being surrounded by the target language, but they would 

benefit from a rich source of input outside the classroom as 

their proficiency level moves up. "It seems reasonable to 

hypothesize that," as Krashen (1982:35) points out, "the 

classroom should be especially valuable for beginners, those 

who cannot easily utilize the informal environment for input. 

It will be of less value to those who can, who have other 

sources of comprehensible input, and who are linguistically 

advanced enough to take advantage of it". 

The survey also found that knowing a structure at 

beginning stage in the classroom did not mean that the adult 

learner knew how to use it correctly and properly. In a 

similar study, I found that some adult learners have a very 

hard time choosing proper sentence patterns to express their 



134 

ideas even though they have a good knowledge of that 

structure. In the oral test, I asked ten college students one 

by one to describe a person's activities based on a series of 

pictures. The first picture shows that a person gets up at 

10:30 am. Only two students used adverb "cai" (something 

won't happen until ... ) to emphasize the fact that the person 

in the picture got up too late. Most students said "Ta 

shidian ban qilai"; or with a wrong word order, * "Ta qilai 

shidian ban" (He got up at 10:30). However, when five native 

Chinese children were asked to perform the same task, four of 

them said "Ta shidian ban cai qichuang." (He did not get up 

until 10:30). Obviously, the sentence pattern used by most 

children sounds more natural and meaningful. This suggests 

that there is a gap between syntactic knowledge and language 

skill among adult learners. On the one hand, they can 

understand the function and the usage of a target structure, 

such as the usage of "cai" , without linked situation; on the 

other hand, it takes long time for them to apply the structure 

accurately and appropriately in the real life. The gap would 

eventually hold back the adult learner's proficiency level, if 

their syntactic knowledge could not be used situationally. 

5.2 Syntactic Transfer and Influences from Ll 

It is a well-known fact that there is a potentially 
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each language, but human 

How could the human beings 

be able to acquire and store all poter..tial sentences of a 

language? Many linguists assume that human beings are 

equipped with a finite system of knowledge which enables them 

to construct and interpret an infinite number of sentences. 

This finite system of principles with parameters is so called 

internal grammar of the language, and is derived from the 

universal grammar (UG). According to Haegeman (1991:12), II 

universal grammar is innate to the human species. 

genetic endowment: we are born equipped with a 

UG is a 

set of 

universal linguistic principles. II Therefore, we can assume 

that UG provides the basis for human beings to acquire 

language, and it is the language acquisition device which "is 

common to the species and available to each individual prior 

to experience II (Chomsky 1981:7) . 

However, UG alone is not sufficient to enable human 

beings to acquire a language. All human beings need to be 

exposed to languages, and a child's native language depends on 

his or her immediate language environment. Therefore, the 

relationship between UG and the language experience is 

interactive: UG is the basis for language acquisition and 

underlines all human language. Human beings could never 

acquire language without UG. Chomsky (1981: 8) uses the 

following situation: lithe telephone exchange has heard much 
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more English than any of us, but lacking the principles of 

universal grammar ... it develops no grammar of English as part 

of its internal structure." On the other hand, language 

exposure is another essential part in language acquisition. 

The human beings would not be able to start constructing the 

internal grammar of his language without the 'triggering' 

linguistic experience, even if they are equipped with UG. 

There have been different proposals to explain the 

phenomenon of language acquisition. Chomsky (1965) proposed 

that a learning procedure would allow the learner to select 

from the store of potential grammars a specific one that is 

appropriate to the data available to him. Pinker (1984), 

however, claims that a system of many highly specific learning 

procedures would construct and revise a grammar based on 

linguistic data. Bley-Vroman (1988) suggests that the 

function of the innate domain-specific acquisition system in 

adults is filled by the native language knowledge and by a 

general abstract problem solving system. Even though the 

proposals are varied, there have been a general assumption 

that a learner's language acquisition system consists of a 

universal grammar and a learning procedure. The process of 

language acquisition can be represented as the schema given as 

follows (Haegeman 1991:15) : 
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(1) Exposure ----------> UG --------> Core Grammar of 

to Language X (with parameters) Language X 

In order to acquire the core grammar of a particular lan

guage, human beings partly depend on UG, partly depend on 

exposure to the specific language, which are the two 

determinant ingredients in the language acquisition, no matter 

whether the acquisition process is conducted by children or by 

adults. However, if we compare L1 acquisition by children and 

L2 by adults based on the schema given, it is obvious that 

there are two important differences between adults and 

children: One of them is the linguistic input; another one is 

related to the innate language faculty. 

To determine the influence from L1 in the acquisition 

process of Chinese syntax, I conducted survey 3. The results 

from survey 3 are summarized in Table 3. The data collected 

for Table 3 is based on the performance of the students in 

survey 1. Table 3 demonstrates the average scores of the 

students at stage 3 (first semester of second year Chinese) 

for syntactic tests from 1 to 12. Among those tests, there 

are both Chinese structures which match the ones in the 

learner's native language and the structures which are new or 

special for adult learners. From the surveys presented in 

Table 3, we learn that the following three factors are 

important: 1) syntactic transfer is incomplete due to the lack 
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of target language input; 2) general failure rate results from 

lack of the innate language faculty; and 3) the features of 

syntactic acquisition by adult learners are influenced by L1. 

2A POINT 5: THE PROCESS OF SYNTACTIC TRANSFER IS INCOMPLETE 

DUE TO THE LACK OF TARGET LANGUAGE INPUT 

If we look at the differences between the syntactic 

acquisition process between a child and an adult, we can see 

that children are exposed to the target language all the time, 

they have enough linguistic input to trigger their language 

acquisition devices. Adults learners, on the other hand, lack 

sufficient target language input. Their internal grammatical 

system still retains the knowledge of syntax transferred 

mostly from their native language, and the previous knowledge 

and skills from his or her native language can provide partial 

information about the grammar of the target language. In 

fact, an adult is equipped with a great deal of information 

about the general characteristics of language syntax (linear 

order, constituent groupings, and so forth) before he or she 

starts to learn Chinese. Therefore, he or she may know more 

about a Chinese syntactic system than a Chinese child does. 

On the other hand, he or she may have great difficulties in 

learning some special Chinese sentence patterns which are 

eventually and naturally acquired by a child. 
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The test scores in Table 3 show that there is a gap in 

performance between Item I and Item II within each test. For 

the Chinese sentence structures which correspond to the 

syntactic patterns in the learners' native language (English), 

the average score is 2.7 in contrast with the score of 1.8 for 

those Chinese structures which are different from the 

learners' native language. An analysis of the test scores 

shows that the gap between Item I and Item II is largely 

determined by influences from the structures of learners' 

native language. 

In the survey, it was found that most adult learners, 

have little or no problems with those Chinese structures which 

correspond to English basic structures. For example, question 

3 in Test #1 is to make a lito be + a noun II statement in 

Chinese in which the word order matches the one in English, 

such as "Wo shi Meiguo ren" (I am an American). Most students 

have little or no problems with it. Another example has been 

found in Test 1, question s. Most of the students can easily 

use II Verb + Object II structure to make phrases, such as "Wo 

xihuan wo de laoshi." (I like my teacher.). The reason is 

that the students do not need ample target language input to 

install those Chinese structures to their internal core 

grammar of the language. 

However, the native language syntactic system does not 

match all structures in Chinese. When those special 
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structures are not expected by adult learners, mistakes 

appear. Even though they will be instructed and guided by 

Chinese syntactic rules, it will take a long time for them to 

get used to them and overcome the influences from their native 

language. For example, question 1, 2 or 5 in Test #1 requires 

using an adjective or an adjective phrase as a predicate of a 

sentence. Such as, II Zhe ge xuexiao hen hao ". Even though the 

learners are told that an adjective in Chinese can function as 

a "stative verb II , which means it can be a sentence's predicate 

independently without "shi" (to be), many adult learners still 

add "shi" between the subject and the adjective. In Test 1, 

when the students were asked "Zhe ge xuexiao hao-buhao?", (Is 

this school good? ), 54% of the students at stage one 

answered, * II Zhe ge xuexiao shi hao. II Clearly, they 

transferred English structures " to be + adjective II to the 

Chinese sentence. The question is that adult learners often 

rely on the syntactic structures of the source language, 

instead of following the syntactic rules for the target 

language, even though the instruction is clear and the rules 

are easy to apply. One of the reasons is that the target 

structure is not yet internalized or installed into their 

internal grammar due to the lack of target language input. 

Only if they have enough II triggering II input of the target 

language, then can the target structures be constructed into 

their internal grammar. According to Shiffrin and Schneider 
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(1977), this acquisition involves automatic processing, and 

automatic processes require an appreciable amount of training 

to develop fully. 

When adult learners cannot make a syntactic comparison 

with some unique Chinese structures, they have to depend on 

the rules and instructions given by language teachers or 

teaching materials instead of natural input. Unfortunately, 

due to the flexibility of Chinese syntax, there are hardly any 

rules which can apply to every case. For example, the 

particle "Ie" is one of the most frequently used functional 

words in Chinese, and it is also one of the most difficult 

words for the students to acquire. On the one hand, the 

learners cannot simply equalize "Ie" to the past tense in 

English. On the other hand, it is very hard to find the 

syntactic rules for "Ie" in the grammar books which can cover 

all usages of "Ie", and are clear enough for the students to 

learn. In Chinese Primer, "Ie" has to be explained in 

thirteen different contexts. It can be classified as the 

marker of the perfective aspect, or the suffix of a verb, or 

the sentence-final particle, .•. It can indicate a complete 

action, a new situation, a projected completed action or an 

isolated event in the past,... For instance, " Wo zai 

Zhongguo zhu Ie liangnian." ( I lived two years in China.), 

where "Ie" is suffixed to the verb. " Wo zai Zhongguo zhu 

liangnian Ie. " (I have been living in China for two years.), 
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"Ie" is at the end of the sentence. The meanings of the two 

sentences are different, and the only difference is the 

position of "Ie". As one of the most important particles in 

the Chinese language, "Ie" has many functions. The usage and 

rules of "Ie" are sometimes too complicated for adult learners 

to master, especially for beginners. In Test 7, sentences 1, 

2 and 6 involve the usage of "Ie". The students could not 

handle it well, and the average score for the students at 

stage 3 is 1.2. By contrast, Chinese speakers including 

children, have no problems with the different usages of "Ie". 

Why do the children outperform the adult students who have 

better cognitive skills than former, and have received formal 

language instruction? The reason is related to the amount of 

the target language input. The acquisition of "Ie" by Chinese 

c~ildren is based on a sufficient linguistic input. They have 

internalized and refined the rules through repeated practice. 

Adult learners, on the other hand, go through the acquisition 

process in different direction. They learn the syntactic 

rules prior to the exposure to the target language. However, 

the acquisition of "Ie" requires optimal input, instead of the 

complicated rules, to "trigger" the internal grammar. Since 

the adult learners' knowledge of Chinese syntactic rules 

mostly are not based on enough language input so that the 

refinements can be learned, they frequently make syntactic 

mistakes. 
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PARTIALLY ASSOCIATES WITH THE LACK OF THE 

FULLY FUNCTIONAL INNATE LANGUAGE FACULTY 
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Adult learners, unlike children, do not have a guarantee 

for their success in the acquisition of Chinese syntax. A 

normal Chinese child will inevitably achieve perfect mastery 

of Chinese while growing up in an immediate language 

environment. By the age of 4 to 5, all Chinese children can 

communicate in Chinese fluently without serious mistakes. 

However, only a handful of adult learners can achieve a high 

level of proficiency in Chinese after several years of study. 

In addition, the children can reach complete mastery of all 

sentence structures of a native language at certain age, but 

most adult learners can only acquire various Chinese sentence 

structures to different degrees. For example, the test scores 

in Table 3 reflect that the learners performed differently on 

different tests. Some Chinese sentence structures are 

reasonably easy for them, such as making statements in single 

or complex sentences in Test 1, 4 and 5, but some structures 

seem extremely hard for adult learners, such as Test 7 

(particles), Test 8 (ba structure), and Test 9 (adverbs). 

For Chinese speakers, all of those structures are equally easy 

in terms of length, function and meaning. The low rate of 

success in syntax acquisition among adult learners indicates 
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that the reason that some Chinese sentence structures are very 

easy for Chinese children, but extremely hard for English 

speaking adults, is partially due to the lack of a fully 

functional innate language faculty among adult learners. 

It was mentioned in POINT 5 that adults are already 

equipped with the core grammar of their native language before 

they start to learn a second language. Therefore, the process 

is obviously different from children who are born with a set 

of tacit UG principles and parameters prior to any linguistic 

experiences. The fundamental difference between the two types 

of acquisition is that the acquisition of a first language is 

based on the UG which is a set of absolute universals, notions 

and principles, and does not vary from one language to the 

next. The acquisition of a second language in turn is based 

on UG and the specific grammar of the native language. The 

second language learners already have subjective expectations 

before the acquisition of L2. Based on the schema (1) (see 

P.129) for the process of first language acquisition given by 

Haegeman (1991), we can represent the generative view of L2 

acquisition as follows, given in (2): 

(2) Exposure ------> UG -------> 
to L2 (with parameters of L1) 

L2 Grammar 

(Interlanguage) 

Unlike the exposure to L1, which will activate the innate 
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principles of UG, the exposure to L2 will not only reactivate 

the latent principles offered by UG, but also involve language 

transfer or even resetting of the parameters. In the schema 

(2), UG with parameters of L1 serve as the overall guiding 

principle or the internal device in L2 acquisition, interact

ing with the L1 and L2 systems, resulting in an inter language 

grammar. The term "interlanguage" was proposed by Selinker 

(1969, 1972) to refer to the interim grammar constructed by 

second language learners in their acquisition process. The 

interlanguage is thought to be the mixture of a learner's 

first language and his/her target language. As McLaughlin 

(1987) points out, "it evolves over time as learners employ 

various internal strategies to make sense of the input and to 

control their own output". 

For many adult learners, some Chinese sentence structures 

are so hard that they seem never to be able to use them 

without mistakes, no matter how many years of instruction in 

Chinese learning. This phenomenon, noted as fossilization by 

Selinker (1972), refers to the fact that adult learners can 

reach a certain stage of learning, then stabilize at this 

stage. The fossilization of Chinese syntactic acquisition is 

not unusual among adult learners. It is quite common when a 

learner "has achieved a certain level of competence of syntax 

which easily ensures communicative success". However, his or 

her grammar may still be "very unlike that of a native" 
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(Bley-Vroman 1988:22). The fossilization has also been found 

through the surveys. When the students from stage 1 to stage 

4 were asked to take Test 7, the average scores were from 1 to 

1.9 across four levels. In general, the scores were low and 

the mistakes were similar, no matter if the students were at 

stage 1 or stage 4. However, in the oral interview, a large 

difference was found between the students at stage 1 and stage 

4 in term of the communicative competence. The results show 

that when adult learners are able to communicate, they also 

stop improving their mastery of the language syntax in some 

respects. In other words, their mastery of certain Chinese 

syntactic structures does not go along with the development of 

communicative skills. They cease to elaborate the syntax of 

the target language at a certain stage. 

What is the serious obstacle which causes the 

fossilization in the syntactic acquisition process by adult 

learners? It seems that the fossilization is related to the 

adult learners' internal grammatical system. To some extent, 

their innate language faculties have been occupied or 

formatted by their native language. Therefore, the character 

of non-native learners is determined by their non-native 

intuitions. This phenomenon of fossilization suggests that 

the Chinese syntactic knowledge which underlies non-native 

learners' performance may be incomplete and thus may be "a 

different sort of formal object from the systems thought to 
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underlie native speaker performance" (Bley-Vroman, 1988). The 

interlanguage grammar of a non-native learner is caused by the 

lack of innate language faculty in the acquisition of Chinese, 

and it results in a grammatical combination of both native 

language and target language. 

2C POINT 7: COMMON MISTAKES IN SYNTACTIC ACQUISITION 

PROCESS IS PREDICTABLE DUE TO THE INFLUENCES 

FROM L1 

When an adult learner starts to learn Chinese, the 

questions I frequently hear are "Is this word an adjective or 

a verb?", "What is the subject of this sentence?", "What is 

the tense of the verb in this sentence?", or "Should I change 

the word order to make a question?" All of these 

questions show that the learner has already been equipped with 

an internal syntactic system in his mind which is based on his 

native language. Therefore, it is important to analyze the 

syntactic influences from the adult learners' first language, 

in this case English. The influences could be negative or 

positive based on the fact that some Chinese sentence 

structures correspond to the sentence patterns in an adult 

learner's native languages, and some do not. 

Due to the influences from an adult learners' native 

language, there are some patterns of common mistakes in the 
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acquisition process of Chinese syntax. The common mistakes 

could be classified into three types: (1) language transfer; 

(2) overgeneralization; (3) simplification (McLaughlin 

1987:63). In the Chinese syntactic surveys, the common 

mistakes were also found in the performance of adult learners 

in the classroom. For example, regarding the Chinese word 

order in Test 4 and 12, the learners with an English speaking 

background tend to put adverbs and prepositional phrases after 

the verb instead of before the verb or at the beginning of the 

sentence, such as *"Ta shi xuesheng, wo shi xuesheng ye" (He 

is a student. I am a student, too.); or * "wo xiang kan shu 

zai jia" ( I want to read books at home.). The wrong word 

order results clearly from the influence of learners' first 

language -- English. 

