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1 Introduction  

One of the first areas on which the field of language acquisition has focused 
is the expression of temporal concepts. Tense and aspect are the most impor-
tant grammatical systems for the expression of time, hence the extensive 
literature on the study of tense and aspect systems across languages. More 
recently, aspect has become increasingly interesting for researchers in lan-
guage acquisition (Li & Shirai, 2000). This experimental study is about the 
adult acquisition of Mandarin aspect markers by native Swedish speakers. 
Following the form-oriented approach in acquisition studies of temporal 
expressions, the present study examines the acquisition order of the aspect 
markers by applying the Aspect Hypothesis, the Distributional Bias Hy-
pothesis, and the Prototype Model.     

In studies of language acquisition of temporal concepts, Bardovi-Harlig 
(2000) has pointed out that since the 1980s, temporal semantics has become 
the focus of investigation on two distinct fronts. In the research field of sec-
ond language acquisition (henceforth SLA), there are two main strands of 
inquiry. One is the form-oriented approach, which investigates the distribu-
tion of verbal morphology, as it indicates the underlying semantic system in 
the interlanguage. This approach follows a particular form, such as a tense-
aspect morpheme, and asks how and where it is used by learners in their 
interlanguage. This approach is being actively explored in North America. 
Another is the meaning-oriented approach, which investigates the expression 
of semantic concepts and asks what linguistic devices are used to express 
them in the interlanguage. The linguistic devices in question can not only be 
different grammatical categories, but also combinations of grammatical and 
pragmatic devices. Time can be expressed by discourse principles, such as 
chronological order in narratives; lexical means, such as adverbs, connec-
tives, calendric references, nouns, and verbs; and tense-aspect morphology. 
The acquisition of temporal expressions is gradual across these stages, name-
ly from pragmatical to lexical and grammatical. Learners can use one or 
more means at the same time. This approach is widely applied in Europe.          

Both approaches suggest that semantic features may be applicable to a 
wide range of languages, if not to all.      

The form-oriented approach concentrates on tense-aspect morphology, 
and investigates three main areas: acquisition sequences; the Aspect Hy-
pothesis, the current formulation of which is: “First and second language 
learners will initially be influenced by the inherent semantic aspect of verbs 
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or predicates in the acquisition of tense and aspect markers associated with 
or affixed to these verbs” (Andersen & Shirai, 1994:133); and the Discourse 
Hypothesis, which studies the influence of narrative structure and the infor-
mational function of predicates on the distribution of tense-aspect morphol-
ogy.  

Bardovi-Harlig (2000:111–113,182) has discussed the findings of form-
oriented approach studies (most of these studies concentrate on Indo-
European languages, but there are some recent studies on Japanese), as can 
be summarized here:  

-the development of temporal expressions is slow and gradual.  

-in the gradual acquisition of the tense-aspect system, form often precedes func-
tion. 

-the acquisition of irregular morphology precedes regular morphology. 

-the learners tend to begin the acquisition sequence by using the verb and a verbal 
suffix in the cases where the target form is comprised of an auxiliary and the verb 
with a verbal suffix.  

-in the languages that have been studied, the acquisition orders are remarkably 
similar  

-there does not appear to be any obvious first-language influence in the longitudi-
nal corpus. 

The study of the acquisition of temporal expressions contains three crucial 
concepts: tense, grammatical aspect (also called viewpoint aspect), and lexi-
cal aspect (also called Aktionsart, or situation aspect). There have, of course, 
been various theories, some of which are rather controversial, about tense 
and aspect as linguistic categories, due to their complex nature. For a com-
prehensive review of the issues concerning the terminological differences of 
tense and aspect, see Andersen and Shirai (1996) (cf. Shirai & Andersen 
1995). Since the theoretical issues about tense and aspect are not the concen-
tration of this study, the following definitions on tense and aspect follows 
Bardovi-Harlig (2000), Comrie (1976), and Smith (1983). 

Tense, as a grammatical category, locates an event or situation on the 
time line in relation to some other time (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000: 10).  

