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Abstract

The interface-conditioned view of mental linguistic architecture is
an important development in recent generative theory, and also a
focus in second language acquisition research in the generative
approach. Under the framework of the Minimalist Program, the book
probes the L2 acquisition of English articles by Chinese-speaking
learners, in particular the influence of the interaction of linguistic and
cognitive modules on L2 article use from the perspective of linguistic
interfaces.

The English article system is regarded as a difficulty in L2
acquisition. So far a number of studies have been conducted to reveal
reasons underlying omission and substitution errors of English articles
from the perspective of syntax, semantics or phonology. However, few
of these studies touched the possible effect of the interaction of syntactic,
semantic and pragmatic features on the acquisition of articles. The
correct use of English articles involves the integration of the knowledge
of syntax, semantics and pragmatics, the study of which will help to
reveal the underlying reason of L2 variability. Besides, previous studies
seldom focused on the effect of definiteness from article-less L1s on the
L2 acquisition of English articles. Chinese has no articles, but its
demonstrative pronouns zhei/nei “this/that” have the definite feature,
and its numeral yi “one” has the indefinite feature. Whether and how
these features will influence the L2 acquisition at the interfaces is an
important question, the answer to which will help understand the role
of the L1 at the L2 interfaces.

The study is therefore aimed at investigating the influence of the
interaction of the complexity of linguistic interfaces and the L1 on the
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L2 acquisition of English articles. Four experiments are carried out to
answer the following research questions: 1) Do L1 features affect L2
performance? 2) Does the complexity of multiple linguistic domains
affect L2 performance?

Experiment 1 employed a forced choice elicitation task to
investigate the influence of L1 semantic features on the L2 acquisition
of English articles at the initial state in a sample of 10
Chinese-speaking beginners. Results show that the definiteness
feature from the L1 had an effect on the acquisition of the definiteness
feature of English articles; however, the influence of the indefinite
feature was greater than that of the definite feature.

Experiment 2 employed the same task as Experiment 1 to
determine whether Chinese-speaking learners of English will
fluctuate between definiteness and specificity in a sample of 40
learners and 10 native speakers. Results indicate that the learners did not
fluctuate between the two features of the Article Choice Parameter (ACP);
instead, they could successfully set definiteness while specificity had
little influence on article choice. Besides, L2 proficiency was a factor in
the acquisition of definiteness; there was no significant difference
between the advanced group and the native controls. Therefore, the
interaction of L1 semantic features and input facilitates the acquisition

of definiteness at the internal interface.

Experiment 3 adopted another forced choice elicitation task to
examine: 1) whether the difficulty in L2 acquisition of English articles
is due to syntactic deficit or interface difficulties; 2) how different
pragmatic contexts will influence the acquisition of the definite article.
40 Chinese-speaking learners and 10 native speakers participated in
the experiment. Results show that the use of articles before the
singular noun was better than that before the plural and mass nouns.
In the definite plural and mass noun contexts, the interaction of the
complex pragmatic contexts and the complex syntactic features
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greatly increased the learners’ information processing load. In the
indefinite plural and mass noun contexts, the interaction of the
complex syntactic features and the semantic feature also influenced

the L2 processing efficiency. Therefore, computational complexity will
influence L2 article use at both the internal and external interfaces.

Experiment 4 adopted the same task as Experiment 3 and also a
sentence translation task to investigate: 1) whether there are acquisition
differences at the internal and external interfaces; 2) whether L1
semantic features and generic expression will influence L2 acquisition of
English generic articles. 40 Chinese-speaking learners completed the two
tasks and another 24 learners completed the sentence translation task.
Results indicate that the acquisition of the bare plural generic was better
than that of the definite and indefinite singular generics. The former one
involves the internal interface while the latter two involve the external or
multiple interfaces. Besides, the semantic feature of yi “one” and the
generic expression in the L1 inhibited the acquisition of English generic
articles. Therefore, the acquisition at the external or multiple interfaces is
harder than that at the internal interface, due to the fact that the
interaction of the processing at the multiple interfaces and the negative
transfer of the L1 increases the computational load which decreases
processing efficiency, thus leading to L2 variability.

In conclusion, the present study has found that: 1) the positive
transfer of L1 semantic features has helped the L2 learner to
differentiate the definite and specific features while the negative
transfer of the L1 interferes in the acquisition of the definite and
indefinite generic articles; 2) the external or multiple interfaces the
articles involve lead to computational complexity which greatly
influences L2 article use; 3) the interaction of computational
complexity at linguistic interfaces and the L1 is the major reason
underlying optionality in L2 article acquisition.
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