The common mistakes can be briefly summarized into the 

following tables: 



Types of 

errors 

Language 

Transfer 

Structures 

1.English word 

order 

2.Lexical confusion 

3.Concept of tense 

in English 

4.Transitive verb 

in English 

5.Confusion of 

adverbial and 

complement phrases 

Examples 

1.*Women shuo Zhongwen 

yiqi (We speak Chinese 

together) 

2.*Wo xihuan cha haishi 

qishui (I like tea or 

soda 

3 . *Wo you xueguo 

Zhongwen (I have learned 

Chinese) 

4.*Ta chang da dianhua 

~. (He often call me) 

5.*Ta yidian mango (He is 

a bit busy)/*Ta yidian 

hui Zhongwen (He knows a 

little Chinese) 
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overgenerali

zation 

Simplification 

1. Overuse 

complement 

with "de" 

2.0veruse Chinese 

particle "le" to 

express the past 

tense 

3.0veruse the 

Chinese measure 

words 

4.0veruse of 

Chinese preposition 

1.Use one form for 

all 

2.Avoidance of 

using complement in 

"ba" structure 

3.Simplify Chinese 

adjective phrase 

4.Avoidance of 

copying verb in 

descriptive 

complement 

1.*Ta kan shu de gaoxing 

(He is happy from 

reading) 

2.*Zuotian wo mei kan 

dianying le(I didn't 

watch movies yesterday) 

3.*Ta meiggtian daqiu 

(He plays ball 

everyday." 

4.*Ni dui gei wode 

yinxiang hen hao. (I have 

very good impression of 

you) 

1.*Ta xiang hen lei (He 

feel very tired 

2.*Ba men guan ___ 

(Close the door) 

3.*Wo ___ hao (I am 

fine) 

4.*Ta da qiu ___ de hen 

lei. (He is very tired 

from playing ball.) 
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Selinker (1972) referred those phenomena as the 

interlanguage, which is the product of five central cognitive 
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processes involved in L2 learning: (1) Language transfer; (2) 

Transfer of training; (3) Strategies of second language 

learning; (4) Strategies of second language communication; and 

(5) Overgeneralization of the target language linguistic 

material. Bley-Vroman (1988) suggests that an adult learner 

constructs an internal gramma.r which "is a kind of surrogate 

knowledge of the native language." Results from the surveys 

show that there is a general trend in syntactic acquisition 

among adult learners, including the rate of achievement and 

common mistakes. The trend is predictable based on the 

analyses on learners' performance and comparison between 

Chinese and English. Adult learners usually have some ideas 

of what, in their language, is "universal", and what is 

specific to their native language. Adult learners have 

certain expectations about the target grammar, and the 

concepts in their internal syntactic system will keep changing 

at different learning stage during the whole learning 

procedure. For example, When adult learners begin to learn 

Chinese, they will find out that word order has an important 

role in Chinese syntax, in which a modifier always appears 

before a noun to make a noun phrase, such as "wo de shu" (my 

book), or "yi jian you da you shufu de wuzi" (a large and 

comfortable room). The transi ti ve verb is followed by an 

object, such as "kan dianshi" (to watch T.V.), or "mai liang 

zhi qianbi" (to buy two pencils). The degree adverb is placed 
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before an adjective, such as "hen mang" (very busy), or 

"feichang bu gaoxing" (extremely upset). Since those 

structures coincide with English, the adult learners find it 

very easy to acquire them without serious mistakes. Table 3 

shows that the students' scores for Item I (for those Chinese 

structures which correspond to the syntactic patterns in 

learner's native language) are much higher than the scores for 

Item II (the Chinese syntactic structures which are different 

from those in learner's native language). 

reveals that the adult learners intend 

syntactic system from L1 to L2. 

This phenomenon 

to transfer the 

When adult learners are introduced to new sentence 

structures which are different from their native language, 

they will start to reconstruct their "internal grammar" based 

on the target language input and their UG with the parameter 

of L1. For example, English speakers always try to find the 

equivalent elements of inflectional morphology in the target 

language, such as the indicator or marker of tense, aspect, 

voice, case, singular and plural and so on. They may be 

surprised or confused by Chinese sentence structures with 

little inflectional morphology. 

Although the general direction of syntactic transfer is 

predictable, it does not mean that the acquisition process of 

Chinese syntax is the same among all adult learners, since 

different learners may approach the acquisition task differ-
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ently, and "not all can be expected to come up with the same 

surrogate, and not all will be equally successful" (Bley

Vroman, 1988). Based on the survey tests results, the 

learners' performance and problems differ from each other, and 

learners with different language backgrounds perform 

differently. For instance, learners with multilingual 

backgrounds may have a richer source of syntactic information 

and a more flexible syntactic system. Therefore, they stand 

a better chance of building a new grammar. 

5.3 Different Teaching Approaches and Different Acquisition 

Results 

In this section, I will report on the comparison of 

different teaching and learning approaches. Traditionally, 

Chinese teaching emphasizes translational competence, which 

refers to the ability of translating Chinese to English or 

English to Chinese. The Translation Method helps students 

read literature in the target language, and students are 

mainly required to work on written texts, including modern and 

classical Chinese. The Grammatical Method has some 

similarities to the Translation Method, but also differs in 

some way. While the Translation Method emphasizes written 

Chinese, the Grammatical Method attempts to help students in 

both spoken and written Chinese. The Grammatical Competence 
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Method is concerned with the accuracy in understanding and 

producing Chinese, and claims that such competence is the only 

way to eventually lead learners to higher levels of 

proficiency. Therefore, the Grammatical Method usually 

focuses on explanation of the grammar rules with example 

sentences and exercises. The grammatical classes are designed 

for adult learners, and are taught mostly in the students' 

first language. The emergence of the Audio-lingual Method 

provided pedagogical insights, and in the 80's, the 

Communicative Competence Method started in the field of 

foreign language teaching in the United States. The 

communicative approach addresses the proficiency level, which 

emphasizes the ability to understand and produce the target 

language appropriately in various contexts and situations. 

Therefore, the communicative method usually focus on the 

amount of comprehensible input and fluency in communication. 

Teaching activities include dialogue, games, role-playing and 

reading authentic materials. Grammatical explanation is 

considered optional, and is limited to a minimum. The 

students are required to use the target language all the time, 

and the II survival II expressions and strategies are usually 

introduced in the beginning of the program. 

In an attempt to compare the different approaches in 

teaching, I conducted survey 4, and the results of survey 4 

are summarized il~to Table 4:. Survey 4 was also conducted in 



155 

three different locations. The survey data regarding 

communicative approach is based on the performance of 

seventeen students from a level-one class and fifteen students 

from a level-two class at the East Asian Summer Language 

Institute of Indiana University. The data for the grammatical 

approach was collected from fifteen students in the elementary 

Chinese class and twelve students from the intermediate class 

at the University of Arizona. The data concerning translation 

approach is based on the performance of six students from 

first-level and five students from second-level at the Beijing 

Language Institute. The evaluation of the students' 

performance is divided into oral and written categories. 

Responses were expressed according to a scale, with 1 

indicating novice , 2 indicating intermediate, 3 indicating 

advanced. According to the survey, we can extract the 

following two points: 

3A POINT 8: DIFFERENT TEACHING METHODS RESULT IN DIFFERENT 

STRENGTHS IN STUDENTS 

The importance of second language instruction is related 

to the feature of L2 acquisition by adult learners, since 

adult second language acquisition, to some extent, is more 

like the general learning of knowledge and skills, rather than 

natural and innate acquisition. All kinds of knowledge or 
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skill learning requires formal instructions and effective 

teaching methods, as does the acquisition of second language. 

The test results in Table 4 show that there are different 

results in term of students' proficiency level and syntactic 

accuracy between different teaching approaches. The students 

at stage 3 achieved an average score of 2.4 for their oral 

test by communicative approach, in contrast with a score of 2 

for grammatical approach and a score of 1.5 for translation 

approach. On the other hand, students got higher scores in 

written tests by grammatical or translational approaches than 

by the communicative approach. This phenomenon reveals that 

different teaching approaches result in different levels of 

efficiency, and that the learners have been trained to achieve 

different goals. Since the learners' achievements and 

proficiency levels are the criterion of teaching method, and 

an effective teaching method has to coincide with the 

learners' acquisition process, it has been proved that the 

approach on communicative ability yields better results. The 

total scores of survey tests for both oral and written at each 

stage shows that the teaching method with stress on 

communicative function scores higher than the other approach

es. For example, the total score is 4.6 for the students at 

stage 3 by communicative method, in contrast with the total 

score of 4.2 by the grammatical method and 3.8 by the 

translation approach. However, the results in Table 4 do not 
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show that the communicative approach is the best one and that 

it can replace other methods. In fact, all teaching methods 

are mutually complementary. 

The role of language instruction in L2 acquisition is 

different from that in L1 acquisition. A child does not 

require formal language instruction 

methods to acquire spoken Chinese. 

or different teaching 

However, most adult 

learners need organized formal instruction in order to learn 

Chinese as a second language. Fathman (1975) conducted a 

study on child second language acquisition, and found that 

there were no significant differences in English proficiency 

between children who had ESL instruction and children who did 

not. However, all children in her studies had been in the 

United States for at least one year, and they were enrolled in 

public schools in Washington, D.C., where classes were given 

in English and informal English environment was available. 

This suggests that the formal L2 instruction, including 

grammar and drill, do not make a difference if children have 

a rich input source outside the classroom, such as school and 

playground. 

However, L2 acquisition by adults is a different case. 

In my surveys, most adult learners learn Chinese in the United 

States, where they do not have a rich input source available 

outside the classroom. In addition, most learners are also 
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beginners, they cannot use Chinese very much in their daily 

lives. Since the classroom is the main input source, language 

instruction becomes very important in L2 acquisition, and 

different type of instructions make differences. I conducted 

a study using college students learning Chinese. One group 

was the American students learning Chinese at the Chinese 

Summer School of Indiana University, where they were isolated 

from speakers of their own language. They signed pledge to 

use the target language during whole period of the intensive 

program, and some of them even did not or made very few phone 

calls to their friends outside the school. The second group 

consisted of college students learning Chinese in the regular 

university program, where they had to speak their native 

language outside the classroom. Within the same learning 

period, there is a significant difference found between two 

groups. The first group made much better and faster progress 

in acquiring Chinese, especially in communicative competence. 

I videotaped the first group's oral presentations every three 

weeks, and I found that their proficiency level increased 

rapidly every three weeks. For level one students, they can 

actively utilize between 60 to 80 basic Chinese sentence 

patterns in different daily situations. By contrast, the 

students in group two can only handle 30 to 40 sentence 

patterns. The study results reveal that different teaching 

approach does have different teaching efficiency, and 
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effective teaching can foster a learner's interests and speed 

up his or her acquisition process. The function of formal 

language instruction, as Krashen (1982:37) points out, cannot 

only "supply comprehensible input for those who cannot get it 

elsewhere", but also "give tools to help the acquirer utilize 

the outside environment more fully for further acquisition." 

It is true that second language acquisition is related to 

personal language talent. The students perform differently 

under the same teaching approach. It has been found that 

some of adult learners reach an advanced level, and some fail 

miserably in the same class and during the same learning 

period. The variation in degree of success shows that the 

different learning abilities can also make different results 

in Chinese acquisition. 

The differences between child language acquisition and 

adult language learning can also be shown in their learning 

goals and styles. A child does not need to set up his goal in 

his native language; however, it is obvious that his goal is 

to fulfill the communicative needs, and he can successfully 

achieve his goal when the time comes, no matter how he is 

educated. By contrast, each adult learner has his own goals 

in Chinese language learning, and most of them are self-guided 

learners. In other words, each of them has his or her own 

goal and learning strategies. For example, some adult 

learners want to learn spoken Chinese only in order to be able 
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to meet oral communicative need; some of them like to focus on 

reading and writing ability for the purpose of carrying out 

research in a specific field. Some seem concerned more with 

grammatical accuracy; others pay closer attention on fluency. 

Due to the variation in goals, language instruction has to 

make adjustments to meet learners' needs. 

Different goals are usually the result of different 

learning strategies. According to Bachman and Palmer (1981), 

learners differ along a measurable dimension of (what might be 

called) strategic ability. In addition, more advanced 

learners are more effective in learning strategic use than 

those at a lower level. Even for those learners who have the 

same goals, they could still have different learning styles. 

For example, adult learners could be grouped into aural, 

visual and kinesthetic types (Den, 1994). Some learners 

cannot understand or memorize Chinese sentences without visual 

aids. The evidence indicates that there is a relationship 

between strategies used and language proficiency. It is a 

fact that the second language acquisition process used by 

adult learners is affected by many factors, such as 

motivation, socialization, imitation and ability to make 

analogies, and so on. There is a significant correlation 

between those factors and learner's proficiency level, and 

second language instruction has to take those "learning 

factors" into consideration. Language instruction would not 
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be effective without matching learner's acquisition process. 

Only if the teaching approach can arouse learner's motivation 

and foster their learning strategy and ability, then it will 

be successful. 

3B POINT 9: THERE IS A GAP BETWEEN COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE 

AND GRAMMATICAL COMPETENCE AMONG ADULT LEARNERS 

A learner's L2 proficiency level has to be demonstrated 

by his accuracy and fluency in communicative activities. 

However, the test scores in Table 4 reveal that there is a gap 

between grammatical knowledge and communicative competence 

among adult learners. For example, learners who are taught 

with an emphasis on communicative ability may do better on 

aural-oral activities, but may not be as good at reading and 

writing; on the other hand, learners who are instructed with 

the focus on grammatical structures may be equipped with a 

better syntactic system, but lack communicative skills. The 

test scores show a general trend that as the average scores 

for oral tests were getting higher, the scores for written 

tests would be slightly lower; or the other way around under 

different teaching approaches. When we stress the 

communicative abilities, someone will complain that the 

accuracy rate will drop; when we pay a closer attention to the 

grammatical structures, someone others will complain that 
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fluency in communication will be ignored. The fact is that no 

matter which teaching or learning strategy is used, the scores 

for oral and written tests are unbalanced across four 

developing stages and the three different teaching and 

learning approaches. The gap between communicative competence 

and grammatical competence is also reflected in individual 

case studies. For example, I noted an adult learner who had 

lived in China for one year before he took a Chinese class. 

He performed very well in the oral test, but did poorly in 

written tests even though he was allowed to use pinyin instead 

of characters. When I taped his speech in oral presentation, 

it was found that he could comprehend and respond fluently, 

but a number of sentences were incomplete or grammatically 

incorrect. However, when people pay attention to the content 

of his talk, they intend to ignore his grammatical mistakes. 

Another example was an adult learner. He had learned several 

foreign languages before taking Chinese class. It was found 

that his concepts about Chinese syntax were very clear, and he 

always did very well on written tests, especially the sentence 

structures. However, he performed poorly in daily 

communication. He often complained that the conversation was 

too fast to respond. I taped his dialogue with his partner in 

the class, and found that his speech was much slower than 

normal speed, and he misapplied some syntactic rules in his 

conversation. Sometimes, he even interrupted the conversation 
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and asked questions about the sentence he was going to say. 

It seems that he needs more time to organize the sentence 

before saying it. These individual cases suggest that we need 

a compromise and integration in Chinese language acquisition. 

The only solution is to combine functional approach with 

structural emphases, and integrate communicative competence 

with grammatical competence. The learning goals would not be 

reached if grammatical competence and communicative competence 

were separated. An effective language instruction has to 

combine grammatical instruction with the training of four 

language skills, and lead learners through different paths to 

achieve their goals. 

In sum, learning a second language is a complex process. 

According to cognitive theory, there is a hierarchical order 

in acquiring different language skills, and "the integration 

of hierarchically ordered skills requires practice." "The 

learner needs to impose organization and to structure the 

information that has been acquired. As more learning occurs, 

internalized, cognitive representations change and are 

restructured" (McLaughlin 1987: 136) . This process is 

described by Cheng (1985) as a integrated, coordinated or 

reorganized procedure to replace the old and low level 

components by the new and high level components. He used 

piano-playing as one example. The learner at beginning stage 
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usually has difficulty in coordinating the two hands in 

playing the piano. When he reaches a higher level, he will 

have a new difficulty in combining three even notes against 

four even notes. A suitably and integrated structured skill 

is needed to perform this task. The L2 acquisition process 

involves going through the same steps. Karmiloff-Smith (1986) 

divided the whole acquisition process into three phases. 

phase one is data-driven, mastering components of the task, 

there is no overall organization. Phase two organizes and 

gains control over those components. Phase three requires the 

integration of phase one and phase two, which involves the 

II data-driven, bottom-up processes II and lithe internally

generated, top-down processes ll
• In other words, integration 

process is from isolated procedures to a unified framework. 