According to Comrie (1976:1–3), aspect is “different ways of viewing the 
internal temporal constituency of a situation.” Aspect is divided into gram-
matical aspect and lexical aspect. Grammatical aspect, which Smith (1983) 
referred to as viewpoint aspect, is usually marked by linguistic devices, such 
as morphological inflections and auxiliaries. Grammatical aspect provides 
means of expressing one’s view of a situation or event; for example, an 
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event can be viewed as completed or ongoing. Lexical aspect, which Smith 
(1983) referred to as situation aspect, comprises the inherent semantic prop-
erties of the linguistic expression, i.e. verb and verb phrases, used to refer to 
a situation (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). 

The present study follows the form-oriented approach in investigating the 
production and understanding of the Mandarin aspect markers in the inter-
language produced by second language learners, namely native Swedish 
university students. The main points of inquiry are acquisition order, the 
Aspect Hypothesis, the Distributional Bias Hypothesis, and the Prototype 
Model. Given that there are relatively few empirical studies of the L2 acqui-
sition of Mandarin aspect markers in the literature, I hope the present study 
will fill the gaps in our knowledge of the language acquisition of tense-
aspect morphology in general and of Mandarin in particular.  

This dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 1 is an introduction. It 
also provides some background for the study and presents a few basic con-
cepts. Chapter 2 serves as a detailed introduction to the aspect systems of the 
languages in question, as well as the theories on the Aspect Hypothesis. 
Chapter 3 looks at the linguistic research on the first and second language 
acquisition of the Mandarin aspect markers. Chapter 4 presents the research 
questions, methods, and experimental design of the present study. Chapter 5 
presents the results and analysis of data. Chapter 6 is discussion and chapter 
7 provides a summary and evaluation of the study, including its implications 
for the field of language acquisition. 
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2 Theoretical background  

This chapter concerns the main theories of the adult acquisition of the tense-
aspect system under investigation in the form-oriented approach. The two 
crucial terminological expressions are grammatical aspect and lexical aspect. 
Based on the literature on tense, grammatical aspect, and the lexical aspect 
categories proposed by Vendler (1957), Smith (1991) proposed two-
component theory of aspect in which the two independent but closely associ-
ated components are situation aspect and viewpoint aspect. Situation aspect, 
i.e. lexical aspect, uses a set of universal semantic features to distinguish 
situations, which is realized in the language based on the semantic features 
of the predicates. Viewpoint aspect, i.e. grammatical aspect, views a situa-
tion in a certain way, such as being an unanalyzed whole or ongoing, which 
is realized in the language by how a situation is presented by a speaker. 
Grammatical aspects are divided into perfective viewpoint and imperfective 
viewpoint, or neutral viewpoint when the first two are not available. In the 
present study, the terms lexical aspect and grammatical aspect are used when 
recording and analyzing the data.   

In this chapter I provide some basic background regarding the grammati-
cal and lexical aspect systems of Mandarin, English, and Swedish based on 
sources from the literature, using the same terminology as in the original 
sources for the sake of consistency. The examples, however, are my own, 
unless otherwise stated. The bulk of the information about the tense-aspect 
system of English is taken from Smith (1991), and of Swedish from Teleman 
et al. (1999). In 2.1 a detailed discussion on grammatical aspect systems in 
Mandarin, with comparisons to Swedish and English tense-aspect systems, is 
presented. In 2.2 the discussion proceeds to the general lexical aspect catego-
ries and their interaction with grammatical aspects, which leads in 2.3 to the 
introduction of the theories of the Aspect Hypothesis, the Distributional Bias 
Hypothesis, and the Prototype Model. 
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2.1 Grammatical aspect  
Grammatical aspect is realized in different languages in different ways, for 
instance as inflectional morphology, auxiliaries, or periphrastic construc-
tions. The most basic aspectual opposition is between perfective, which pre-
sents a situation as an unanalyzed whole from an external view, and imper-
fective, which presents a situation from an internal perspective (Smith, 
1991). Linguists are not in consensus about the definition of the terms per-
fect and perfective. In the present study, perfect is usually associated with 
tense and perfective with aspect.   

