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ABSTRACT

Relative clauses represent one of the most distinctive properties of human
languages, recursiveness, and have attracted considerable interest in typological
studies and SLA research. A large body of literature on relative clauses in
typology, first and second language acquisition has shown the importance of the
Accessibility Hierarchy ( AH ) originally generalized on the basis of cross-
linguistic observations, as well as some inconsistencies. This book studies the
second language learners’ behavior on this structure from a typological
perspective, attempting to explore further the relationship between typological
universals and learner language phenomena relating to the relative clause.
Specifically, the present study aims to investigate the effect of the AH on the
production of English relative clauses by Chinese EFL learners and the possible
interrelation between this markedness hierarchy and the other two linguistic
factors, namely embeddedness of the relative clause and animacy of noun phrases.
The major research questions addressed are: (1) whether or not accessibility,
embeddedness and animacy play a significant role in Chinese EFL learners’
behavior on English relative clauses; (2 ) whether and how accessibility
interrelates with embeddedness and animacy to exert their effects on Chinese EFL
learners’ production of English relative clauses; (3) why Chinese learners behave
in such a pattern when using English relative clauses.

These questions were addressed in a corpus-based investigation and a series of
controlled experimental studies in which the three factors were systematically
manipulated. The relative clauses naturally produced by Chinese learners at three
different levels of English proficiency were extracted from two learner corpora:
Chinese Learner English Corpus and Written English Corpus of Chinese Learners.
Either a sentence combination task or a sentence completion task or both were used
in the experiments to examine the effects of accessibility, embeddedness and
animacy.

The results have demonstrated that all three factors under investigation play a
very important role in Chinese EFL learners’ use of English relative clauses. With
regard to accessibility, learners at three different levels of English proficiency all
exhibited a strong tendency to produce the more accessible type rather than the less
accessible type of relative clauses as predicted by the AH. Subject (SU) relatives
predominated in the learner corpora, Direct object (DO) relatives ranked second,
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and Object of preposition ( OP) relatives occurred least. In the experiments,
students produced less accurately and avoided more frequently the less accessible
DO and OP relatives while the most accessible SU relatives were produced most
accurately and no avoidance of them was found. In respect of embeddedness of the
relative clause, learners typically preferred to place a relative clause in the matrix
object position rather than the matrix subject position. The percentage of right-
branching relative clauses occurring in corpus data was greater than that of center-
embedded ones. In the sentence combination task, right-branching relative clauses
were found easier for learners to produce than those center-embedded equivalents.
With respect to the role of animacy of noun phrases, animate antecedents in
learner corpora and in the sentence completion test showed a great tendency to
function as the transitive subject, especially when the relative-clause-internal noun
phrase is inanimate, whereas inanimate antecedents often took the syntactic role of
the transitive object, especially when the relative-clause-internal noun phrase is
animate. In the sentence combination test, relative clauses with inanimate
antecedents as their subjects appeared slightly more difficult for learners to produce
than relative clauses with animate antecedents as their subjects, despite a lack of
statistical significance. Furthermore, the findings from the corpus-based
investigation and experimental studies converge to indicate that there are
interrelations between accessibility and embeddedness in a complementary way and
between animacy and accessibility in a competitive manner. Taking all these
factors into consideration can better account for Chinese learners’ behavior on
different types of English relative clauses in terms of performance patterns and
processing difficulty.

An examination of the present findings together with the relevant literature in
first language acquisition, typology, and psycholinguistics suggests that learner
languages, like natural languages, are constrained by universal principles which
function, in isolation or in combination, to push or hamper language use,
language processing and language acquisition. It is argued that enhancing the
dialogue between typology and second language acquisition and studying learner
languages from a typological perspective can not only provide viable explanations
for certain systematic learner language phenomena and confirm typological claims,
but also make significant contributions to furthering and refining our understanding
of linguistic facts and second language acquisition.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

A grammatical structure that has attracted considerable interest in linguistics over
the last decades is the relative clause. Interest in this structure is motivated partly
by its unique syntactic properties and its pervasive existence in languages of the
world, partly by its usefulness and frequency in our daily communication, and
partly by the significant insights that research on it may provide into understanding
of language processing and language acquisition. For example, the sentences
containing relative clauses have been studied by many psycholinguists to assess the
role that working memory plays in language processing and to assess the
psychological reality of such relevant terms as gaps and traces ( Traxler et al.
2002 ; Izumi 2003 ).

As is known, recursiveness is one of the most distinctive properties of human
languages and relative clauses represent a type of recursion, which permits the
generation of an infinite number of structures ( Gibson et al. 2005). That is
probably why this recursive structure is found present in a variety of natural
languages and plays a prominent role in them. In order to explain the diversity of
relative clauses across the world’s languages, the Noun Phrase Accessibility
Hierarchy (NPAH, also abbreviated as AH) , a markedness hierarchy concerning
the accessibility of certain noun phrases to relative clause formation, was
generalized in the early 1970s on the basis of cross-linguistic observations
(Keenan & Comrie 1977,1979; Comrie & Keenan 1979 ). Ever since then, this
structure has received great attention in both theoretical and empirical studies, and
much relevant research has been conducted from various perspectives. Not
surprisingly , the NPAH has also spawned intensive research on the relative clause
in the field of first language acquisition (FLA) and second language acquisition
(SLA). In many studies this hierarchy has been found to be a viable candidate for
explaining some learning problems that learners encounter in acquiring relative
clauses, especially English relative clauses ( Gass 1979,1982; Tavakolian 1981 ;
Pavesi 1986; Eckman et al. 1988; Doughty 1991; Wolfe-Quintero 1992; Chen
1999 ; Izumi 2003 ; Diessel & Tomasello 2000,2005; Xiao & Lv 2005; Cai & Wu
2006 ; among others). Important as the NPAH is, frankly it is still premature to
ascribe a universal built-in prepotency to the hierarchy and more evidence is
needed to give further support. This research will present data collected from
Chinese learners of English as a Foreign Language ( EFL) to show whether and
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how the Accessibility Hierarchy ( AH) functions, independently and together with
other factors, to affect the learner language. First of all, the motivation, the
significance of the present study, and the organization of this book will be
introduced in the following sections.