Clearly, it is not a natural, innate process. Rather, it 

requires effective language instructions and repeated 

practice. 
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Table 1 

A summary of Chinese syntactic development 

by students in class at the University of Arizona 

Stage I Stage II Stage III Stage IV 

TESTS 

writ writ writ writ 

-ten oral -ten oral -ten oral -ten oral 

Test 1 2.5 2.8 2.6 3 3 3.2 3.2 3.4 

Test 2 2.1 2.3 2.5 2.7 2.8 3 3.2 3.5 

Test 3 2.3 2.5 2.6 2.8 3 3.2 3.3 3.5 

Test 4 2 2.2 2.1 2.4 2.8 2.9 2.9 3.3 

Test 5 1.8 2 1.9 2.1 2.4 2.5 2.5 2.8 

Test 6 1.3 1.4 1.8 2 2.1 2.4 2.6 2.8 

Test 7 1 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.6 1.8 1.9 2 

Test 8 1.2 1.4 1.5 1.7 1.6 1.9 2.1 2.2 

Test 9 0.8 1.2 1.4 1.6 1.5 1.8 1.9 2 

Test10 2.3 2.5 2.6 2.9 

Test11 1.9 1.7 2.2 2 

Test12 2.8 2.6 3 2.9 
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Stage I = First Semester of Level-One 

Stage II Second Semester of Level-One 

Stage III First semester of Level-Two 

Stage IV = Second semester of Level-Two 

4 = Excellent 3 Good 

2 = Pass 1 Poor 

Table 2 

A summary of syntactic acquisition and learning 

environment 

Target Intensive Regular 

LEVEL language Language University 

Country School 

Oral Writ- Oral Writ- Oral Writ-

ten ten ten 

Stage 1 2.2 1.9 2.3 2 1.8 1.6 

Stage 2 2.7 2.4 2.7 2.5 2.1 1.9 

Stage 3 3.1 2.8 2.9 2.7 2.4 2.2 

Stage 4 3.5 3 3.2 3.1 2.7 2.5 
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Table 3 

A summary of the relation between 

acquisition of Chinese syntax and influences from L1 

Phrases Single Complex 

TESTS sentence sentence 

I II I II I II 

Test #1 3.8 2.7 3.7 2.3 

Test #2 3.7 2.5 3.4 2.2 

Test #3 3.7 2.2 3.6 2.4 

Test #4 3.6 2.2 3.5 2.1 

Test #5 3.5 2.3 2.8 2.0 2.7 1.8 

Test #6 3.4 2.3 2.4 1.8 

Test #7 2.0 1.2 

Test #8 1.9 1.3 

Test #9 1.9 1.1 1.8 1.1 

Test 10 2.8 1.8 

Test11 2.1 1.7 2.0 1.6 

Test12 3.2 2.4 
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I = Chinese structures which correspond to the syntactic 

patterns in adult learner's native language (English). 

11= Chinese structures which are different from the 

syntactic patterns in adult learner's native language 

(English) . 

Table 4 

A comparison of different teaching approaches 

in acquisition process of Chinese syntax 

Stress on Stress on Stress on 

communicative grammatical translation 

LEVELS function structure ability 

Oral writ- Oral writ- Oral writ-

ten ten ten 

Stage 1 1.8 1.3 1.2 1.4 1 1.5 

Stage 2 2 1.7 1.5 2 1.2 2.1 

Stage 3 2.4 2.2 2 2.2 1.5 2.3 

Stage 4 2.7 2.3 2.2 2.6 2 2.7 



169 

Chapter 6 

TOWARDS A PEDAGOGICALLY VALID SYSTEM 

FOR TEACHING CHINESE SYNTAX 

The detailed surveys and analyses of Chinese syntactic 

instructions and the features of syntactic acquisition process 

by adult learners discussed in previous chapters have provided 

the basis for establishing a pedagogically valid system for 

teaching Chinese syntax. The analytic results in previous 

chapters show that a pedagogical Chinese syntactic system for 

adult learners should be neither similar to the way that 

children learn the language nor like the theoretical system 

for Chinese adults. In this chapter, a pedagogically valid 

system for teaching Chinese syntax will be discussed in three 

sections in an attempt to improve the learning and teaching of 

Chinese as a second language. First, I will discuss the 

relationship between the research on syntactic acquisition 

process by adult learners and the practice of teaching Chinese 

as a second language. Second, I will create a model that 

displays the correlation between the syntactic acquisition 

features and its application to the pedagogy of syntactic 

instruction after 

pedagogical syntax. 

drawing some general conclusions on 

Following the description of what 

effective pedagogy should be, I will finally propose and 
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discuss nine pedagogical principles based on the analyses of 

the acquisition features by adult learners discussed in 

Chapter 5. 

6.1 The Relationship Between Research And Teaching 

Before discussing the pedagogical principles, it is 

important to stress that the relationship between the research 

on the syntactic acquisition process and the practice of 

syntactic teaching is interactive. It is obvious that 

language teachers are interested in the analyses of the 

features of acquisition process, since such research and 

experiments provide language teachers with deeper insight and 

new ideas on teaching methods. It is also true that 

researchers in second language acquisition would like to apply 

and test their theories in the practice of second language 

teaching and learning, in order to get more data and insight 

into the process of second language acquisition. 

The relationship between research and practice can be 

illustrated as follows: 

Research on syntactic ---> Practice of teaching & 

acquisition process c:::--- learning target syntax 
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However, there is a lack of interaction between 

researchers and teachers, and between the theory of second 

language acquisition and the practice of second language 

teaching. Furthermore, some researchers tried to establish an 

overall theory of second language acquisition, but ignored 

some details in sub- subj ects. In reality, some Chinese 

linguists working on theoretical grammar are not involved in 

second language teaching; some Chinese language teachers, who 

are dealing with second language acquisition everyday and 

searching for the best pedagogy, often do not pay enough 

attention to the syntactic theory and research on second 

language acquisition. As a result, the teaching methods and 

materials on Chinese syntax are not closely related to 

relevant theory of syntax or syntactic acquisition. 

Therefore, the research should focus more on details in order 

to have a more practical theory. As L. White (1989:31) points 

out:" the current trend both in linguistics and in cognitive 

psychology is to assume that global theories that try to 

account for everything should in fact be broken down into sub

theories, each with its own domain". It is also important to 

propose a research-based pedagogical syntax, and the 

pedagogical syntax should be field-tested. In other words, a 

pedagogical syntax should start from the data, and attempt to 

build up a system based on the analyses and conclusions of 

acquisition process derived from the data, which is a "bottom-
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up II or an inductive procedure; on the other hand, a set of 

basic pedagogical principles could provide guidance and 

explanations for teaching and learning practice, which is a 

top-down or deductive process. 

6.2 Acquisition Process And Pedagogical Principles 

The difference between a IItheoretical ll syntax and a 

IIpedagogical ll syntax is that the theoretical description 

IIshould be subject to the various rigorous lI rules, while the 

pedagogical grammarians may ignore some of these rules, and 

IIframe their language description in a much less systematic 

way, paying attention only to the needs of the consumer --

that is, the teacher, textbook writer, and language learner II 

(Sharwood Smith 1988:157). In other words, the pedagogical 

approach should focus the intended consumers, ultimately, the 

learners themselves. Evidently, this approach involves the 

details on teaching and learning processes, and the 

pedagogical principles should be derived from the features of 

syntactic acquisition process by adult learners, which has 

been discussed in Chapter s. 

It is also worth noting that the pedagogy on target 

language syntax is different from the syntax itself. As 

Corder (1988: 130) points out, the pedagogy IImust be devised to 

help the learner to learn whatever it is he learns, but are 
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not necessarily what he learns. Pedagogical descriptions are 

aids to learning, not the obj ect of learning. II Therefore, the 

process of deriving a pedagogical syntax has to associate with 

the learning process rather than the grammatical forms. The 

pedagogical syntax should be a "reflection of one's belief 

about the psychological processes of language learning" 

(Rutherford & Smith 1988). In most cases, it is only the 

teacher who deals with the target structures, and therefore 

creates his own pedagogical syntax. 

The nine acquisition features by adult learners discussed 

in Chapter 5 form the basis for creating a Chinese pedagogical 

syntax for adult learners. Based on those features, I will 

propose nine pedagogical principles for the teaching of 

Chinese syntax. The pedagogical principles are the aids for 

both teachers and learners. They are intended to facilitate 

the acquisition of target language grammatical competence. 

They are "the means to an end rather than the end itself" 

(Rutherford & Smith 1988: 120) . The syntactic acquisition 

occurs only when the whole process of teaching and learning 

works cooperatively and effectively. 

The following chart shows the relationship of the 

syntactic acquisition features to the pedagogical principles: 
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The features of syntactic 

acquisition process by 

adult learners 

The pedagogical principles 

of Chinese syntax 

I. Acquisition order and rate are 1. Set an appropriate pace for 

closely related to cognitive syntactic acquisition 

skills 

II. The scope of acquisition of 2. Select & focus first on 

adults is conditioned by time the more regular patterns 

limitations and learning 

environments 

III. Analysis & analogy are the 3. Provide sentence patterns and 

main methods used by adult use pattern-drills to automatize 

learners in syntactic acquisition the basic structures 

IV. The learning environment & 4. Introduce sentence patterns in 

the knowledge of target syntax by contextual circumstance 

adult learners are not 

situationally linked 

V. The process of syntactic 

transfer is incomplete due to the 

lack of target language input 

VI. General failure rate in L2 

acquisition partially associates 

with the lack of the fully 

functional innate language 

faculty 

5.Provide ample & various 

exercises for practice 

6. Encourage rote memorization & 

imitation, and use tests to 

provide feedback 
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VII. Common mistakes in syntactic 7. Correct common syntactic 

transfer process is predictable mistakes in accordance with the 

due to the influences from Ll influences from one's 

native language 

VIII. Different teaching methods s. Take learning strategies into 

result in different strengths in account 

students 

IX. There is a gap between 9. Integrate syntactic learning 

grammatical competence & with the training of four 

communicative competence among language skills 

adult learners 

6.3 The Proposed Pedagogical Principles of Chinese Syntax 

The nine pedagogical principles are proposed based on the 

features of adult learners' acquisition process in order to 

match their development of Chinese syntactic competence step 

by step. In this section, I will discuss the nine principles 

one by one, and the order of the discussion is arranged 

according to the sequence of teaching and learning activities. 

1) Set an appropriate pace for syntactic acquisition 
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Based on the analyses of the syntactic acquisition order 

by adult learners, it is clear that adult learners acquire 

Chinese syntax in a different order compared with children. 

For most Chinese children, the acquisition of syntax 

coincides with the development of their cognitive skills. 

Adult learners, on the other hand, not only have the syntactic 

knowledge of their first language, but also have well

developed cognitive skills. Therefore, it will only slow down 

the learning process, if we use the spoon feeding method to 

teach adults Chinese syntactic structures. According to the 

surveys in Chapter 5, there is no uniformity with respect to 

the order of syntactic acquisition by adults. They could 

understand and produce Chinese 

difficulties at the early stage 

complex sentences without 

as long as they have the 

necessary vocabulary and the target structure that matches 

that of their native language. It is possible to provide 

basic structures to adult learners in a rapid-learning manner, 

and the learning pace should be based on their acquisition 

order. For example, most English speaking learners do not 

have any difficulties receiving and producing "Verb + Object" 

phrase (e.g. xue Zhongwen, "to study Chinese ll ), "Verb + 

Objectl + Object2" phrase (e.g. song ta yiben shu, "give him 

a book"), or "Verb + Object2 + Prep. + Objectl" phrase (e.g. 

song yiben shu gei ta, "give a book to him"). Since the 

Chinese structures are similar to the English structures, 
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adult learners will naturally transfer their knowledge of 

English syntax to the target structures. We do not have to 

wait until the second-level to introduce the structure of 

double obj ects. It is possible and important for adult 

learners to develop a basic knowledge of syntactic structures 

at the beginning level, which is a prerequisite for higher 

levels of language skills. We should devote class time for 

the acquisition of Chinese grammatical competence, and aim at 

giving a student the infrastructure or the blueprint of 

Chinese as early as possible so that he could best use his 

time in a university classroom. 

However, the learning process has to be well arranged and 

hierarchically structured. It is impossible to hope that 

adult learners can master all the basic Chinese structures at 

the beginning level, even though they have a high level of 

cognitive skills. We have to carefully choose the syntactic 

patterns based on learners' acquisition process in order to 

make the syntactic learning manageable. It is necessary to 

avoid introducing some difficult structures at this point. 

Take the adverb hebi (why must?) for example. It has been 

introduced in Unit Three, Lesson 4 in Chinese Primer during 

the first semester of beginning Chinese. since this word is 

related to a rhetorical question pattern hebi ... ne, and it 

requires solid knowledge of syntactic patterns and vocabulary 

as well as the rules of Chinese social interaction in order to 
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use it correctly, we should not expect that students will be 

able to use this pattern properly in the way a native Chinese 

speaker might use it, when his knowledge of Chinese vocabulary 

and syntax is so limited. In other words, the teaching 

process has to follow a certain order based on adult learners' 

acquisition features. According to cognitive theory, human 

learners, even adult learners, "are limited in their 

information-processing abilities. Only so much attention can 

be given at one time to the various components of complex 

tasks" (McLaughlin 1989:136). Therefore, there is a 

hierarchical order involved in the acquisition of Chinese 

syntax. An adult learner needs the input of target structure 

first, then the structure is regulated by controlled 

processes, and the new information is transferred into short

term memory. After routinization, the learner needs to devise 

new structure for interpreting new information and for 

imposing a new organization on information already stored. 

This procedure, in general, includes selecting appropriate 

vocabulary, grammatical rules, and pragmatic conventions 

governing language use. As performance improves, there is a 

constant restructuring as learners simplify, unify, and gain 

increasing control over their internal representations 

(Karmiloff-Stnith 1986). In other words, the learner has to 

lay down the "stepping stones" before moving to a higher and 

more difficult level (Shiffrin and Schneider 1977). In 
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syntactic instruction, it is possible for adult learners to 

break the natural or step by step order by children, and they 

could learn Chinese sentence structures in a rapid-learning 

manner. However, it is also important to put those structures 

in a logic order, and make learning more manageable. 

2) Select and focus first on the more regular patterns 

Under the influence of the proficiency movement, there is 

a tendency to carry to the extreme the principle of speaking 

the natural language in real-life situations. Some teachers 

and textbook editors have striven to assure that the Chinese 

presented in the text or classrooms is as natural and lively 

as possible. They expect beginning students to learn the 

Chinese expressions that a native speaker uses in similar 

situations. This approach may serve students' interests and 

maintain their motivation at the beginning stage, but cannot 

meet the goal for second language education in the long run. 

Take Chinese Primer for example. In Unit One, Lesson I, there 

is an introduction of the open form for affirmative questions 

besides the regular form. For example, the open form for " Ni 

shi bu-shi xuesheng? (You are not-are a student?) is "Ni shi 

xuesheng bu-shi? {You are a student not-are?)". The open form 

is considered by some Chinese speakers as an informal or 

irregular form. When students first begin to learn a truly 
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foreign language, what they need are clear patterns of basic 

and regular Chinese sentence structures. 

to introduce them to alternative forms, 

It is not necessary 

especially if the 

latter are not used often. There is another example in Unit 

Two, Lesson 2, "You yi-ci. wo gie yi-kuai ji. Wo yi gie. ji 

jiu tiao de hen gao. diao dao wo pangbianr neige ren de kafei 

beizi Ii Ie. (Once I was cutting a piece of chicken, and, 

with my first cut, the chicken flew up into the air and fell 

into the coffee cup of the guy sitting next to me.)" The 

author might think this sentence is very funny and natural. 

For beginning students, however, this sentence involves 

several syntactic structures, and the modifier is too long for 

them to use. It is not a regular pattern frequently used by 

Chinese speakers. Therefore, it cannot meet beginning 

students' needs, and takes away a lot of time to explain the 

meaning. The fact is that " the difference between what there 

is to know about the grammar and what the average language 

learner can possibly absorb is vast" (Rutherford & Smith 

1988:3). There are many sentence patterns spoken by native 

Chinese, of which students can only learn no more than one 

hundred basic sentence patterns at level-one Chinese on 

average. 

In reality, there is also a large difference regarding 

available time to learn between children and adult learners. 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, most second language learners study 
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many other subjects and/or work while they are taking the 

Chinese class. A college student will take about 12 or more 

credit hours per semester in addition to 5 credits for Chinese 

on average, and most of them cannot learn the target language 

in the country where it is spoken because they are surrounded 

by English speakers. This is in sharp contrast with children, 

who usually take some three thousand to five thousand hours to 

learn the first language they hear all the time. Even though 

learning a foreign language is indeed a lifelong task, it is 

almost impossible for an adult learner to spend an enormous 

amount of time to learn the target language as a child does 

with his first language. According to Krashen, Zelinski and 

others (1978), there is a fairly large positive correlation 

between length of formal study and second language 

proficiency. In other words, if the learner has more exposure 

to a sentence pattern in the classroom, his acquisition of 

this pattern will be better, Therefore, it is crucial to use 

class-time carefully and efficiently, and to focus on those 

patterns which are more regular and useful than others in 

daily life in order to equip learners with basic Chinese 

syntactic system in a relatively short time. They can have 

structural guidance at beginning stages and make self

improvement later on. 

In order to best use the limited time for adult learners, 

it is the teachers and textbook editors' responsibility to set 
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up the acquisition scope, to select and focus on the more 

regular and productive sentence structures. Some sentences 

may be very natural and lively, but neither regular nor 

productive. Therefore, those sentence structures have limited 

use. In fact, the more regular the sentences are, the more 

useful and natural they will be. In addition, when students 

start from the bottom up, one of the most important tasks is 

to instill basic structures of the target language. As M.S. 