In English all sentences have either a perfective or imperfective aspect, 
according to Smith (1991:170). She also points out that the perfective is 
phonetically zero while the imperfective progressive is conveyed by the aux-
iliary morpheme, as “there is a consistent, obligatory contrast between the 
auxiliary be + ing and the simple verb form, with a zero morpheme. Since 
all verbs have one of these forms, all verbs in English have a viewpoint mor-
pheme.” 

Traditional Swedish grammar does not seem to recognize the category of 
grammatical aspect. Lindvall (1997) pointed out that Swedish has a morpho-
logical tense system but no markings for aspect. Swedish distinguishes be-
tween a preterite and the Perfekt tenses, but lacks a distinction between per-
fective and imperfective grammatical aspects. Swedish uses adverbials (nu 
‘now’), or periphrastic constructions to refer to on-goingness. There is no 
generally accepted theory to account for the grammatical aspect system of 
Swedish. Teleman et al. (1999) presented a detailed account of the Swedish 
tense system, but not of grammatical aspect. In their work they called aspect 
a cover term for Aktionsart. Therefor in their work aspect means lexical 
aspect. One could dispute their standpoint, but as this argument is outside the 
scope of this paper, their statement is accepted. In the following sections 
some points of the Swedish tense system will be presented in comparison 
with the aspect systems in Mandarin and English.  

Mandarin Chinese is a typical analytical language in that it lacks fully 
grammaticalized inflectional markers of tense and aspect. Not all sentences 
carry an explicit aspect marker, in which case they are referred to by Li and 
Thompson (1981) as possessing a default neutral aspect, in which it is the 
discourse that carries tense-aspect information. The grammatical aspect sys-
tem contains four aspect markers that were traditionally treated as functional 
particles. These markers perform the functions of inflectional morphemes, 
but differ from inflections in that they are not phonologically bound to the 
verb stems. The four major Mandarin aspect markers are the perfective 
markers -le and -guo, both post-verbal, and the two imperfective markers, 
the pre-verbal marker zai- and the post-verbal -zhe.  

All four of these morphemes are not only grammatical markers, but also 
retain some of the meanings of their lexical sources, for example, verbs, such 
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as guo ‘to pass’ or zhe ‘to touch’; a preposition, such as zai ‘at’; and sen-
tence final particles, such as le. The markers -le and -guo are perfective as-
pect markers, presenting the event as an unanalyzable whole with an end 
point. The markers zai- and -zhe are imperfective aspect markers, presenting 
an internal portion of an event with no explicit reference to the beginning or 
ending point.  

The aspect marker -le and sentence-final le are two morphemes that often 
pose problems for learners of Mandarin (for a complete summary of the 
functions and usage of -le and sentence-final le, see Li and Thompson, 
[1981]). Li and Thompson (1981: 185–244) point out that the aspect marker 
-le refers to a bounded event as being a quantified event, a definite or spe-
cific event, inherently bounded because of the meaning of the verb, or the 
first event in a sequence; and the sentence final le serves to indicate a state of 
affairs of particular current relevance to some particular situation, for exam-
ple, to indicate a change of state, to correct a wrong assumption, to report 
progress so far, or to determine the next event etc. These two types of le can 
co-occur in one sentence, which further complicates the situation and cer-
tainly confuses second language learners of Mandarin. Following Li and 
Thompson’s (1981) theory about the two types of le, in the present work, the 
sentence-final le is excluded from the study of the aspect marker –le, be-
cause it conveys speaker attitude instead of the viewpoint of the situation.  

The marker -guo is used as an aspectual marker that refers to the situation 
expressed by the verb as having been experienced at least once at some in-
definite time, usually in the past. The focus of a sentence with -guo is not 
that an event has happened, but that it has taken place at least once. In a 
context in which the focus is simply an event or a series of events having 
occurred, we should use the perfective -le instead of -guo.   

The difference between zai- and -zhe is that -zhe is used mostly with 
verbs that specify a state because it emphasizes a resultant state, while zai- 
cannot be used with stative verbs because it asserts an ongoing activity. The 
marker -zhe can “also be used in the first of two clauses to signal that one 
event provides a durative background for another event” (Li & Thompson, 
1981: 223). 

