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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

+

1.1 Introduction

The ability to express temporality plays an important role in
communication. Therefore, tense/aspect morphology has been the
focus of the curricula of many language programs. However, although
the pedagogy of tense and aspect has received great attention, the
acquisition of tense/aspect system has been given relatively little
concern. This situation remained unchanged until the mid-1980s when
the investigation of the acquisition of tense and aspect began to
flourish. In the past two decades, this area has not only received
extensive linguistic analyses, but also has attracted a large number of
empirical studies in which many theoretical explanations have been
presented concerning both first and second language acquisition (Li &
Shirai, 2000).

According to Li & Shirai (2000), the research on the acquisition
of tense/aspect can provide enlightening insights into the understanding
of general theoretical issues in language acquisition. From a pedagogical
point of view, the study of tense acquisition processes employed by
language learners can facilitate the development of more favorable
approaches and techniques for L2 teaching (Lee, 2001).

1.2 Motivation

Tense /aspect has received considerable attention in recent decades.
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Researchers have carried out a large number of studies from different
perspectives and found that a learner’s tense/aspect acquisition is
affected by a variety of factors.

However, research in second language tense/aspect acquisition
has been oriented mainly toward the acquisition of English by speakers
of European languages, specifically Germanic and Romance languages.
Although researchers have obtained substantial findings of tense/
aspect acquisition by speakers of major European languages, there is a
lack of knowledge concerning acquisition of tense/aspect by speakers
of some languages outside the Indo-European languag; family. Obviously,
including learners with a broader range of language backgrounds helps
to test whether the theoretical claims are universal and will undoubtedly
expand the understanding of temporal expression (Bardovi-Harlig,
2000). In this regard, this book attempts to examine the variation of
English tense-aspect by Chinese-speaking EFL learners in a Chinese
context.

Furthermore, a large part of the research so far has investigated
the early stages of temporal expression, and studies on the simple past
has been the central area of research on tense/aspect acquisition.
There is less literature of later-emerging verbal morphology and form-
meaning associations. According to Bardovi-Harlig (1999), much is
known about the acquisition of the simple past but less about the
acquisition of other temporal concepts (e. g. the perfect) or aspectual
concepts such as telicity. Therefore, this study targets the present
perfect, a tense/aspect form acquired late in tense acquisition. As
Bardovi-Harlig (2001 218) pointed out, “studying later-emerging
tense/aspect morphology allows one to consider what adjustments
learners must make to their existing IL tense/aspect system to
accommodate a new form-meaning association”. In addition, the
perfect itself is notorious for the amount of time and effort spent on it
in the teaching of English as a foreign or second language (Feigenbaum,
1981). Huang & Yang (2001) found that simple past, present perfect
and past perfect are among the most difficult types of tense/aspect for



English learners in Hong Kong. Cai’s (2002) finding is generally
consistent with Huang & Yang, which indicates that simple past,
present perfect and past perfect not only have higher error rates, but
also show higher occurrences. Therefore, it is of theoretical and
practical importance to study the acquisition of the present perfect.
Moreover, most of the previous studies have been largely anecdotal,
which are based on the spontaneous production of very few learners
(Bardovi-Harlig, 1995). Such kind of data is seen to be not reliable
for serious quantitative analysis and tends to bring about inconsistent
findings. In recent years, corpus-based approaches to the investigation
of interlanguage have attracted more and more interest in linguistic
research. Adopting the data provided by learner corpora can alleviate
or even remove the inefficiencies of small-scale studies and allow for
both qualitative and quantitative analyses on the learner language.
Therefore, the author takes a corpus-based approach in the present

research.

1.3 Significance of the present study

The present study aims to present a general picture of Chinese
learners’ use of the present perfect at three proficiency levels, and to
investigate the linguistic factors that might influence their present
perfect marking. The present study would also endeavor to provide
some insight into the theories regarding the variation of the present
periect, and into the acquisition and teaching practice of the present
perfect.

1.3.1 Theoretical significance

The present study would enrich the understanding of the
characteristics of interlanguage variation, specifically the variation in
the use of the present perfect, and contribute to the knowledge of
language acquisition.

Dietrich et al. (1995:261) assumed that the process of language
acquisition can be characterized by a two-fold systematicity. The first
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systematicity refers to that “at each point, the learner’s language is
not just a random collection of individual forms but a system which
shows a number of distinct organizational principles”. The second
systematicity lies in the fact that the “acquisitional process is a sequence
of learner varieties, and this sequence in turn follows certain regularities”.
These two types of systematicity are constrained by-a number of causal
factors, such as general cognitive principles, the characteristics of
source and target language, and individual and social learning conditions.
This study would test this assumption by examining the effects of
multiple linguistic factors on the use of the present perfect in the
three proficiency groups.

Variation in the learner language has attracted much attention in
second-language acquisition research, and many scholars have come to
realize that understanding variation is fundamental to understanding
acquisition (Bayley, 1994). Although scholars have not reached an
agreement on the relationship between studies on variation and
theories concerning second language acquisition, they have conducted
considerable studies on L2 variation from various perspectives. An
enormous number of explanations of observed variation have been
proposed. Some of the examples are planning time, L1 transfer, focus
of attention, and proposed language universals.

Tarone (1988) has called for a comprehensive theory to explain
all known causes of interlanguage variation. However, this is seen to
be premature, and as Bayley (1994) has pointed out, the study of
interlanguage variation is still at its initial stage. More work is needed
to enrich our knowledge about interlanguage variation. Therefore,
the present study would explore the nature of interlanguage variation
through examining variation in the present perfect and would also
attempt to account for the observed variation and identify the
influence that various factors might exert on the production of these
variable patterns.