Smith points out (1988:157), "pedagogical grammarians should 

select notions and functions (and grammatical structures) like 

the dietician and not like the uninformed housekeeper." We 

must select food for a nutritional purpose, not just do 

shopping to fill up the kitchen cupboard. Therefore, it is 

necessary to choose more regular and productive sentences. 

Sometimes, we may even have to simplify the structures to 

provide the model sentences for beginning students. We should 

not criticize those sentences as "textbook Chinese" just 

because they sound more regular or formal. 

3) Provide sentence patterns and use pattern-drills to 

automatize the basic structures 

Although Chinese sentence structure is more flexible when 

compared with English, it is not just a collection of words. 

Rather, it is a complex system which consists of various 
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sentence patterns, and the structures should be both 

syntactically accurate and functionally meaningful. 

Unlike children, who acquire those patterns almost 

unconsciously, adult learners need to consciously acquire 

those sentence patterns one by one. Therefore, they need to 

utilize their well-developed analytic and analogical skills to 

extract the patterns from the language input, and to produce 

new sentences by substitution in order to acquire target 

grammatical competence. In general, adult learners can use 

those skills to comprehend and analyze the sentence 

structures, and generate new sentences by following the model 

sentences. Therefore, the adult learners knowledge of syntax 

is analyzed and conscious knowledge, instead of natural and 

unconscious knowledge that children normally have from their 

first language. As Bialystok points out, the sentence 

structure itself may be the same, but "as control over that 

information moves toward the analyzed, then the learner 

becomes increasingly aware as well of the structure of that 

information". For the analyzed knowledge, "the learner is in 

addition in control of the structural properties and relations 

governing the knowledge already known in an unanalyzed form" 

(Bialystok 1988:33). 

Due to the analytic and analogical skills employed by 

adults in the syntactic acquisition process, the pattern-drill 

method is still very popular and effective in the Chinese 
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Not only do adult learners need to 

analyze the model sentence to find out the sentence pattern, 

but they also need to analogize new sentences by substitution 

drills based on the pattern extracted. Normally, an adult 

learner can learn 6 - 8 basic sentence patterns in one Chinese 

class by pattern-drill method. It has been proved that many 

students can comprehend the model sentence quickly, and 

produce new sentences by using substitute words. The primary 

reason for the drills is to imprint and internalize the basic 

sentence patterns which are necessary in the development of 

accuracy and fluency. The process is referred as "controlled 

processing" by cognitive theorists, such as Shiffrin and 

Schneider (1977). In order to automatize or routinize new 

structures, controlled process is necessary for adult 

learners, since they can focus on those target structures and 

fully use their analytic and analogical skills under the 

condition of limited time and input. If a structure can 

"proceed automatically", it "demands little processing 

energy". Then adult learners can move to a more and difficult 

level after the automatization. For example, when we teach 

the "ba" structure, we can either analyze the structure 

hierarchically by using a tree diagram, or we can introduce 

the model sentence in contextual situation. After students 

have a basic understanding of the model sentence, the 

structural pattern can be given as follows: 
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(s) ba 0 V Compo 

(Subj ect) 'dealing with' Object Verb Complement 

( Ni) ba dianshi guan shang 

, (You) dealing with the T.V. turn off , 

, Turn off the T.V. , 

According to the pattern given, students can go through 

controlled process by pattern-drills until they automatize the 

structure. Once the automatization is accomplished, they can 

use their new knowledge to deal with new information, and move 

to a higher level. 

4) Introduce sentence patterns in contextual circumstance 
( 

It is worth noting that not only can children acquire 

various sentence patterns intuitively, but also can use those 

patterns appropriately. One of the reasons is that they learn 

those patterns within an immediate language environment. By 

contrast, most adult students learn Chinese sentence patterns 

in the second language classroom, and the sentence patterns 

introduced are not directly related to real-life situations. 

Therefore, there is a gap between knowing a sentence 

structurally and using it functionally. The fact remains that 

Chinese is different from English and other languages not only 

in its syntactic system but also in the ways it is used in 
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For adult learners, usage of a sentence 

structure is just as new as the structure itself. Therefore, 

not only do they need to know the rules of Chinese sentence 

structures, they also need to learn how to use the structures 

appropriately. For example, after introducing the passive 

voice sentence in Chinese, some students will over use it, 

such as * IIWO de gongke bei zuo wan Ie. II (My home work was 

finished. ), or * II Ta bei pengyou j iao Lao Huang. II (He is 

called Lao Huang by his friends.). Although the learners 

followed the sentence pattern structurally, those sentences 

were not commonly used by native speakers. Clearly, when 

adult learners are dealing with a new sentence pattern, they 

intend to translate the sentence into English first, and 

overdepend on such translation-equivalent to interpret or 

generate new sentences. Unfortunately, the translation often 

misleads students into producing incorrect or awkward 

sentences. This type of mistake could be reduced if the 

sentence were introduced in a more appropriate contextual 

circumstance. Some teachers think that the basic mechanical 

drill is a prerequisite for situational activities. Actually, 

situational practice should not be separated from the basic 

mechanical drills. The pattern-drills would be more effective 

if they were conducted in contextual circumstances. 

For most adult learners, the second language classroom is 

the primary source of target language input, which has both 
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On the one hand, we have the 

potential to use about 50 minutes per day to focus on the 

target language structures, and provide "comprehensible input" 

(Krashen 1982: 58) as much as possible. The comprehensible 

input is generally easier to understand and more suitable to 

match the learner's language level. In other words, the range 

of vocabulary, sentence structures and topics covered in the 

classroom is well controlled. On the other hand, the 

classroom cannot match the input from informal real language 

world in term of quantity and variety. Especially, the 

sentences and discourse learned in the classroom are not 

directly linked to real-life situations. The situations that 

the students can be exposed to in a classroom are actually 

quite limited, no matter how "situational" or "real" we try to 

make them. However, if we can provide optimal input of target 

structures for acquisition in the classroom, and introduce all 

sentence patterns in contextual circumstance, it is possible 

that beginning students can actually learn better in the 

classroom than in the outside world where the language is 

spoken. As Krashen points out:" the value of second language 

classes lies not only in the grammar instruction, but in the 

simpler 'teacher talk', the comprehensible input. It can be 

an efficient place to achieve at least the intermediate level 

rapidly, as long as the focus of the class is on providing 

input for acquisition"(Krashen 1982:59). 
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5) Provide ample and various exercises for practice 

No matter if one is a child or an adult, optimal 

linguistic input is one of the decisive factors for them to 

learn how to understand and use a language correctly and 

functionally. In other word, input is directly related to 

output. Grammatical competence would not be accomplished 

without "triggering" and optimal linguistic input. In fact, 

it is even possible to acquire a spoken language by listening 

and understanding input without ever speaking. Lenneberg 

(1962) studied a boy with disorder of speech organ. It has 

been found that the boy was able to understand spoken English 

perfectly, even though he was never able to talk. 

Unfortunately, as mentioned in Chapter 5, most adult learners 

do not have enough time and immediate language environment 

required in order to acquire the second language structures 

just like children acquiring their first language. They 

generally lack optimal linguistic input in second language 

acquisition. Therefore, it is crucial to focus on the 

patterns to be taught, and provide ample and various syntactic 

exercises for them to practice. 

However, most Chinese textbooks have not offered enough 

diversified syntactic exercises for students. It is, in fact, 

theoretically impossible to provide enough practice in one 

textbook. For instance, there are 15 to 25 grammatical points 
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on average introduced in each lesson in Chinese Primer, even 

the lessons in the beginning units. Even the teacher uses a 

full 50 minutes of class time for second language input, each 

grammatical point or structure can only be taught in 2 or 3 

minutes. As a result, adult learners may be able to 

understand the sentence structures by their cognitive skills, 

but it does not mean that they can internalize those 

structures and use them correctly. The acquisition process 

would be in an "easy come, easy go" circle without optimal 

input. 

In order to provide more linguistic input to L2 learners, 

Krashen (1982) has suggested several ways, such as 1) make the 

input comprehensible, 2) the input should be interesting and 

relevant, and 3) optimal input should not be grammatically 

sequenced. The arguments against a grammatically sequence 

were given by Krashen (1982:70) in the following four points: 

1) all students may not be at the same stage; 2) each 

structure presented only once; 3) grammatical focus may 

prevent real and natural communication; and 4) grammatical 

sequence attempts to guess the order of acquisition. It is 

true that linguistic input should not be controlled or 

determined by the grammatical sequence. However, in order to 

make the input "comprehensible" or "relevant", it is necessary 

to relate the "structures of the day" to the controlled input, 

instead of a complete "natural input", in the second language 
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In other words, the target syntactic structures 

should be in the input, and be practiced on a regular basis. 

We need to recycle the patterns for practice all through the 

learning process. It is impossible for it to be true that 

once an adult learner has acquired certain target structures, 

they will be maintained forever. Learning a second language 

is more like playing a musical instrument in many ways. It 

requires a lot of practice until the model structure becomes 

internalized. It is also important to design authentic 

exercises for adult learners. Authentic materials can not 

only make learning more interesting and motivational, but e:lso 

help learners understand the functional aspects of sentence 

structures. For example, there are many highly ritualized 

expressions in Chinese, such as "mamahuhu (so-so)", or "lei de 

budeliao (extremely tired)". If we provide a contextual 

exercise, such as "greeting" or "visiting friends", and let 

students complete situational conversations rather than 

detailed syntactic analyses at the beginning stage, it will be 

more interesting and much easier for them to learn those 

structures. Situational or authentic exercises can simply 

make students talk more and use the language more, and the 

more they use the language, the more input they can get. 

6) Encourage rote memorization & imitation, and use tests 

to provide feedback 
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It has been found, as mentioned in Chapter 5, that the 

successful rate for adult learners in learning Chinese as a 

second language is quite low, and fossilization is one of the 

reasons which causes the low rate of success. Fossilization, 

in fact, partially reflects that adult learners generally lack 

a fully functional innate language faculty. In other words, 

the adult learners' internal grammatical system is not fully 

open to the input of target structures. 

In order to make the students' innate language faculty 

function better, or to reset their internal grammatical 

system, it is necessary to require rote memory and imitation 

in syntactic acquisition, which is an effective way to enforce 

the installation of target structures. However, according to 

several studies which were presented at a meeting of the 

American Association for the Advancement of Science on Feb .18, 

1995, the ideal period to learn language is from age 2 until 

puberty. After that, it becomes an increasingly frustrating 

imperfect process. This suggests that there is a close 

relation between age and the ability to memorize and imitate. 

In Grace Yeni-Komshian's research (1995) on 220 Korean 

immigrants who learned English at different age, she found 

that those who learned English by age 10 or 11 got 90 percent 

of their vowels right. But those who started English by age 

12 or 13 did substantially worse, and this ability dropped 

still more among those who learned it even later. As far as 
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accents are concerned, it seems that the earlier the better. 

One of the key elements for youngsters' success is the ability 

of imitation and memorization. 

It has been proved that memorization and imitation are 

the main paths for children to acquire their first language 

(Miao & Zhu 1992). Although we should not expect that an 

English speaking adult could have the same ability as a child, 

the memorization and imitation are also very effective 

techniques for adults to learn and internalize the target 

structures, especially at the beginning stages, since they 

need good examples. It is, however, necessary to compromise 

reality and expectation, and provide a realistic and practical 

way for them to learn based on their age and abilities. For 

instance, students often get confused with the usage of 

Chinese functional words, such as "Ie" and "gao", "bu" and 

"meiyou", "cai" and "jiu". The usages and distinctions 

between those words are involve many syntactic rules and 

explanations. It will be much easier for students to memorize 

the model sentences within actual contexts, instead of trying 

to explain the rules in syntactic terms. 

imitation of model sentences can 

The memorization and 

greatly help the 

internalization of those structures, and to reduce the 

fossilization. However, adult learners' memory and imitation 

abilities are not as good those of as children in general, and 

most adult learners are not used to rote memorize or imitate 
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other people's utterances. They are self -managed learners. In 

my contacts with students, I have noticed that most adult 

learners intend to create or make up sentences according to 

what they want to say and how they interpret the structures. 

Therefore, adult learners should be required to memorize some 

texts which include the target sentences. The more a student 

memorizes, the better he performs. A successful L2 learner 

generally has a better ability of memorization and imitation. 

The pleasure of accomplishment will further encourage him or 

her to memorize more. 

since the central task of second language education is to 

develop the target language skills, adult learners should be 

trained to cope with new expressions and social situations as 

soon as they can memorize and imitate the basic patterns. As 

Bialystok (1988:40) points out, "rules memorized as routines 

and recited verbatim may indicate nothing about the learner's 

knowledge if that rule has no meaning for the learner". 

Therefore, memorization and imitation should be based on a 

full understanding of the function and structure of the model 

sentences. In other words, adult learners should not be just 

passive receivers, but also active producers. In fact, passive 

and active training will reinforce each other. 

Language testing is another way to enforce the 

internalization of target structures. Since testing is 

closely related to the educational goal, the goals cannot be 
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There are two types of 

language tests in general: proficiency tests and achievement 

tests. We can use either test to evaluate a learner's mastery 

of Chinese syntax at different learning stages. Unlike the 

syntactic tests for native speakers, which are designed to 

examine a student's knowledge of the syntax, the tests for 

second language acquisition aim at evaluating learners' 

abilities to use the target structures. Therefore, whether it 

is proficiency tests or achievement tests, the focus should be 

on how to interpret or produce the structures, instead of how 

to analyze them with linguistic perspectives. 

In general, proficiency tests can be used for inter

program comparisons or for placement. Achievement tests are 

mainly for assessment of an intra-program. since achievement 

tests are naturally related to instruction contents, testing 

results reflect the teaching and learning activities directly. 

For example, after teaching the IIba ll structure in Chinese, we 

can test learners' abilities to make sentences or reorganize 

sentences by using this structure. In the contextualized 

tests, we can evaluate it if students can use it structurally 

and functionally. The tests can also be given according to 

the four language skills. No matter what type of tests is 

used, both teachers and students can get feedback as long as 

the tests are properly designed with clear purposes. Based on 

the feedback, teachers and students can make adjustments or 
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improvement on their teaching and learning. Therefore, the 

feedback is useful not only for evaluating students' 

performance, but also for diagnosis of their innate 

grammatical system. 

The tests can also be designed for evaluating multi

skills or single-skill, depending on what kind of feedback we 

expect to get from the tests. For example, if we test what 

tasks students can perform in real-life situations, it 

generally requires multi-skills. Sometimes, students cannot 

understand or use sentence patterns correctly just because 

they don't know the vocabulary or characters. We cannot make 

fair judgement on their acquisition of those patterns based on 

multi-skill tests. If we want to measure one skill at a time, 

it is necessary to design single-skill tests. Nowadays there 

is a tendency to use proficiency tests to replace other types 

of tests. Even the goals for teaching Chinese as a second 

language are determined by the proficiency tests. However, 

proficiency tests cannot provide enough accurate feedback to 

adjust the learning and teaching procedures, especially at the 

beginning level, since there is an unavoidable mismatch 

between what has been learned and what has been tested. 

According to the survey data collected from the students 

of Elementary Chinese classes at the University of Arizona 

from 1990-1994 as well as the Chinese School of East Asian 

Summer Language Institute at the Indiana University in 1993 
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and 1994, more than half of the students said that the goal 

they wanted to reach by taking Chinese class was to be able to 

communicate with native Chinese speakers, even though each 

student had his or her clear preferences and specific personal 

purpose for the class. However, due to the proficiency-based 

approach, a high-level of Chinese has been interpreted as 

high-scores in the Chinese Proficiency Test or Chinese 

Speaking Test, and both are designed by the Center for Applied 

Linguistics (CAL). Therefore, some colleges have designed the 

curriculum which coordinates teaching with the tests. 

Unfortunately, this approach may easily lead both learners and 

teachers to believe that they are able to score higher on the 

proficiency tests and reach their goals quicker and easier as 

long as the learners keep trying to survive in the target 

language situation. In other words, it is not necessary for 

adult learners to have formal training and basic knowledge of 

Chinese syntax to carry out natural communication. 

Consequently, they over-emphasize the functional part and 

vocabulary items of the target language, and place little 

emphasis on or even ignore structural patterns. As a result, 

the students might progress quickly and survive in the target 

language environment at the beginning, but keep making 

structural mistakes and stagnate at low-level proficiency by 

the end. In fact, such an unbalanced acquisition process 

would not lead the learners to reach their goals; instead, 
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they may give up their effort eventually, since breaking a 

habit is much harder than learning new things. It is clear 

that we cannot sacrifice the structural accuracy to pursue a 

low-level proficiency in the belief that the goal to 

communicate with native Chinese speakers can be reached 

without learning syntax and formal training. 

7) Correct common syntactic mistakes in. accordance with 

the influences from one's native language 

It is the fact that syntactic mistakes are inevitable in 

second language acquisition, especially in early stage. 

Therefore, error correction is one essential part in the whole 

process of teaching Chinese syntax to adult learners. 

However, some researchers disagree with this opinion. Krashen 

conducted an experiment (Krashen et al., 1978) in their 

extension English course at Queens College, and they found 

approximately one error for every five words in compositions 

written by ESL students in a placement examination. The 

better students averaged about one error for every ten words, 

and the least proficient about one error for every two words. 

