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Preface

This book sets out to investigate, within the framework of an
event structure theory, the problem of how Chinese and Korean EFL
learners! acquire the English MC and its related structures. The con-
ceptual framework of the present study is based on Pustejovsky’s ex-
tended event structure theory (EEST). However, EEST does not spec-
ify the conditions for the well-formedness of event decomposition,
which weakens its power in explaining English detransitivization.
Given this inadequacy, EEST is further revised in this study. The re-
vised EEST delineates three conditions for the well-formedness of
event decomposition (i.e., Subevent Individualization Condition (SIC),
Event Participant Expression Condition (EPEC), and Subevent-Structural
Participant Agreement Condition (SPAQ)).

On the basis of the revised EEST, the present study proposes that
English detransitivization can be viewed as a process undergoing
event decomposition in which one sub-event is foregrounded while
the other is backgrounded. Throughout the process, two semantic
properties, i.e., aspect and agentivity, figure prominently in determin-
ing whether a transitive verb can undergo detransitivization. Different
detransitivized structures, thus, are shown to manifest different de-
grees of agentivity and telicity, denoting different event types. As to
English MC, three semantic constraints are identified, i.e., Headedness
Constraint, Event Autonomy Constraint, and Event Focus Agreement
Constraint. Moreover, cross-linguistically, Chinese MC is more produc-

1 In this book, Chinese EFL learners, Chinese learners of English, and Chinese-speaking learners of
English are used interchangeably, referring to learners of English whose mother tongue is Chinese.
Similarly, Korean EFL learners, Korean learners of English, and Korean-speaking learners of English
all refer to learners of English whose mother tongue is Korean.
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tive than its English counterpart because it is only susceptible to the
Headedness Constraint and Event Focus Agreement Constraint. Korean
has no English-like MC due to its restricted extension of agency.

The route of L2 acquisition of English MC and its related struc-
tures, together with the mechanisms underlying the route, is explored
on the basis of Montrul’s (1997, 2000, 2001a, 2001c) proposal of L2 ac-
quisition of English causative alternation and Gleitman’s Zoom Lens
Hypothesis (Gleitman, 1990). It is assumed that use of a default event
template and some canonical schema strategies characterizes the ini-
tial stage. In addition, although L1 semantics would not be transferred
to L2, L1 morphology itself would impact L2 acquisition in a modular
way. In the next stage, L2 learners would notice that NP VP frame
depicts dynamic events which can occur with little or no human in-
volvement, and that NP VP frame, by contrast, focuses on agent’s
activity. Discovery of these properties would enable them to notice
that stative verbs and agent-oriented adverbs do not go together with
NPe) VP frame (i.e., MC and AC) and that verbs denoting autonomous
event are not likely with NP@) VP frame. In the third stage, they
would notice that NP VP frame denotes two different event types:
MC depicts a semi-autonomous event which focuses upon the initia-
tion, and AC denotes an autonomous event which focuses upon the
resulting state. L2 learners at this stage would find that achievement
verbs and verbs of strong agentivity are incompatible with MC.

On the basis of the above assumptions, seven specific hypotheses
were generated and then investigated using five tasks, i.e, an Acceptability
Judgment Task (AJT), a Guided Translation Task (GTT), a Forced-Choice
Task (FCT), an Error-Correction Task (ECT) and a Follow-up Interview
Task (FIT). Ninety Chinese EFL learners who represented three English
proficiency levels, sixteen Korean EFL learners of low-level English profi-
ciency, together with twenty four English-speaking native controls,
participated in the investigation.



Prefacso

The results, to a large extent, confirmed the hypothesized devel-
opmental route. More specifically, L2 learners were found to initially
adopt the default event template and some canonical schema strate-
gies. In the subsequent learning stages, MCs formed with stative verbs
were unlearned earlier than MCs formed with achievement verbs. The
distinction between autonomous event and non-autonomous event
was drawn earlier than that between semi-autonomous event and
non-autonomous event. In addition, sensitivity to the compositional

aspect of event properties was observed.

It was also found that the systematic performance differences
between the Chinese and Korean learners were due to the fact that
so-called default event template was susceptible to L1 influence.
Moreover, contrary to the expectation, L1 morphology did not play its
role in a modular way. As an alternative to Montrul’s proposal, an
L1-mediated default event template was proposed to account for the
initial stage of L2 acquisition of English MC and its related structures.

The contribution of this study rests in the following aspects. First, it
contributes to a better understanding of the semantic constraints upon
English MC since previously identified semantic constraints turn out to
be descriptively inadequate in accounting for English MC formation.
Second, it provides a unified account for L2 acquisition of English de-
transitivization, which is otherwise addressed in a rather isolated manner,
as is notably manifest in the studies of causative alternation in which MC
and antipassive were not considered at all. And finally, a modular view of
L1 transfer has been disconfirmed. It is proposed that L1 morphology
interacts with other factors to influence L2 acquisition of English MC and
other detransitivized structures. A particular learner behavior may have a
morph-syntactic source, a semantic, or a pragmatic source, or arise as a
problem of the interface between them.

Yusong Gao
March, 2010
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List of Abbreviations

ABS: Absolutive case marker

AC: Anticausative construction

ACC: Middles formed with accomplishment verbs
Acc: Accusative case marker

ACH: (illicit) middles formed with achievement verbs
ACT: Middles formed with activity verbs
AIH: Aspect Interface Hypothesis

AJT: Acceptability Judgment Test

AP: Antipassive construction

ARB: Arbitrary agent

AgrO: Object agreement

AspP: Aspect Phrase

Cau: Causative marker

CH: Chinese learners of English

CL: Classifier

Dec: Declarative sentence-type suffix

ECT: Error Correction Task

EEST: extended event structure theory

EFL: English as foreign language

EPEC: Event Participant Expression Condition
FIT: Follow-up Interview Task

FCT: Forced-Choice Task

GJT: Grammaticality Judgment Task

GL: Generative Lexicon

GTT: Guided Translation Task
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HDLS: Middles formed with headless verbs or antipassives formed with this
verb type

Incho: Inchoative

INSTRU: Instrument middles

IPF: Inherent Property Foregrounding

Is: Instigator

KOR: Korean learners of English

L1: First language

L2: Second language

LDCE: Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English

LF: (illicit) Middles formed with left-headed verbs

MC: Middle construction

Me: Medium

Mid: Middle marker

MEF: Middle formation

Nom: nominative case

NP: Noun Phrase

NONAUTO: (illicit) middles formed with verbs denoting strong agentivity

Pass: Passive marker

Past: Past tense

PER: (illicit) Middles formed with perception verbs

Perf: perfective

PJT: Picture Judgment Task

Pres: Present tense

Prog: progressive

PSYOBJ: Psych verbs of object experiencer or middles formed with this verb

type
PSYSUB: Psych verbs of subject experiencer or middles formed with this verb

type
REFL: Reflexive
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RT: (illicit) Middles formed with right-headed verbs

SIC: Subevent Individualization Condition

SPAC: Subevent-structural Participant Agreement Condition
STA: (illicit) Middles formed with stative verbs

Top: Topic marker

UTAH: Universal Theta Assignment Hypothesis

VP: Verb phrase
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