1.1 Motivation

The structure that was targeted for investigation in this book was English
relative clauses produced by Chinese EFL learners. Several reasons motivated this
decision. First of all, while years of language acquisition research has
accumulated evidence indicating that the AH can be used to predict the difficulty
order of different relative clause types in children language acquisition and SLA,
there are nonetheless some studies which is often found mixed or even no support
for this hypothesis (cf. Ellis 1994,2013). Moreover, some researchers argue that
other factors instead of the accessibility, such as the position of the relative clause
embedded in a sentence considered in Kuno (1974) and parallel functions of the
antecedent in Sheldon ( 1974 ), actually account for difficulty of acquiring
different types of relative clauses (cf. Ellis 1985,1994,1997; Odlin 1989; Cook
2000; Gass & Selinker 2001). Thus it remains inconclusive to determine whether
the AH has explanatory power for the acquisitional phenomena concerning relative
clauses. In addition, there is also a general lack of research dealing with different
factors at the same time. Most of the studies often focus on just one factor at the
expense of others. It is not clear how they function together when multiple factors
are taken into account. What is needed now is a more precise understanding of
how these factors constrain the use of relative clauses in the second language (L2)
learners’ production. Therefore, it will be of great interest to explore whether and
how these factors work, separately or together, to influence learners’ behavior on
relative clauses by considering the accessibility and other factors simultaneously.

Second, although the development of English relative clauses has been
investigated in several second language contexts, the previous studies usually
involve learners of English as a Second Language (ESL) in the strict sense. As to
those EFL learners with limited exposure to the target language but much exposure
to their native language, few detailed studies have been undertaken to investigate
whether the acquisition process in a different learning environment is also sensitive
to the constraint of the AH. As is known, the development of learner language
may demonstrate very different features depending on the target language being
learned in a formal, instructed setting or in an informal, naturalistic setting
(Spolsky 1990; Ellis 1994 ). Consequently, such research involving EFL learners
may offer new evidence for confirmation or rejection of the influence of linguistic
universals on language acquisition.

Third, despite the fact that previous investigations into the development of
relative clauses have involved learners with different native languages, the case of
Chinese EFL learners’ behavior on English relative clauses is of particular interest
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for two reasons. For one thing, including learners with a broader range of the first
language ( L1 ) background can better test the universality of theoretical
assumptions. Unlike many European languages, the relative clauses in Chinese are
typologically different from those in English: the antecedent comes at the end of
the relative clause and the relative marker is the invariant de which is not unique to
relative clauses but occurs in various structures of prenominal modification. For
another, Chinese is a unique language in regard to the structure of relative clauses
from a typological perspective. In the languages of the world, there is an overall
strong skewing in favor of the relative clause following noun ( NRel) rather than
the relative clause preceding noun (RelN). Dryer (1992) has found that 98% of
VO ( Verb-Object) languages and 59% of OV ( Object-Verb) languages in his
sample have NRel. In consequence, the prenominal relative clause, RelN,
appears to represent a typologically marked option. It is especially rare in VO
languages, with Chinese languages (or Chinese dialects) the only extensively
documented cases instantiating this combination, based on many language samples
(Hawkins 1990 ; Matthews & Yip 2003 ; Dryer 2005 ). It is generally assumed that
learners tend to transfer typologically unmarked forms when the corresponding
target language form is marked and resist transferring marked forms especially
when the corresponding target language form is unmarked ( Eckman 1977; Zobl
1983 ; Hyltenstam 1984 ; Ellis 1985,1994,1997; Gass & Selinker 1993 ,2001 ; see
White 1987,1989 for an alternative view). As a result, knowledge of the marked
Chinese relative clause structure cannot readily be transferred in constructing an
English relative clause in the learner language. In this situation, we can expect
universality of interlanguage structure to be manifested in the production of
English relative clauses by Chinese EFL learners. If systematic patterns attested in
their performance are still constrained by the cross-linguistic generalization, then it
will undoubtedly provide strong support for the extension of natural language
universals to the field of interlanguage.

Moreover, even if the cross-linguistic variation does cause language transfer
somehow, the case of Chinese learners of English will remain interesting.
According to Hsiao and Gibson (2003 ), object relative clauses in Chinese with
the anomalous combination of SVO ( Subject-Verb-Object) basic word order and
RelN order were found easier than subject relative clauses in processing, contrary
to the AH, which would predict that object relative clauses are psychologically
more difficult than subject relative clauses in any language. Therefore, no matter
whether they are under the influence of prenominal relative clauses in their unique
native language, Chinese EFL learners might behave differently from other
learners as they progress along the interlanguage continuum, hence an appropriate
case to evaluate the universality of the AH. Obviously, a direct and systematic
study of Chinese EFL learners’ relative clauses in their production of English
seems quite promising, with the potential to provide revealing information and
convincing evidence.

Methodologically, most of the previous studies have relied solely on the data
collected through elicitation measures, such as picture description task and
sentence combination task. Important devices as they are in language acquisition