On the other hand, however, Krashen argues that error 

correction has been a serious mistake. He claims that the 

correction "encourages a strategy in which the student will 

try to avoid mistakes, avoid difficult constructions, focus 
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less on meaning and more on form. It may disrupt the entire 

communicative focus on an exchange" (Krashen 1982: 75) . He 

predicts that the "improvement will come without error 

correction, and may even come more rapidly", so "a safe 

procedure is simply to eliminate error correction entirely in 

communicative-type activities" (Krashen 1982:76). It is true 

that children can correct most of their syntactic errors 

through conversations when they are immersed in the immediate 

Chinese environment. In other words, they can make self

improvement naturally. Adult learners, by contrast, are 

generally not able to correct their mistakes independently. 

Not only do they need formal instructions on syntax, but they 

expect adequate corrections from teachers when they make 

sentences, since they are not sure whether their utterance is 

understandable and accurate. It is true that meaning is more 

important than form in the communicative activities. However, 

if the form cannot carry the meaning clearly or correctly, the 

communication will be disrupted no matter what. We have to 

correct the form, and focus more on the form to make the 

meaning clear. Insufficient corrections would not encourage 

students to make steady progress, but set a low-level standard 

and make students misunderstand each other. They will be 

dissatisfied and disappointed in the long run. The fact is 

that the longer the students keep using the wrong forms, the 

more difficult it will be to correct them later. 
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However, it is impossible to correct every single 

syntactic error of adult learners, especially when they are at 

the beginning stage. The task of pedagogical syntax would not 

be to "pump as many of the target language rules into the 

learner as possible to fill this L2 grammar 'void'" 

(Rutherford and Smith 1988:3). Excessive corrections could 

discourage students and make them feel confused. It may also 

"encourage a strategy in which the student will try to avoid 

mistakes". A moderate and suitable amount of correction will 

be more helpful for the learners than an excessive correction 

in the syntactic acquisition process. 

It is also necessary to define which type of mistakes 

should be corrected and how to correct them. As reported in 

the survey results in Chapter 5, most syntactic mistakes are 

related to the influences from learners' native language, and 

common mistakes in syntactic acquisition process are 

predictable. Therefore, we cannot assume that "the L2 

learner comes to the learning experience with an acquisitional 

mechanism whose linguistic component is a tabula rasa" 

(Rutherford and Smith 1988:3). The correction of syntactic 

mistakes has to be aimed at the most common ones, such as 

syntactic transfer, 

which are derived 

language. 

overgeneralization and simplification r 

from the influences of their native 
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8) Take teaching and learning strategies into account 

Learning strategies refer to "the various activities and 

techniques used by learners when coping with a second 

language" (Bialystok 1988:44). Different adult students use 

different strategies to learn Chinese syntax, and different 

strategies produce different learning results. This 

circumstance is not found among children, since most of them 

do not have their own learning styles by the time they start 

to learn their first language. Although the best strategy for 

both adult and child may be to be exposed to the language as 

much as possible, adult learners do vary in terms of their 

linguistic background and learning skills. In addition, 

acquiring a foreign language, especially a truly foreign 

language such as Chinese, is different from learning the 

knowledge of an academic subject, such as mathematics or 

linguistics. The central obj ect of learning a second language 

is to gain language skills instead of knowledge of the 

language. Since many adult learners do not have any 

experience in learning Chinese before, it is important for 

both teachers and students to be aware of not just what to 

learn, but how to learn. 

With respect to syntactic acquisition, some adult 

learners intend to focus on the syntactic terminology, and 

decode Chinese structures based on translation of their native 
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language. This strategy merely helps stud~nts to understand 

the structure rather than internalize it. Teachers should be 

aware of the individual personalities and background of the 

students, and be responsible for fostering students to use the 

most effective learning strategies in the acquisition process. 

Moreover, the teaching methods should match and encourage the 

use of effective learning strategies. 

In general, learners are in language classrooms, and we 

need to focus on the program goals for all learners instead of 

individual's need. However, adult learners are self

controlled or self -guided learners. :herefore, a program goal 

cannot be realistic without consideration of an individual's 

circumstances. As a language teacher, his or her 

responsibilities include not only preparing the materials and 

teaching classes, but also to provide students with motivation 

and learning strategies. In fact, learning motivation and 

strategies have a lot to do with syntactic acquisition, and 

each student should be taught the strategies necessary, and 

motivated enough for him or her to continue acquiring the 

syntactic system on his or her own. On the other hand, 

awareness of strategic effectiveness and personal 

accomplishment will further motivate the learner. 

9. Integrate syntactic learning with the training of the 

four language skills 
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Many language teachers consider their primary responsibility 

to be teaching students to master the spoken language. They 

stress listening and speaking skills in language education. 

This assumption is partially based on the language acquisition 

process by children. It is true that children begin to learn 

spoken language first. They can acquire their first language 

by "picking up" the language they hear around them. By the 

time they start to learn reading and writing, they are already 

familiar with the structures of their first language. In 

other words, the syntactic system could be installed through 

aural-oral practices in children's language development. 

Literacy is not necessary for most of Chinese children to 

acquire the syntactic structures. In contrast, for adults 

learning Chinese as a second language, they cannot "pick up" 

Chinese syntax naturally, and they are not guaranteed to 

acquire the syntactic system even after formal training on 

spoken Chinese. Therefore, it is not necessary for them to 

begin with spoken Chinese, and it would be much harder for 

them to have access to the sentence structures without 

training in reading and writing. Furthermore, the Chinese 

writing system is only loosely connected to the speech sound 

that they represent, compared with the alphabetic writing 

systems in English. If we separate the learning process of 

spoken Chinese from written Chinese, most adult learners will 

feel that they are learning two different languages, and the 
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learning process will take much longer than learning spoken 

and written together. 

In the real world, most adult learners are in a regular 

academic program rather than a "work place" language training 

center. The second language course is just one part of 

liberal education. Students can neither be immersed in the 

target language program nor can they learn the target language 

only to complete a degree. In a Chinese language classroom, 

each student has very few chances to use sentences and to be 

corrected orally. Most students have to depend on listening 

as well as reading and writing after class for self

improvement. An overwhelming stress on speaking will 

discourage the learner's effort on other skills, and lead to 

a "one-Ieg ll approach. The real problem for adult learners is 

the gap between communicative competence and grammatical 

competence. Therefore, it is important to balance the four 

skills training by integrating the acquisition of Chinese 

syntax with the "four skill" training. In other words, 

listening and speaking skills are primary, but they cannot 

replace reading and writing skills. The training on reading 

and writing will not disturb, but rather will increase the 

learner's capability of listening and speaking in the long 

run. 

It was mentioned in Chapter 5 that there is a gap between 

grammatical competence and communicative competence among 
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adul t learners. The problem of fluent access to the syntactic 

knowledge in real-life communication has been addressed by 

both teachers and students. It is worth noting that there is 

a distinction between the learner's syntactic knowledge and 

the use of that knowledge. In other words, syntactic 

knowledge is not equivalent to the use of that knowledge. 

Adult learners must integrate syntactic acquisition with the 

four language skills in order to use the language fluently. 

The acquisition of Chinese structures will be one of the main 

tasks in the four skills training, and the four language 

skills cannot improve without gaining control of syntax. On 

the other hand, the knowledge of Chinese syntax will be 

useless when it is isolated from the four language skills, and 

syntactic system cannot be internalized without training in 

practical uses of the language. 



Chapter 7 

A MOTIVATED APPROACH TO THE TEACHING OF 

THREE POST-VERBAL COMPLEMENTS 
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The aim of this chapter is to present a pedagogical 

approach to the teaching of specific Chinese syntactic 

structures based on the conclusions from previous chapters. 

Two aspects must be considered in satisfying the pedagogical 

requirements: the pedagogical principles themselves and the 

application of the principles to teaching specific Chinese 

sentence structures. The former offers the guidance for 

practice, and the latter provides a field-test for the 

proposed principles. The following is a case study of the 

pedagogy of Chinese sentences with three post-verbal 

complements. They are: 1) the descriptive complement, 2) 

the potential complement, and 3) the resultative complement. 

In this chapter, I will discuss the Chinese complements in 

two sections: 1) How to distinguish the structural and 

functional properties of the three types of complements; 2) 

How to apply the pedagogical principles to teach the three 

post-verbal complements in the classroom. 

7.1 The Structural And Functional Properties Of The 

Three Post-Verbal Complements 
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The post-verbal complements in Chinese, especially 

those associated with DE, have attracted much attention for 

many years. Due to their various structural and functional 

features, most English speaking learners have difficulty 

comprehending and mastering those sentence patterns. 

It is commonly accepted that a complement is an 

essential part of the predicate of a sentence. The function 

of the complement is to complete the specific reference of 

the predicate, which can be semantically divided into at 

least five categories: descriptive expression, resultative 

expression, potential expression, directional expression and 

quantitative expression (Tiee 1986). Structurally, a 

complement always follows the verb or adjective phrase it 

complements. It is sometimes identified as a postverbal 

adverbial (Shi, 1990). In addition, the morpheme DE in 

Mandarin is involved. DE is attached to the verb or 

adjective, or inserted between the VP or AP and the 

complement. 

Among the five categories of the complements, the 

directional complement and the quantitative complement can 

be distinguished from the others structurally and 

functionally without difficulty. However, the descriptive 

complement, the potential complement and the resultative 

complement create confusion in both the structural and the 



functional frameworks. As we might expect, some verb 

phrases with certain complements allow either of the 

interpretations (i) or (ii) (Li & Thompson 1981). For 

example: 

Zheige haizi xiaode hen keai 

(This-M child smile-DE very lovable) 

(i) This child smiles very lovely. 
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(ii) This child smiles to the point of being very lovable. 

The translation in (i) reflects that the complement 

describes the manner of the child's smile --- he smiles 

lovely; while (ii) indicates the extent of effective of his 

smile ---his smile makes people love him. In addition, the 

structures of these complements involve the use of DE. It 

is often difficult to distinguish one from another 

functionally and structurally. In order to examine their 

properties in ~etail, I will discuss them separately. 

1) Properties of the descriptive comp!ement 

The descriptive complement is also called the complex 

stative construction (Li & Thompson, 1981), which can be 

illustrated in the following pattern: 



(1) NP + VP + de + Stative { Clause } 
{ Adjective phrase } 
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The above pattern can be exemplified in (2a,b), and the 

complements are the bracketed elements. 

(2) a. Ta pao de [ hen kuai ] 

(he run DE very fast) 

He runs very fast. 

b. Ta zou de [hen lei] 

(he walked and got very tired) 

He got very tired from walking. 

Some grammarians claim that (2a) is the descriptive 

complement, and (2b) belongs to the type of resultative 

complement (Mei 1977, Li 1990). I argue, however, that (2a) 

and (2b) belong to the same type of category since they in 

fact share general structural properties. One of the 

general properties is that the verb in (2a) or (2b) must be 

"copied" before the DE, if the first clause contains a 

transitive verb as well as its direct object. This property 

can be illustrated in the form: 

NP + V + Obj. + V + de + Stative AP 
clause 

The question form for the construction, either (2a) or (2b), 
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can be written as follows: 

NP + V + de + A-not-A ? 

The negative form for either (2a) or (2b) is as below: 

NP + V + de + not-A. 

In addition to the general structural similarities, the 

functional properties should coincide with the structural 

properties. In general, the inferred meanings for both (2a) 

& (2b) are descriptive. Furthermore, there is one type of 

resultative complement in Chinese (see discussion in 7.1.3) 

which is clearly distinguished from (2a) & (2b). Therefore, 

I put (2a) & (2b) into the same category of descriptive 

complements in order to avoid the confusion. The same 

classification can be found in Li & Thompson (1981) and Tiee 

(1986) . 

Although (2a) & (2b) share some general properties, it 

is necessary to establish two subtypes to distinguish one 

from the other according to the meanings inferred from the 

relationship between the two parts of the predicate. As Li 

& Thompson (1981) point out, "speakers infer two types of 

meanings from such constructions, and which type is inferred 

depends on the meanings of the clauses themselves and the 
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possible relationship between them". 

One of the subtypes is the descriptive complement with 

manner inferred when the stative part is an adjective phrase 

describing the manner in which the event of the first clause 

occurs, as in (2a). Another subtype is the descriptive 

complement with extent inferred, which means that an action 

in the first clause is done to such an extent that it 

results in other actions or conditions (Tiee 1986 , Li & 

Thompson 1981), as in (2b). 

The structure of the manner expression can be 

distinguished from that of the extent expression only by 

whether a subject is allowed in the complement. For 

example: 

(3) a. Ta paD de hen kuai. 

(he run DE very fast) 

He runs very fast. 

b. * Ta paD de ren hen kuai. 

(he run DE man very fast) 

c. Ta paD de hen lei. 

(he run DE very tired) 

He got very tired from running 

d. Ta paD de~ hen lei. 

(he run DE man very tired) 

He got very tired from running. 
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Obviously, the manner expression in (3b) cannot take a 

lexical NP as its subject, but the extent expression in (3d) 

can. Li (1990) claims that the distinction between two 

subtypes is that whereas manner expressions are APs, extent 

expressions are clauses. The patterns can be shown in (4): 

(4) a. Manner Expressions: 

NP + V + de + AP 

b. Extent Expressions: 

NPI + VI + de +(NP2) + V2 

In fact, both AP in (4a) or V2 in (4b) can be 

considered as the main predicate of a sentence, and the V in 

(4a) or VI in (4b) as a subordinate element of the sentence, 

since only the AP or V2 can take the question form of A-not

A or V-not-V, and the V in (4a) or VI in (4b) does not take 

the V-not-V form, aspect markers, or other morphological 

changes as a main verb does. For example: 

(5) a. Ta pao de kuai bukuai? 

(he run DE fast-not-fast) 

*Ta pao bupao de 

(he run-not-run DE 

hen kuai? 

very fast) 



b. Ta pao de 

(he run DE 

[ren] lei bulei? 

[man] tired-not-tired) 

*Ta pao bupao de [ren] hen lei? 

(he run-not-run DE [man] very tired) 

c. Ta pao de 

(he run DE 

kuai le. 

fast ASP) 

*Ta pao le de kuai 

(he run ASP DE fast) 

d. Ta pao de [ren] lei leo 

(he run DE [man] tired ASP) 

*Ta pao le de [ren] lei 

(he run ASP DE [man] tired) 
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Chao (1968) suggests that the AP (4a) or V2 (4b) be 

termed "a free predicative complement," and the relation 

between the complement and the rest of the sentence can be 

viewed as that between predicate and subject. 

2) Properties of the potential complements 

The potential complement is used to indicate an 

action's potential result which mayor may not be 

accomplished by one's capability (Tiee 1986). Instead of 
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using an auxiliary verb, such as neng (can) or buneng 

(cannot), the morpheme de can be inserted between the VI and 

V2 with the sense of being able to, or insert bu with the 

meaning of being unable to. 

The pattern can be illustrated as follows: 

(6) NPI + VI de/bu + V2 + (NP2) 

For Example: 

(7) a. Ta ting de dong Zhongwen. 

(he hear-can-understand Chinese) 

He can understand Chinese by hearing. 

b. Ta mai bu qi qiche. 

(he buy-can't-afford car) 

He can't afford to buy a car. 

One of the prominent features which distinguishes the 

potential complement from descriptive complement is the 

usage of de. It has been suggested that the morpheme de 

does not represent a single morpheme, but several homophonic 

ones (Shi 1990). One evidence is that de in Mandarin 

corresponds to two or three different morphemes in some 

Chinese dialects. De in potential complement has the 

meaning of "be able/can", which can be illustrated by the 

following examples. 



(8) Zhe zhong dong xi chide. 

(this kind thing eat-possible) 

This kind of thing can be eaten. 
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When de is attached to a matrix verb or adjective, the 

phrase will have the meaning of having the potential to 

accomplish the action. De could be inserted to a verb

complement as an infix (Chao 1968), as shown in (7a); it 

could also be used as a suffix as in (8), adding to a verb 

of only one syllable. In fact, it can be considered as part 

of the complement. Comparing the de in descriptive 

complement, it has been recognized that the non-potential de 

is a particle connecting two phrases (Li & Thompson 1981) . 

The function of de is similar to a marker of the complement 

in this case. It is worth noting that de cannot be used at 

the end of a sentence with descriptive complement, but it is 

possible in (8) with potential complement. 

Recall that the sentence pattern with the descriptive 

complement has the form in (1); and the pattern with 

potential complement in (6) The fact is that the V in (1) 

does not take V-not-V form, but the descriptive complement 

takes the V-not-V form, which is shown in (9a,b) 

(9) a. *Ta pao bu pao de hen lei? 

(he run not run DE very tired) 
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b. Ta pao de lei bu lei? 

(he run DE tired not tired) 

Did he get tired from running? 

A counterexample to this fact is found in (6). Instead 

of taking the V-not-V form by the complement, the V1 in (6) 

takes the V-not-V form, which is shown in (lOa, b). 

(10) a. Ta ting bu ting de dong Zhongwen? 

(he hear not hear DE understand Chinese) 

Can he understand Chinese by hearing? 

b.* Ta ting de dong bu dong Zhongwen? 

(he hear DE understand not understand Chinese) 

Regarding the verb-copying property, if a sentence with 

descriptive complement contains a verb and its direct object 

in the first clause, the verb must be IIcopied ll before the 

complement associated with DE: 

(11) Ta pao malasong pao de hen lei. 

