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Abstract

As an area of difficulty in EFL learning, the use of past
tense in advanced learners’ oral production has not yet been ex-
tensively researched in China, though the formation of the past
tense forms is a focus of exploration of theories of language,
knowledge representation and cognitive processing. The pre-
sent study was undertaken to demonstrate a general picture of
the tertiary level English majors’ use of past tense in their spo-
ken English test, and to explore the factors that might affect
their performance in past tense marking.

Selected from the Spoken English Corpus of Chinese
Learners (SECCL), the data used in the present study included
transcriptions of the oral English production in the tasks of story-
retelling and monologues by two intact randomized groups (65
subjects) in the year 2001. All the verbs used in past tense
obligatory context were annotated according to the past tense
marking accuracy of the verbs and factors related to the task,
the learner, and the verb. Data analyses were made with the
help of WordSmith Tools 3.0 and SPSS 12.0.

The results show the following:

(1) Of the 3 446 verbs that require the use of past tense,
2234 (64. 8%) are correctly marked for past tense, 1183
(34.3%) are not marked, and the other 29 (0.9%) are wrong-
ly marked. Only seven of the subjects have an accuracy rate
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higher than 95%.

(2) The factors that can predict the accuracy of past tense
marking include. task type, the verb’s phonetic saliency. dyna-
micity and grammatical meaning, the presence or absence of
temporal adverbials in the context of the verb. and the position
of the verb in a clausal unit.

(3) For lexical verbs, the verb-related factors always work
better than the task- and learner-related factors in predicting
the past tense marking accuracy of lexical verbs. Of the verb-
related factors, the verb’s grammatical meaning and the pres-
ence/absence of the temporal adverbial in the verb’s context
significantly predict the accuracy of past tense marking. The
verb’s grammatical meaning turns out to be a better predictor
than the verb’s dynamicity. Of the task- or learner-related fac-
tors, the learner’s accuracy in the use of articles works better
than the learner’s spoken test score in predicting the marking
accuracy of all the lexical verbs.

(4) Different patterns of predictors are found for regular
and irregular lexical verbs. While the predicting power of the
lexical verb’s phonetic saliency, of the learner’s fluency and of
task type is only significant for irregular verbs, the predicting
power of the verb’s position in a clausal unit and of the
learner’s test score is only significant for regular verbs. These
findings suggest that (D most regular past forms are generated
by the application of the past tense rules to the verb stem; most
irregular past forms by the direct retrieval of the ready-made
past forms from memory; @ in addition to marking a chosen
verb for past tense as held in traditional understanding. it is al-
so possible for the selection of past tense to precede the choice
of a verb form in the process of past tense forms generation.

(5) The low rates of past tense marking in terms of copulas
and auxiliaries indicate their qualitative difference from the

other lexical verbs, and also suggest a complex real-time
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processing route involved in the generation of their past tense
forms.

The results of this study suggest that it is more appropriate
to use Bayley’s (1994) phonetic saliency hierarchy to explain
the past tense marking of irregular lexical verbs rather than use
it to explain the regular, copular and modal verbs. A tentative
model of past tense generation is proposed to account for the
presence of most verb forms occurring in the data and the
difference between regular and irregular past forms. This mod-
el suggests that oral production is both rule-based and exemplar-
based, and that output processing, like input processing, is also
meaning-driven.

The present study has shed some light on the teaching of
past tense and language teaching in general. It has also pointed
out the possible directions in which future research can be

conducted.
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