1.3.2 Practical significance

The present perfect is claimed to be among the most difficult



types of tense/aspect for Chinese learners, therefore it seems
necessary to make an investigation into the patterns of the students’
use of the present perfect so as to facilitate their learning practice.

The present study would attempt to identify the patterns of the
students’ use of the present perfect in their written production,
therefore the findings of the present study could offer help to both
teachers and learners. It could present information about where
students tend to mark verbs for the present perfect correctly and
where they are more likely to leave them unmarked or mark them
wrongly. In addition, the factors that would affect the students’
marking for the present perfect will be disclosed. Therefore, the
teacher could identify the area in which the students most possibly
find difficulties when using the present perfect, and call it to their
attention in advance. The findings may also help teachers to prepare
teaching materials or design exercises about the use of the present
perfect. What’ s more, the learners themselves could also refer to
these patterns to better understand the use of the present perfect and
watch out for the problems identified.

1.4 Research questions

The present study intends to investigate the effects of linguistic
factors on the use of the present perfect through examining written
production of Chinese learners. In the obligatory contexts for the
present perfect, learners may use various tense/aspect forms to
express the meaning of present perfect, including using the present
perfect itself, and this is called the present perfect variation.
. Previous studies have revealed that such variation is constrained by a
variety of linguistic factors and an exploration into the effects of the
linguistic factors on the use of the present perfect can enrich the
understanding of the present perfect variation. The present study
examines the possible influence of five linguistic factors. They are
lexical aspect, verb salience, sentence structures, temporal adverbials
and process types.
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The research questions to be addressed are listed as follows:

Question 1: How do Chinese students use the present perfect in the

written production?

1) What are the general present perfect tense marking rate and
accuracy rate of verbs in obligatory contexts for the present perfect
at the three proficiency levels?

2) What errors have the students committed? What are the possible
reasons for these errors?

Question 2: Is the present perfect variation systematic with regard to
some of the following factors?

1) lexical aspect,

2) verb salience,

3) sentence structures,

4) temporal adverbials,

5) process types.

Question 3: What effects do the five linguistic factors exert on the use
of the present perfect?

Question 4: Are there any developmental features in the use the
present perfect? If certain developmental features emerge in the
acquisition process, what general explanatory principles may account
for the development observed?

1.5 Outline of the book

This book consists of five parts. The first part, Chapter 1,
entitled Introduction, provides the background and sets forth the
purpose of the present study.

Part two, which consists of two chapters, Chapters 2 and 3, is a
review of the past literature and presents the theoretical and empirical



background of the present research. Chapter 2 provides an account of
the corpus linguistic approach, a survey of interlanguage studies and a
discussion of some of the issues in learner corpora, the joining of
corpus linguistics and interlanguage research. Chapter 3 begins with
an introduction to the basic theory of tense/aspect and then reviews
the conceptual, theoretical, and practical issues concerning the five
linguistic factors under investigation.

Part three, Methodology, contains only one chapter, Chapter 4,
which is devoted to research design. It begins with an explanation of
the corpus data to be used in the research, and then it describes in
detail the procedures of coding and analyzing the data for investigation.

Part four, Results and Discussion, which consists of two chapters,
Chapters 5 and 6, reports and discusses the results obtained in the
present study.

Chapter 5 firstly examines all the tense errors identified in CLEC
and makes an analysis of the tense/aspect involved for their variation
patterns. Because the use of the present perfect is the focus of the
present study, this chapter then presents a detailed examination of the
various tense/aspect forms of the present perfect variation. Finally,
the five linguistic factors (see, 1.4 Question 2) are analyzed intensively
for their effects on the present perfect variation.

Chapter 6 suggests appropriate interpretations for the results
obtained in the last chapter corresponding to the research questions.
It proposes the semantic interpretation of variation in the use of the
present perfect and then discusses how and why the five linguistic
factors in question affect the present perfect use.

Part five, the final chapter, Chapter 7, entitled Conclusion, is a
summary of the major findings obtained in the present study, and the
pedagogical implications are suggested with regard to the teaching of
the present perfect and language learning in general. Finally, directions
for future research are pointed out in the end.

uoanposuy | Jaydeyn




s10)084 onsinBui sjdiyniy pue asn

1991134 JUasald LO Yaieasay peseq-sndion y

o

CHAPTER 2

Corpus linguistics and
interlanguage studies

2.1 Corpus linguistics

In recent decades, the use of corpus for linguistic analysis and
description has become one of the most important and fast-developing
areas of activity in linguistic studies. Corpus, defined by Barnbrook
(1996:24), is “a sample of a larger collection of language [ that] is
intended to allow conclusions to be drawn about this larger body”.
Corpus linguistics is “the study of language based on examples of ‘real
life’ language use” (McEnery and Wilson, 1996:1). The effect of
corpus linguistics is widely recognized in the field of linguistic studies
and other relevant areas, because it has opened the way for a large

amount of new investigations of language use.

2.1.1 Development of corpus linguistics

The history of modern corpus linguistics, according to Leech (1991.
8), can be traced back to “the era of Post-Bloomfieldian structural
linguistics” before the late 1950s. It was used in a wide range of areas
such as language acquisition, language pedagogy, syntax and semantics.
However, corpus linguistics in the early period had one serious
problem concerning the way of processing data for corpus research.
The so-called corpora at that time were not machine-readable, and to

analyze them manually was the only method available to handle corpus