(he run marathon run DE ve~ tired) 

He got ve~ tired from running marathon. 

However, the verb-copying is never or rarely used in 

the predicate with potential complement: 



(12) a. Ta ting de dong zhege 

(he hear DE understand this-M 

gushi. 

story) 

He can understand this story by hearing. 

Rather than: 

b. Ta ting zheige gushi ting de dong 

(he hear this-M story hear-can-understand) 
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The negative form is another prominent feature which 

distinguishes the potential complement from the descriptive 

complement. While the negative word can only appear after 

the de in phrase of descriptive expression, as in (13), it 

has to precede the de, as in (14a), or replace the de as in 

(14b), in the potential expressions: 

(13) Ta pao de bu kuai. 

(he run DE not fast) 

He doesn't run fast. 

(14) a. Zhe zhong dong xi chibude. 

(this kind thing eat-not-possible) 

This kind of thing can't be eacen. 

b. Ta ting bu dong Zhongwen. 

(he hear-not-understand Chinese) 

He can't understand Chinese by hearing. 
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3) Properties of resultative complements 

The function of resultative complement is generally to 

express the accomplished results of an action or cause 

certain consequences to happen (Tiee 1986). Structurally, 

the pattern can be given as follows: 

( 15 ) NP + VI + V2 + 1 e + (NP) 

Adj. 

The resultative complement does not include the 

descriptive complement with extent inferred, as in (2b). 

The reasons have been given in section (6.1.1.). We can 

also see the structural differences between them in this 

section. 

The pattern (15) can be exemplified below: 

(16) Ta nian wan Ie zhe ben shu. 

(he read-finish-ASP this-M book) 

He finished reading this book. 

One of the distinguishing features of resultative 

complements is the relation between the two verbs or VI and 

the adjective. The first verb nian "read" is the action 

which causes or leads to the second verb ~ "finish". 
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Therefore, ~ or the second verb is considered to be the 

result of nian or the first verb. Since the two verbs are 

closely related to each other, nothing could be inserted in 

between, even the morpheme de. This feature is certainly 

different from the descriptive or potential complement. For 

this reason, some grammarians, such as Tiee (1986) and Li 

(1990), claim that the resultative expression is a compound 

of two verbs, or more specifically, an activity verb 

followed by a stative verb. 

The resultative complement has another feature, which 

involves the use of the aspect marker Ie. Since the 

complement indicates the action in a completed stage, it 

usually takes a perfective aspect marker Ie to show the 

accomplished result. This structural feature coincides with 

the functional properties of the resultative expression. 

In addition to the features of the positive form, the 

question form and the negative form of resultative 

complements are also distinguished from the other types of 

complements. 

(17) a. Ta meiyou xi ganjing tade yifu. 

(he not-have wash-clean his clothes) 

He did not wash his clothes clean. 

b. Ni tingdongle zhege gushi meiyou? 

(You hear-understand-ASP this-M story not-have) 
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Did you understand this story or not? 

Because the resultative expression usually indicates a 

completed action, its negative form, as in (17a), and 

question form, as in (17b), always take the negative adverb 

mei(you) with the meaning of a completed stage which is not 

found in the other types of complements. 

7.2 The Teaching of Descriptive and Potential Complements 

In this section, I will discuss: 1) the importance of 

teaching the descriptive and potential complements; 2) the 

application of the nine proposed pedagogical principles; and 

3) the design of teaching activities. 

1) Since the above complements are frequently used in 

Chinese, it is necessary to introduce them to the L2 

students at an early stage. One of the most commonly used 

Elementary Chinese textbooks in the U.S., Chinese Primer, 

introduces the resultative complements in lesson 5, the 

potential complements in lesson 6 (Unit 2, lesson 1) and the 

descriptive complements in lesson 7 (unit 2, lesson 2). As 

the authors point out, in Chinese this kind of usage is 

"extremely common, and basic to many grammatical patterns" 

(Ch'en et al. 1989). 
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According to my teaching experience, the Chinese 

complement is one of the most difficult structures for 

students to master. A frequently heard complaint from them 

is "There are no distinctions between the descriptive 

complement and the potential complement." or it is "Too 

confusing to use them properly." Clearly, we cannot expect 

that the students would be able to pick up these structures 

naturally. It is necessary to teach them through a 

controlled acquisition process. As Rutherford and Sharwood 

Smith point out, "instructional strategies which draw the 

attention of the learner to specifically structural 

regularities of the language, as distinct from the message 

content, will under certain specified conditions 

significantly increase the rate of acquisition over and 

above the rate expected from learners acquiring that 

language under natural circumstances where attention to form 

may be minimal and sporadic" (Rutherford and Smith 

1988 :109) . 

It is worth noting that not all complements cause 

acquisition difficulties. Although the directional 

complement and quantitative complement are not easy to 

learn, it is not hard for students to distinguish them from 

other complements. However, when students learn the 

descriptive and potential complements, distinguishing them 

always creates problems. One reason is that both structures 
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are associated with DE, which causes some confusion 

structurally. In addition, these constructions are new to 

the students, since most of them are native English 

speakers. Another reason lies in the functions of these 

complements. It is found that students have difficulties 

using them in the right context. They also have a hard time 

interpreting the meanings of these structures correctly. 

2) As an exercise in pedagogy, I will apply the nine 

proposed pedagogical principles to the teaching of the 

potential complement and the descriptive complement. In 

fact, the pedagogical principles can serve as a checklist 

for designing the teaching of syntactic structures in 

general. 

The Pedagogical Application to the 

Principles Teaching of Complements 

1. Set an appropriate I. The post-verbal complements should be 

pace for syntactic introduced right after students have 

acquisition mastered the basic sentence structures, 

such as making basic statement, 

questions & negative sentences. 



2. Select & focus first 

on the more regular 

patterns 

II. Focus first on the very basic 

structures of the complements. Avoid 

difficult vocabulary and complicated 

complements. 

3. Provide sentence III. Give model sentences first, then 

patterns and use pattern- provide the abstract patterns of the 

drills to automatize complements. Substitution words should 
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the basic structures be given for drills. The drills could be 

switched from questions to statements, 

from positive to negative. 

4. Introduce sentence 

patterns in contextual 

circumstance 

5. Provide ample & 

various exercises for 

practice 

IV. The introduction of model sentences 

as well as the drills on complements 

should be in contextual circumstance. 

Try to relate the usage of the 

complements to a suitable situation or 

to real life. 

V.Exercises could include making or 

completing sentences, combining two 

basic sentences int~ a sentence with 

complement, situational conversation, 

games and authentic materials. 



6. Encourage rote 

memorization & imitation, 

and use tests to provide 

feedback 

7. Correct common 

syntactic mistakes in 

accordance with the 

influences from first 

language 

8. Take learning 

strategies into account 
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VI. Let students listen, read and 

memorize the model sentences. Provide a 

short memorization text as well as 

listening materials. The materials could 

be read from slower to normal speed. 

After the practice, giving achievement 

test and mono-task tests first. 

According to the feedback from the 

tests, make supplementary exercises. 

Collect data from proficiency tests as 

well. 

VII. Find common mistakes from students' 

exercises. Give positive examples 

instead of letting students correct 

mistakes by themselves. Focus on the 

mistakes relating to the complements, 

and do not try to correct everything. 

VIII.Do not let students do one-on-one 

translation until they have a basic 

mastery of the complements. Create 

situation or context to encourage them 

using the structures naturally and 

frequently until the internalization. 
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9. Integrate syntactic IX. Assign students different tasks in 

learning with the real life situations to use the 

training of the four complements, such as role play, 

language skills describing something or asking about 

their abilities orally or by reading and 

writing. 

3) In order to carry out the application of the pedagogical 

principles, the following teaching activities are designed: 

(1) Before Class 

It is important to know what the difficulties are for 

students, and why confusion arises easily. I like to 

compare English expressions with Chinese expressions and 

study the differences before class. For instance, English 

speakers only occasionally put an adjective after a verb to 

tell the extent of an action, such as 'she was knocked 

silly.' It is more common to use relative clauses to 

express this type of meaning, for example, 'She is so tired 

that she does not want to eat.' Chinese speakers will use 

descriptive complement to express the same thing, 'Ta lei de 

bu xiang chi fan' or 'Ta lei de lian fan ye bu xiang chi'. 
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It seems that Chinese speakers intend to compress two simple 

sentences into one. As to the potential expression, English 

speakers always use an auxiliary verb such as £Sn or cannot 

which precede the main verb of a predicate. In Chinese, by 

contrast, the use of the potential complement is extremely 

common. Chinese speakers intend to simply insert the 

morpheme de or bu between the VI and V2 with the sense of 

'be able' or 'be unable' . 

Based on these comparisons, we can analyze students' 

mistakes and see what they have in common and why these 

mistakes occur. It is helpful to anticipate the possible 

difficulties before teaching these patterns. 

(2) In Class 

Instead of introducing the structural rules of the 

complements first, I create a real situation for students to 

use these expressions. My teaching plan is as follows: 

First Step: Have a short Chinese conversation with students 

to warm up, then ask questions in Chinese by using the 

descriptive complements, such as 'Ta shuo de hao bu hao?' 

(Did she speak well?), 'Ta huida de zhenmeyang?' (How is her 

answer?), and so on. Students' answers could be a phrase or 

a complete sentence with the use of the complement. For the 

potential complement, I can ask questions such as 'Ni tingde 
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tong ta de Zhongwen rna? ' (Can you understand her Chinese?), 

'Ni kande jian kanbu jian zhe ge zi?' (Can you see this 

character?). I expect to get both positive and negative 

answers with complemental expressions from students, and 

students can get basic ideas on these structures according 

to the context. This activity is also a diagnostic 

procedure. The teacher can identify students' problems 

through the conversation. 

Second Step: After the conversation, I will write down the 

sentences with complements on the blackboard, which should 

include the positive, negative and question forms. The 

descriptive expressions on one side, the potential 

expressions on the other side, and underline the 

complements. 

Third Step: Based on real sentences, I will analyze or 

illustrate their structures briefly, using tree diagrams if 

necessary. Give students the forms or frames of these 

sentences such as (I) and (5). By the second and third 

step, I can identify the content focus, and give students a 

clear picture of these structures. 

Fourth Step: The sentence pattern drills should follow. 

Instead of practicing the patterns directly, I would lead 
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students to practice patterns from simple to complicated, 

utilizing 'old knowledge' to acquire the new. For example, 

in order to practice the descriptive complement with verb 

copying, I would let a student write a character, and ask 

other students 'Ta zai zuo shenme?' (What is he doing?), 'Ta 

de zi haokan rna?' (Is his hand writing good?). After we get 

two short responses, such as 'Ta xie zi.' (He writes 

characters.), and 'Ta de zi hen haokan.' (His hand writing 

is very pretty.), I will ask students to put the two 

sentences together to make a sentence with descriptive 

complement. The students would be able to make a sentence 

as 'Ta xie zi xie de hen haokan'. Continue giving students 

two short sentences, and let the students put them together. 

For the potential complement, I would let students transfer 

the sentences such as 'Ta neng tingdong Zhongwen' to 'Ta 

tingdedong Zhongwen'. Since students have already learned 

the auxiliary verb at that stage, they can recognize the 

relation between the two structures by themselves, and use 

the potential complement more naturally. During the drills, 

I will try to use simple vocabulary with the emphases on the 

new structures. 

Fifth Step: 

complements. 

(Yao, 1983). 

Let students play games to practice these 

One of the games is called 'Twenty Questions' 

I select a student to be a player, and ask him 
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or her to leave the classroom temporarily. I then let other 

students choose a student inside the classroom to be 'who'. 

When the player gets back to the classroom, he is allowed to 

ask no more than twenty questions to find out who he is. 

Some of the questions should have complements. The 

questions could be 'Ta shi nan xuesheng haishi nu 

xuesheng?', 'Ta de Zhongwen shuo de hao bu hao?', 'Ta shuo 

Yingwen shuo de kuaibukuai?', 'Ta zhang de gao ma?', 'Ta xie 

zi xie de Zhenmeyang?'. The questions to be asked should 

narrow down to 'who' gradually. The player can let his 

classmates answer the questions by turns. The rest of the 

students are responsible for answering the questions. If 

the player finds out 'who' by asking questions, he can pick 

another student as the next player. 

Sixth Step: After much practice, it is time to summarize 

the structural ana functional properties of the two 

complements. There are at least six differences to be 

pointed out which can help the students distinguish the two 

patterns. 

(I) The Usage of De: 

Descriptive Complement: De is a particle which connects 

two phrases or clauses. It cannot be used at the end of the 

sentences, e.g. Ta pao de hen kuai. / * Ta pao de. 



Potential Complement: De has the meaning of 'be 

able/can'. It can be used as an infix or suffix, e.g. Ta 

ting de dong./ Zhe fangzi zhude (or zhu bude) . 

(II) The Question Forms ( Choice-type questions 

Descriptive 

Ta pao de lei-bu-lei? 

*Ta pao-bu-pao de lei? 

The main verb can't 

take the V-not-V form. 

(III) The Negative Forms: 

Potential 

Ta ting de dong ting bu dong? 

Ta ting-bu-tinq de dong? 

The main verb can take the 

V-not-V form. 

Potential 

Ta ting bu dong. 
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Descriptive 

Ta pao de bu kuai. 

(He didn't run fast.) 

Bu appears after de. 

(He can't understand by hearing.) 

Bu replaces de. 

(IV) The Verb With Direct Object: 

Descriptive Potential 

Ta xie zi xie de hen hao. Ta ting de dong Zhongwen. 

(He writes Characters well.) (He can understand Chinese by 



The verb must be 'copied' 

before the complement. 

(V) The Modifiers: 

Descriptive 

Ta pao de hen kuai. 

hearing.) 

The object occurs after 

the complement. 

Potential 

* Ta ting de hen dong. 

Only the descriptive complements can take the modifiers, 

such as hen, feichang, tebie. 

(VI) The Collocation: 
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Due to the different functions of the two patterns, 

some vocabulary can go with only one of the two patterns 

together. e.g. Descriptive Complements---pao de kuai dehen/ 

lei de budeliao---the words with extent inferred; on the 

other hand, Potential Complement--- Ting de jian/ mai de gi 

--- the words with the resultative meanings. 

(3) After Class 

The exercises for these complements should be carefully 

designed in order to strengthen the students' productive 

skills. The exercises could include the following items: 

sentence pattern transfer, completing sentences, sentence 

construction, changing affirmative statement into question 



or negative forms, answering questions, sentence 

translation, and providing authentic materials and 

situations to make the students use these structures. 
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Testing on the students' acquisition of the complements 

is also one of teaching procedures. Testing is the 

effective method to make the students review, and find out 

their problems. The analyses of students' mistakes will not 

only allow students see their mistakes, but also give 

instructors feedback. 

7.3 Implications for Pedagogical Syntax Research 

As John De Francis (1976) points out in Beginning 

Chinese, lithe study of a language generally requires the 

cooperative effort of at least three people: the textbook 

writer, the teacher, and the student. II In order to 

integrate syntactic acquisition with functional approach, it 

is crucial to compile a new Chinese textbook based on the 

learners' acquisition process, which can serve as an 

experimental endeavor and make a contribution to both 

learners and teachers in the field of teaching Chinese as a 

second language. For this reason, six college Chinese 

teachers and I made a proposal in 1993 to compile a new 

Chinese textbook serial --- Integrated Chinese, which 

consists of four books at each level: the Textbook, the 
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Student's Workbook, the Character Workbook and the Teacher's 

Manual. By the end of 1994, the trial edition of Integrated 

Chinese has been used by more than nine colleges and 

universities in the U.S., and the students' and the 

teachers' evaluations were overwhelmingly positive. 

The results of the present study have provided 

important implications for research on the nature of 

syntactic acquisition by adult learners and second language 

education as a whole. After the comprehensive view on 

Chinese syntax research, different teaching approaches and 

the acquisition process, it is conceivable that there is a 

nexus which combines pedagogical syntax research with the 

studies on syntactic acquisition process to be used in the 

teaching of Chinese as a second language. The framework of 

pedagogical Chinese syntax should be based on both the 

theoretical syntax and the features of acquisition process 

by adult learners. It has been proven that the acquisition 

process by adults is different from that by children, which 

is not only influenced by learners' linguistic and cultural 

background and their cognitive and psychological factors, 

but also affected by the different teaching approaches and 

learning strategies. Only if the pedagogical syntactic 

system takes all of the factors into account and reflects 

adult learners' needs, it could speed up their learning 

process, and provide them a solid foundation for grammatical 
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and communicative competence. 

This approach as well as the data produced for this 

dissertation will certainly provide useful information for 

the research on pedagogical syntax and syntax acquisition by 

adult learners. However, the teaching and learning of 

syntax cannot be isolated from the whole acquisition process 

in second language education. Findings suggest that greater 

explanatory power and results in research on Chinese 

pedagogical syntax cannot be gained without an integrated 

approach which includes both theories and pedagogical 

practice. Lightbown (1984) distinguished five disciplines 

from which second language theories are derived. The 

disciplines include linguistics, sociolinguistics, 

psychology, neurolinguistics, and cognitive psychology. In 

an attempt to seek a scientific theory of Chinese syntax 

acquisition, it is necessary to draw theoretical hypotheses 

from various disciplines. "A multitheoretical approach 

implies a multimethod approach. Different research 

questions arise from different theoretical orientations and 

require different methodological procedures" (McLaughlin 

1987). The methodology of research on second language 

acquisition can be grouped into different categories, such 

as descriptive studies, experimental pedagogical studies, 

and hypothesis-testing studies (Lightbown 1985). It is 

important to employ a multimethod approach in research on 
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pedagogical Chinese syntax when we can seek the truth from 

multiple sources. 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 1: MAKING STATEMENTS 

The following items test your ability to make statements in 

Chinese. Please respond to the following questions in Chinese 

according to the English meaning given. You may use the 

Chinese words in the questions when you give the responses. 

1. Zhe ge xuexiao hao buhao? ( Is this school good? ) 

( This school is good. ) 

2. Na ge jiaoshi shufu rna? (Is that classroom comfortable? ) 
~~ @ ~~ !HIl D,~ ? 

( That classroom is very comfortable.) 

3. Ni shi Meiquo ren haishi Zhongguo ren? 
{B\ ~ ~~ A 5i~ ~~ A ? 

Are you an American or a Chinese? ) 

( I am an American. ) 

4. Ni xihuan buxihuan ni de laoshi? 
fBi ~IA :>f'Wit {Bi a'!J ~erJi ? 

( Do you like your teacher? ) 

_______________________________ . ( I like my teacher. ) 
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5. Jintian ni zenrneyang? (How are you today? ) 
~~ {~$~t~? 

____________________________ . ( I am not so well today. ) 

6. Zhe jian wuzi gou buqou da? ( Is this room big enough? ) 
~ rl3~ ~T ~tg /f'~tg *-? 

( This room is not big enough.) 
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APPBNDIX A 

TEST 2: MAKING QUESTIONS 

The following items test your ability to make questions in 

Chinese. Please transfer the following Chinese sentences from 

statements to questions according to the English meaning 

given. 

1. Wo shi yige xuesheng. (I am a student. ) 
iX ~ -f~ ~~o 

____________________ ..... ? (Are you a student? ) 

2 . vJo shi daxuesheng I bu shi zhongxuesheng. 
iX ~ *~~, ~ ~ t:p~~ 0 

( I am a college student, not a middle school student.) 

------------------------------------------------? 
( Are you a middle school student or a college student? 

3. Na ge ren shi wo de pengyou. (That person is my friend.) 
~~ @I A ~ iX (j'!J Jill 0: 0 

_____________________________ ? (Who's that person? ) 

4. Na zhang zhuozi shi wo de. ( That desk is mine. 
~~ 5N ~ T ~ iX tr.J 0 

____________________________ ? (Is that desk yours? ) 
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5. Zhe ba y~z~ shi wo de. (This chair is mine. 
~ :t~ ~T ~ ~ B'!J 0 

___________________________ ? ( Which chair is yours? ) 

6. Ni shi wo de pengyou. (You are my friend. ) 
fij\ ~ ~ a~ J3~:& 0 

________________________ ? (I am your friend, right? ) 
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APPEND:IX A 

TEST 3: RESPONSES TO THE QUEST:IONS 

The following items test your ability to respond questions 

in Chinese. Please answer the following questions in 

abbreviated forms first, then followed by full responses. 

Note the differences between the affirming and negating 

response. 

1. Ta haokan rna? ( Is she pretty? ) 
~fu H~ OJs? 

Yes, she is pretty. ) 

No, she isn't pretty. 

2. Zhongwen bun an rna? (Isn't Chinese hard? ) 
JtlJt :;Pil O,~ ? 

Yes, Chinese is hard. ) 

No, Chinese isn't hard. 

3. Ni buxihuan Zhong guo fan rna? 
~ :;P.~ Jtl~ .~? 

Don't you like Chinese food? 

No, I don't like Chinese food. 

Yes, I like Chinese food. ) 
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4. Ni shi xuesheng, dui budui? 
{f]\ ~ ~~ , f1 ~f1 ? 

( You are a student, aren't you? ) 

Yes, I am a student. ) 

No, I am not a student. 

5. Women buqu, xing buxing? (We are not going, Ok? ) 
~fr~ ~$' fr ~fT ? 

No, you don't have to go. ) 

Yes, you should go. ) 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 4: SENTENCE CONSTRUCTIONS 

The following exercises test your knowledge of the word 

order in Chinese. Please put the Chinese words in order to 

build Chinese sentences according to the English versions 

given. 

1. We are classmates, so we are friends, too. 

ye 

t!1 
/ shi 

~ 
/ pengyou / women / tongxue / suoyi / shi 
~~~ ftff~ ~~ pffl-:J- ~ 

(too) (to be) (friends) (we) (classmate) (so) / (to be) 

2. Both he and his friend are doctors. 

dou 
im 

/ shi 

~ 
/ ta / ta de / yisheng / gen / pengyou / 

ftl1 ft!! ~ g~ J1R ,ij~~ 

(all) (to be) (he) (his) (doctor) (and) (friend) 

3. He studies Chinese at the university. 

zai / xue / Zhongwen / daxue 
{£ ~ !:p)t *~ 

/ ta / 
ft!! 

(at) (to study) (Chinese) (University) (he) 



4. She lived in China for one year. 

Zhongguo/ zai 
J:j:l~ :(£ 

/ Ie 
7 

/ zhu / nian / yi / ta / 
f3: ~ ~tl!. 

(China) (in) (Asp.) (live) (year) (one) (she) 

5. My mother is an English teacher of that school. 
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na / xuexiao /ge/ de / shi / wo / Yingwen / mama /laoshi/ 
~~ ~H~ @ B':J * ~~:>C ~~9,~ ~gili 

(that) (school) (MW) (MK) (to be) (I) (English) (mom) (teacher) 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 5: SENTENCE GROOPING 

The following items test your ability to make complex 

sentences by linking the single sentences together. Please 

choose the proper conjunctions or adverbs on the left 3ide to 

make complex sentences according to the relative meanings 

between the single sentences. 

1. suiran ... danshi ... ( although ... but ... ) 
~tE~ {B £ 

Ta bushi mo de nanoenayou./ Ta shi wo de pengyou. 
f1!1 :f £ ~ a'il :l15M~ $ £ 3jt fl'!1 MiX 

(He isn't my boyfriend./ He is my friend.) 

2. yinwei ... suoyi ... ( because ... therefore ... 
IEI~ fiJTj:) 

Wo yao qu Zhongguo./ Wo xihuan Zhongguo wenhua. 

~ ~ ~ ~~ ~ ~~ ~~ )'cft 

(I'll go to China./ I like Chinese culture.) 

3. yaoshi jiu . . . ( if . .. then . .. ) 

~£ ~ 
Wo you hen duo qian. / Wo meitian luxing. 

~ 1if fH ~ ~ ~ 4fi=j( ~fr 

(I had a lot of money./ I would travel everyday.) 



4. yi .•• jiu ••• 
it 

( as soon as ••• then .•. ) 

Wo hui jia. / Wo zuo gongke. 
~ @l ~ ~ ~ Jj]~ 

(I go back home./ I do my homework.) 

s. buguan . . . dou/ye . . . ( no matter . .. still 
/f'~ fit!? 

Wo de fumu tongyi butongyi./ Wo yao jiehun. 
ft a~ :x:a ~~ /f'~~ ft ~ *-5~ 

. .. 

(My parents agree or not. / I'll get married. ) 

6. zhiyao ... ~iu . .. ( as long as . .. then . .. 
P-,~ mt 

Ni duo lianxi. / Ni neng zuo hao. 
{~ ~ **~ {~ ,l.t 

I'lt. {~ H 

(You practice more./ You can do well.) 

7. zhiyou ••. cai ••• only if ••• then ••• ) 
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) 

) 

.R~ ... :t 
Ni daxue·biye. / Ni neng zhaodao hao gongzuo. 

{~ ** .~ {1F ~g ~~tl ~T If'F 

(You graduate from college./ You can find a good job.) 
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8. bud an .•• eraie ••• ( not only ••• but also ••• ) 
:if'fg ffijJ3. 

Ta hui shuo Yingwen./ Ta hui shuo Zhongwen. 
~ili 11 mt~)c ~ 11 mt ~p)c 

(She can speak English. /She can speak Chinese.) 

9. chule ... dou •.. (except ••• all ••• ) 
~~T m 
0~ta de xuesheng dong. / Ta bu dong. 
;!t ttl! B'!J ~~ 'Ii ttl! :if' 'Ii 

Other students understand./ He doesn't understand. 

10. chule . . . ye . . . ( besides ... also . .. 
~~T -ti?, 
Ta xihuan Niuyue. / Ta xihuan Tusen. 
fi!! g:~ ffi¥J ft!! §~ 1Il~ 

(He likes New York. / He likes Tucson. ) 

11. j iushi. •. ye 
gt~ -ti?, 

(even if .•• still) 

Wo yao xue Zhongwen. / Zhongwen hen nan. 
~ ~ ~ t:p)c *)c ~H Ii 

(I'll learn Chinese. / Chinese is very hard.) 

12. yuqi ••• buru ••• (it's better to .•• rather than ••• ) 
~ :if'~D 

Women liu zai jia li./ Women chuqu wan. 
~fr5 Wi 1£ ~ !I! ~fr5 lli~ l5C 

(We stay home. / We go out for fun.) 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 6: SENTENCES TRANSFER 

The following items test your knowledge of some emphatic 

sentence patterns in Chinese which are involved in the object 

movement. According to the given English versions, please 

transfer the following basic sentences into the special 

sentence patterns with the emphasis on the objectives 

underlined. 

1. Ta zuo wan Ie gongke. 
Hi! f~ 7t T ~~ 

He finished the homework.) 

2. Ta de pengyou hui Yingwen he Xibanyawen. 
f-tl! B~ F.l~ ~ ~ ~ )( ~D iffi fJI 7f )( 

His friend knows both English and Spanish. 

3. Wo bu he gishui he pijiu. 
fX :iF ~ n7.K ~D 1l1f~ 

I don't drink soda or beer. 



4. Zheli meiyou haowan de difang. 
~J! ?~~ ~fm B'!J ±t!?1J 

There are no places for fun. ) 

5. Ta bu xiang chi dongxi. 
fti2 :if':W Pl: * [9 

She doesn't want to eat anything. ) 

6. Na ge laoshi 
~B {lm ~gffi 

renshi meige xuesheng. 
g,96~ ~{lm ~~ 

That teacher knows every student. 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 7: TENSE, ASPECT AND PARTICLES 

The following items test your knowledge of the usage of 

Chinese particles which related to tense, aspect, mood and 

phrase structures. Please read each sentence carefully, and 

circle out the letter of any underlined part of a sentence 

that is wrong. 

1. Ta zuotian lai .Qg shihou, wo zhengzai shuijiao Ie. 
ttl! B'F :;R * (8 ~fl~ , f!t lE:(£ Hmf[ T 

A B C D 

2. Ta shang xingqi sheng Ie binq, xianzai hao. 
f-th J: £M ~ T W9' ~ji:(£ ~f 

A B C D 

3. Nimen ban :::ligong :::lou duoshao xuesheng rna? 
{~frj fJI -;I±. 1f ~~ *~ o,!!j 

"" 
A B C D 

4. Wo mang jile, nali you shijian gyguo kan dianying ~? 
~ 'I't ~jT ' D]~£ 1f ~ra~ ~~ ~ .~ ~ 

A B C D 

5. Xianzai ta zhengzai zhe chi fan ~. 
~ji :(£ ttl! lE:(£ ~ Ol: i& ~ 

A B C D 

6. Wo gei le wo de pengyou da Ie ge hengchang de dianhua. 
ft *6- T f!t (8 ~~~ IT T 00 ~R~ (8 ~~ii "1=1 

A B C D 



APPENDIX A 
TEST 8: Ba STRUCTURE 

The following items test your ability to use ba 

249 

structures in Chinese. Look at the following incomplete 

Chinese sentences and the four possible insertion points for 

each of them. Beneath each of the sentences there is a 

Chinese word. Please circle out the letter at that point you 

insert the word to make a complete and correct Chinese 

sentence. 

1. Ta A zuotian B wuzi C :~hengli de D hen ganjing. 
ft!! B'I=~ ~T ~3! q~ ~& ~~ 

ba ie 

2. Wo jintian A ba B liwu ji C gei D fumu. 
~ ~~ 11:1. tI!Io/J * *~ )(f,J: 

le T 

3. A Ta meimei B ba C shoushi de D hen ganjing. 
ft!! ~~ 11:1. 1&f6' q~ ~& ~~ 

4. Zuotian wo aen A peugyou ba B shenqzi fuxi C yibian D. 
B'I=~ ~ 1m ID.l~ 1e ~~ {l~ -~ 

~~ 

5. Women A yinggai B mingtian C yufa D yuxi yixia. 
~ir~ 1f.~ 13)j~ ~$ ffl~ - ~ 

ba re 
6. Ni zuihao ba A gongke zuo B zai C kan D dianshi. 

11]i Ii H :te ~ ~ f~ fl3- ~ ~ tJ! 
~7t 
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APPENDIX A 
TEST 9: PILLING THE BLANKS 

The following items test your knowledge of adverbs and 

adverbial constructions in Chinese. Please fill in the blank 

of each sentence by selecting the proper given words to 

produce meaningful and grammatically correct sentences. 

(A) JIU gx (B) CAI:t (e) ZAI ~ (D) YE t!2. (E) HAl ~ 

(F) YOU X (G) DUI ft (H) BU /f (I) WEI f.?b (J) MEIYOU i9:;ij 

1. Gelir. xiansheng xihuan luxing, suoyi ta lian Niuyue 
t%f-F jt~ g: ~ :Df( ff' fiJT l-j. ftl! ~ *11*1:] 

dou qu guo. keshi, ta Zhongguo wenhua hen gan 
W ~ ~o CJ~, ftl! t:p~ )({t ~& ~ 

xingqu, ta xiang xue Zhongwen. 
!tllHm ' ftl! *~ ~ t:p)(o Ie,,, 

2. Wo de didi zuotian wan shang shier dian hui jia. Ta 
fjt B~ ~~ B'F~ Il§£.-.t += !f1li @] ~oftl! 

qiantian kan le ge Faguo dianying, hen xihuan, suoyi zuotian 
iW~ ~ J 00 ~~ 1tt~ , ~& ~~, fiJTl-j. B'F~ 

____ qu kan, mingtian haivao ____ qu kan yibian. 
:J;; ~, a}3 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ -~ 0 

3. Tangmu daxue ____ meiyou biye _ xiang jiehun, ta de fumu 
~~ *~ i9:~ _* ~ *5~ , ftl! ~ x:te: 

changchang ____ ta de jianglai danxin. 
m-~ ftl! ~ ~* !I.e.' 0 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 10: SENTENCE COMPREHENSION 

The following items test your reading comprehension of 

Chinese sentences, especially the meanings which are related 

to the verbal tense, aspect, result, potential, direction and 

so on. Please read each of the following sentences carefully, 

and select the English translation by circling out a letter 

which can properly match the meaning of the Chinese sentence. 

1. Ta zai Zhong guo zhu le liang nian leo 
f-tl! :(£ q:t~ 13: T ~ ~ To 

A. He has lived in China for two years. 

B. He has been living in China for two years:" 

C. He was living in Ch~na during the last two years. 

D. He lived in China two years ago. 

2. Wo zai daxue xue le san nian Yingwen. 
?X :(£ *~ ~ T if- ~x: 0 

A. I learnt English at the university three years ago. 

B. I have been learning English at the university for three 

years. 

C. I have learnt English at the university for three years. 

D. I was learning English at the university during the last 

three years. 
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3. Duibuqi, laoshi, nin xie de zi wo mei kan qingchu, suoyi 
f:t:f ~, ~ ~ijj' 1m ~ B'!J * ~ i9: ~ ¥! ~ , fiJT PJ 

xie cuo Ie. 
~ ~ 7 0 

The passage means 

A. The teacher's writing was too small to see clearly. 

B. The teacher wrote a wrong character. 

c. I did not see the teacher's writing carefully. 

D. I couldn't see the teacher's writing clearly. 

4. Ta ningyuan zou lu shang xue, ye bu yao kai qiche. 
fil!. $B jf: 1m L ~,t!2.:f ~ ~ nIl! 0 

Yaoshi 

~* 
yushang jiaotong gaofeng shijian, qiche genben kai bu dong, bi 
~ 1: 3<: jffi ~ ~ ~ re~ , ~II! ~.& * 1m :f IJJ' J:I: 

zou lu hai man. 
jf: 1m 3i 'Ii 0 

Why doesn't he like to drive to school? 

A. His car is broken. 

B. He can walk very fast. 

c. The traffic jam 

D. He enjoys walking. 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 11: COMPLETING SENTENCES 

The following items test your ability to produce Chinese 

sentences. Please either respond or complete the following 

sentences by using the given key words according to the 

context and the patterns. 

1. A: Ni weishenme yao xue Zhongwen? 
. {fF m1t~ ~ ~ 1fl)C? 

B: _________________ (shi weile~ m7 ) 
2. Wo juede jingji gen renkou you ganxi, 

ft JH~ ~f,!f aN A I:J ~ B~%' 

_________________ (yue ... yue ~ ... ~ ) 

3. A: Mingtian wo you konor, women qu kan dianying, hao rna? 
r3A7( ft ~ ~~, ftfM =};; ~ m~, H p.!~? 

B : __ --'-____________ (yuqi. .. buru ~at···1'~D) 

4. Renhe ren dou xiwang ziji shenti jiankang, danshi 
{:E fiJ] A ~ ~'if!. 13c. ~~ ~~, (g~, 

(zhiyou ... cai,R ~ ... ::t 
5. Weile zhao gongzuo qu xue Z~J~ bu xihuan de zhuanye, 

m7 ~ I1'F =};;* 13c. =1' ~it a'!J $J~' 

____________________ (budan .fan'er 
=1' {s ... Jj". ffi:i 

6. A: Wo dui waiguo wenhua tebei you xingqu. 
ft f:t 7H~1 )t{t ~~IJ ~ J!~ 0 

B: _______________ (jiran ... jiuWC~···W:;) 
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APPENDIX A 

TEST 12: WRITING A PARAGRAPH 

The following items test your ability of organizing 

paragraphs in Chinese. Please write a paragraph by using the 

words and sentences given in each group. You may put a number 

in front of each sentence that tells the order of the 

paragraph. 

1. yihou 
J..:J-f& 

I xian I zai 
¥} 

dianshi, 
m:fji 

;t 
A. Ta yibian kan 

ftP. -~ ~ 

B. Ta hui jia zuo gongke. 
ftP. @J ~ f~ ~~o 

C. Ta yundong yi xiaoshi. 
1-& ~i1J IJ\~ 0 

I ranhou 
~"2. 
10\\ ~3t 

yibian he chao 
_~ ~ ~o 

2. buguan I dou 
/G~ W 

I yinwei 
~~ 

I weile 
~7 

A. Wo bu zhidao fumu you meiyou qian. 
ft /G ~~ :X:-flJ: ~ ?~~ ~ 0 

B. Wo yao qu Zhongguo. 
ft ~ ~ ~~ 0 

C. Wo dui Zhong guo wenhua you xingqu 
ft f1 ~~ )'eft ~ W~ 0 

D. WO yao yanjiu Zhongguo wenhua. 
ft ~ m~ ~~ )'eft 0 

E. Wo vibian nian shu, yibian gongzuo. 
ft -~ ~ ~, -~ I1'I= 0 

Iningyuan 
~mi 
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3. jiran ... jiu ... 1 8uiran ... danshi ... I zhiyao ... jiu ... 
~~ gt !i~ m~ .R~ ~ 

A. Ni xihuan wenxue. 
f~ ~~ )(~ 0 

B. Xue wenxue bu rongyi zhao gongzuo. 
~ )(* ~ ~~ ~ If'!: ~->. 

C. Ni xuan wenxue zhuanye. 
f~ ~ )(~ $* 0 

D. Zui yaojin de shi ziji de xingqu. 
~ iI$~ ~ , ~ ~ 132 ~ J!~o 

E. Ni dui zhe qe zhuanye you xingqu. 
f~ f:t ~ @I ~* ~ W~o 

F. Ni neng xue de hao. 
f~ ,l...t=. 

~t=. ~ m ~T 0 

4. yaoshi ... jiu ... 1 lian ... dou ... 1 chule ... ye ... 
~~ gt ~ ~ ~1 {g 

A. Zuijin ta hen mango 
fi Jlr f& ~~ 1't 0 

B. Ni you yaojin de shi. 
f~ ~ ~~ . ~ ¥J 0 

C. Ta meiyou shuijiao de shijian. 
f& i~~ ~~ ~ ~rEl' 0 

D. Xia xingqi gei ta da dianhua. 
""f £M *~ f& n 11~! 0 

E. Ta you wuli kaoshi he huaxue kaoshi. 
fig ff ~~ :tt~i to 1t~ :tt~o 
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APPENDIX B 

General Directions 

This test is designed to evaluate your ability to speak 

Chinese with the focus on if you can use Chinese sentence 

structures accurately and appropriately. There are three 

parts in the test. Part One is a free conversation with the 

teacher. Part Two is to give monologues according to the 

questions. Part Three is a role play. Conversation for Part 

One will be conducted only in Chinese. Directions for Part 

Two and Part Three will be given in English. Within each part 

of the test, the questions will range in difficulties from 

easy to more challenging, and each part of the test will 

emphasize the usage of important sentence patterns. It is not 

expected to answer all questions with equal facility. 

However, you are required to speak as much and as well as 

possible in response to each question. 
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APPENDIX B (part One) 

You will have a conversation with one or two Chinese 

instructors for this section. You will be asked to answer 

questions in Chinese. For each question in this part, you 

should not only try to respond as much and as well as 

possible, but also feel free to ask questions in Chinese, 

since it is a free conversation. The questions that will be 

possibly asked by the teachers are as the following: 

1. Zuijin mang bumang? 

fi~ it ~1t? 

2. Ni bu xihuan xue Zhonawen, dui budui? 
{~ ~:g:1A ~ $)(' f:t ~f:t? 

3. Ni xihuan kan dianshi haishi ting yinyue? 

{~ ~It ~ 'Ilttl ~1;1! ;:r:: ~ =-~? 13 • 

4. Ni zui xihuan zuo shenme? Wei shenme? 

i~ Ii ~~ f~ ft~ ? l¥.b ftlf ? 

5. Meitian chule nian shu, ni hai zuo shenme? 

~~ ~7 ~ if, {fF 5i f* ftlt ? 

6. Qing ni yong " budan ... erqie shuoshuo ni xihuan 
~g ifF m " ~ {S ... ffij J3. ... " , ~ IDt ifF ~ It 

zuo de shi? 
f~ tr.J ~. 
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Part Two 
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Each question in this part will be given in English. You 

are required to give a monologue in Chinese. You should 

try to express your ideas in detail and in well-organized 

sentences and logic order. The amount of time provided for 

your response will vary depending on the complexity of the 

question. For example: 

1. Please talk about what you want to do in future. 

2. Where are you living (at horne, a dormitory or renting an 

apartment by yourself)? Talk about the advantages and 

disadvantages? 

3. Explain to a high school student why you think going to a 

college is very important. 

4. Suppose you were asked to work in a foreign country after 

your graduation. Which country do you want to go? Why? What 

might you do over there? 

5. Defending your ideas if you think that a woman should go to 

work instead of being a housewife, even though her husband is 

rich. 
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APPENDIX B 

Part Three 

In this part you will be asked to pick up a card on which 

there is a description of task you need to perform in Chinese, 

and the direction will be given in English. You should try to 

playa role in the situation. The questions on the cards will 

range in difficulty from relatively easy to more challenging. 

For example: 

1. Call one of your friend, and invite him or her to have 

dinner together. Ask what kind food your friend want to eat, 

decide where to go or cooking at home, and discuss what to do 

after dinner. 

2. You have been asked by 

suggestions for transportation. 

or she should buy a car or not. 

a freshman who needs your. 

Give your advise whether he 

3. You are talking to a foreigner who asks you questions 

regarding to college student's life style in the U.S. 

4. You are investigating a car accident. Give your report 

about how it happened, who is fault and the consequences. 



260 

References 

Akmajian, A., R. Demers, and R. Harmish. 1995. Linguistics: 
An Introduction to Language and Communication. Forth 
edition. Cambridge: The MIT Press. 

Ausubel. D. 1962. Implications of Preadolescent and Early 
Adolescent Cognitive Development for Secondary-school 
Teaching. The Modern Language Journal. 45:268-175. 

Bachman, Lyle F. 1990. Fundamental Considerations in Language 
Testing. Oxford: Oxford Unversity Press. 

Bailey, J.J. 1973. Variation and Linguistic Theorv. 
Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. 

Bates, R., and B. McWhinney. 1982. Functionalist approach to 
grammar. In E. Wanner and L. Gleitman (ed.) Language 
Acquisition: The State of Art. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Beij ing Language Institute. 1979. Elementarv Chinese Readers. 
Beijing: Foreign Language Press. 

Bley-Vroman, Robert. 1988. The fundamental character of 
foreign language learning. In William Rutherford and 
Michael S. Smith (ed.) Grammar and Second Language 
Teaching. Boston: Newbury House Publishers. 

Bloom, L. 1970. Language Development: Form and Function in 
Emerging Grammars. Cambridge: The MIT Press. 

Bloomfield, L. 1933. Language. New York: Holt, Ronehart and 
Winson. 

Brod, Richard. 1988. Foreign language enrollments in US 
institution of higher education. In Association of 
Departments of Foreign Languages Bulletin. 19:39-44. 

Cazden, C., et al. 1975. Second Languaoe Acouisition 
Seque~ces in Children, Adolescents, and Adults. Final 
Reports, United States Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare. 

Ch' en, Ta-tuan, et al. 1989. Chinese Primer. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press. 



261 

Chang, H.W. 1986. Young children's comprehension of the 
Chinese passive. In H. Kao and R. Hoosain (ed.) 
Linguistics, Psychology, and the Chinese Language. Hong 
Kong: University of Hong Kong Press. 

Chang, H.W. 1992. The acquisition of Chinese syntax. In H.C. 
Chen and o. J. L. Tzeng (ed. ) Language Processing in 
Chinese. New York: Elsevier Science Publishers B.V. 

Chang, Chien-Kuo (ed.) 1990. How I learned English. Taipei: 
Bookman Books. 

Chao, Y.R. 1948 Mandarin Primer. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 

Chao, Y.R. 1968. A Grammar of Spoken Chinese. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

Cheng, P.W. 1985. Restructuring versus automaticity: 
alternative accounts of skill acquisition. Psychological 
Review. 92:214-223. 

Chen, H.C. and O.J.L. Tzeng (ed.). 1992. Language Processing 
in Chinese. New York: Elsevier Science Publisher B.V. 

Chien, Y.C. 1992. Theoretical implications of the principles 
and parameters model for language acquisition in 
Chinese. In H.C. Chen and O.J.L. Tzeng (ed.) Language 
Processing in Chinese. New York: Elsevier Science 
Publishers B.V. 

Corder, S. pit. 1988. Pedagogic grammars. In William 
Rutherford and Michael S. Smith (ed.) Grammar and Second 
Language Teaching. Boston: Newbury House Publishers. 

Cui, Songren. 1993. Conceptualizing language proficiency. 
Journal of the Chinese Language Teachers Association. 
Vol. XXVIII, 2:1-24. 

DeFrancis, John 1976. Beginning Chinese. New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press. 

Demers, R. and Farmer, A. 1995. A Linguistics Workbook. Third 
edition. Cambridge: The MIT Press. 

Den, James. 1994. Back to basics: Let's not lose sight of 
what's really important. Journal of the Chinese Language 
Teachers Association. Vol. XXIX, 2:31-46. 



262 

Fathman, A. 1975. The relationship between age and second 
language productive ability. Language Learning. 25:245-
266. 

Haegeman, L. 1991. Introduction to Government and Binding 
Theory. Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers. 

Hatch, E. (ed.) 1978. Second Language Acquisition. Rowley, 
MA: Newburg House. 

Karmiloff-Smith, A. 1986. Stage/structure versus phrase / 
process in modeling linguistic and cognitive 
development. In Levin, I. (ed.), Stage and Structure: 
Reopening the Debate. Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing 
corporation. 

Krashen, S. 1976. Formal and informal linguistic environments 
in language learning and language acquisition. TESOL 
Ouarterly. 10:157-168. 

Krashen, S. 1978. Adult second language acquisition and 
learning: A review of theory and applications. In R. 
Ginras (ed.) Second Language Teaching and Foreign 
Language Learning. Arlington, VA: Center for Applied 
Linguistics. 

Krashen S., Long M., and Scarcella, E. 1979. Age, rate, and 
eventual attainment in second language acquisition. 
TESOL Ouarterly. 13:573-582. 

Krashen, S., and Scarcella, R. 1978. On routines and patterns 
in language acquisition and performance. Language 
Learning. 28:283-300. 

Krashen, Stephen D. 1982. Principles and Practice in Second 
Language Acquisition. Elmsford, NY: Pergamon Press. 

Krashen, S., Zelinski, S., Jones, C. and Usprich, C. 1978. 
How important is instruction? English Language Teaching 
Journal. 32:257-261. 

Lambert, Richard (ed.) 1994. Language Planning Around the 
World: Contexts and Systemic Change. National Foreign 
Language Center, USA. 

Lenneberg, E. 1962. Understanding language without ability to 
speak: a case report. Journal of Abnormal and Social 
Psychology. 65:419-425. 



263 

Li, Rong. 1952. Beijing Kouyu Yufa. Beijing: Kaiming Shudian. 

Li, Lingding. 1986. Hanyu Bijiao Bianhuan Yufa. Beijing: 
Commercial Press. 

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

Li, Y.H. Audrey. 1990. Order and Constituency in Mandarin 
Chinese. Norwell, MA: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

Lightbown, P.M. 1984. The relationship between theory and 
method in second-language acquisition research. In 
Davies, A., Criper, C. and Howatt, A.P.R. (ed.) 
Interlanguage, Edinburgh:Edinburgh University Press. 

Ling, Vivian. 1994. The proficiency issue: Why all the fuss? 
Journal of Chinese Language Teachers Association. Vol. 
XXIX, 2:1-12. 

Lin, Yushan. 1983. Hanyu Yufaxue Shi. Changsha: Hunan 
Education Press. 

Lu, Shuxiang. 1944. Zhongguo Wenfa Yaolue. Shanghai: 
Commercial Press. Reprinted Beijing 1982. 

Lu, Shuxiang, et al. 1980. Xiandai hanyu babaici. Beijing: 
Shangwu Yinshuguan. 

McLaughlin, Barry. 1988. Theories of Second-Language 
Learning. London: Edward Arnold Ltd. 

Miao, X.C. 1986. Young children's understanding of 
interrogative: The developmental peculiarities of 
answering WH questions in young children. Informat.ion on 
Psychological Sciences. 5:1-5. 

Miao, X.C. and Zhu, M.S. 1992. Language developmemt in 
Chinese children. In Chen, H.C. and Tzeng, O.J.L. (ed.), 
Language Processing in Chinese, 237-273. New York: 
Elsevier Science Publisher B.V. 

Norman, J. 1988. Chinese. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Ramsey, S. 1987. The Language of China. Princeton NJ: 
Princeton University Press. 



264 

Rutherford, William and Smith, Michael Sharwood (ed.) 1988. 
Grammar Practice Activities: A Practical Guide for 
Teachers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Rutherford, Willian and Smith, M.S. (ed.) 1988. What is 
pedagogic grammar? In William Rutherford and Michael S. 
Smi th (ed.) Grammar ad Second Language Teaching. Boston: 
Newbury House Publishers. 

Savignon, Sandra J. 1983. Communicative Competence: Theory 
and Classroom Practice. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 

Schumann, J. 1975. Affective factors and the problem of age 
in second language acquisition. Language Learning. 2: 
209-235. 

Schumann, J. 1978. Social and psychol('la~.cal factors in second 
language acquisition. In Richards, J. (ed.) 
Understanding Second and Foreign Language Learning: 
Issues and Approaches. Rowley MA: Newburry House. 

Selinker, L. 1969. Language transfer. General Linguistics. 9: 
67-92. 

Selinker, L., Swain, M., and Dumas, G. 1975. The 
interlanguage hypothesis extended to children. Language 
Learning. 25:139-155. 

Selinker, L., and Lamendella, J. 1976. Two persp~ctive on 
fossilization in interlanguage learning. Interlanguage 
Studies Bulletin. 3:144-191. 

Shi, Dingxu. 1990. The structures of postverbal adverbials 
associated with DE. Journal of the Chinese Language 
Teachers Association. Vol. xxv. 2:43-64. 

Shiffrin, R.M. and Schneider, W. 1977. Controlled and 
automatic human information processing, II: perceptual 
learning, automatic, attending, and a general theory. 
Psychological Review. 84:127-190. 

Shohamy, Elana. 1993. The Power of Tests: The Impact of 
Language Tests on Teaching and Learning. NFLC Occasional 
Papers. 

Smith, Sharwood. 1988. Notions and functions in a contrastive 
pedagogical grammar. In W. Rutherford and M.S. Smith 
(ed.) Grammar and Second Language Teaching. Boston MA: 
Newbury House Publishers. 



265 

Tarone, E. 1982. Systematicity and attention in 
interlanguage. Language Learning. 32:69-84. 

Taylor, B. 1974. Toward a theory of language acquisition. 
Language Learning. 24:23-26. 

Tiee, H.Y. 1986. A Reference Grammar of Chinese Sentences. 
Tucson: The University of Arizona Press. 

Tong, Huijun. 1986. Waiguoren Xue Hanyu Binaiu Fenxi. 
Beijing: Beijing Language Institute Press. 

Walton, Ronald. 1992. Expanding the Vision of Foreign 
Language Education: Enter the Less Commonly Taught 
Languages. National Foreign Language Center, USA: 
Occasional Papers. 

Wang, William S-Y. 1989. Language in China: A chapter in the 
history of linguistics. Journal of Chinese Linguistics. 
Vol. 17, 2:183-215. 

White, Lydia. 1989. Universal Grammar and Second Language 
Acquisition. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins 
Publishing Company. 

Zhang, J.G. and Lin J. 1989. Preliminary study of upper 
grade kindergartners' language ability in playing. 
Information on, Psychological Sciences. 3:42-44. 

Zhang, Zhigong. et ale 1956.' Yufa he Yufa Jiaoxue. Beijing: 
Education Press. 