Table 1 has been formulated by the author to present the four markers’ 
functions based on the names and meanings of the markers from Li and 
Thompson (1989:184–236). Note also that even though the four markers 
bear different names, as specified by Li and Thompson (1981), -le and -guo 
are perfective aspect markers and -zhe and zai- are imperfective aspect 
markers, based on the definition of the perfective/imperfective aspects given 
by Smith (1991). 
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Table 1. Functions of the four markers 

Markers Name Meaning 

-le Perfective  marker Hints at a result of an event 

-guo Experiential marker Indicates the completion +  discontinu-
ity of an event 

-zhe Durative marker Focuses on the durativity of an event 

zai- Progressive marker Focuses on the continuity of an action 

 

In the following sections, details about grammatical and lexical aspect in 
Mandarin will be presented in comparison with English and Swedish.  

2.1.1 The Mandarin perfective markers -le and -guo                     
According to Smith (1991), perfective aspect is when the whole of a situa-
tion is represented as a single unanalyzable whole without reference to its 
internal temporal constituency, and if a language has special verbal forms to 
indicate this situation, the language has perfective aspect. 

In Mandarin, perfective aspect is realized by the post-verbal morphemes -
le and -guo. These two aspect markers are grammaticalized from verbs.  The 
marker -le is derived from the full verb liao ‘to finish’ in classical Chinese. 
The full verb guo ‘to pass, to cross’ and the postverbal -guo still coexist in 
modern Chinese (Packard, 2000). 

“The perfective morpheme -le presents closed, non-stative situations.” 
(Smith, 1994: 111) So does the marker -guo. However, in contrast with -le, -
guo expresses a kind of discontinuity. The marker -guo “signals that an event 
has been experienced at least once at some indefinite time” (Li and Thomp-
son, 1989:226).  Here are some examples given by Chao (1968) to compare 
these two: 

 
(1)  Wo    shuai  duan     le   tui. 
         I       fall    break   LE  leg 
         ‘I broke my leg (and it is still broken).’ 
 
(2)  Wo shuai    duan     guo     tui. 
         I      fall    break   GUO  leg 
         ‘I once broke my leg. (and I am fine now)’ 
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In (1), the use of -le means that the event has happened in the past with some 
impact on the present time. In (2), the use of -guo means the situation does 
not exist any more at the time of speaking.  

We can see that the focus of a sentence with -le is that the event or a se-
ries of events occurred and consequently there is influence on the present 
time. The focus of a sentence with -guo is that the event has taken place at 
least once, and it is over now. Therefore -le hints at a result of the event, 
while -guo indicates the completion and discontinuity of the event.  

Sentences (3) and (4) illustrate this difference: 
 

(3) Zhangsan    qu    le   Beijing. 
      Zhangsan     go   LE  Beijing 
      ‘Zhangsan went to Beijing (and he is there now).’ 
 
(4) Zhangsan    qu    guo   Beijing. 
      Zhangsan    go  GUO  Beijing 
      ‘Zhangsan has been to Beijing.’ 

In (3), the result of Zhangsan’s action is that he is in Beijing now. In (4), 
Zhangsan has had the experience of being in Beijing once in the past, but 
that specific action is over, and whether or not he is there now is irrelevant to 
the present. 

Because in Mandarin an experience indicated by the marker -guo can only 
happen in the past, temporal adverbs that indicate the future cannot appear in 
a sentence with -guo. On the other hand, -le can be used with those adverbs: 

 
(5) Wo    mingtian   zuo le    zuoye          qu      ni      jia. 
       I      tomorrow   do  LE  homework   go   your   home 
      ‘I will go to your home tomorrow after having finished my home-

work.’ 
 
(6) * Wo  mingtian   zuo  guo     zuoye          qu     ni       jia. 
          I     tomorrow  do  GUO    homework   go   your   home 

Example (5) can use -le after the first verb, because the first action is bound-
ed by the subsequent action. This characteristic feature of -le will be dis-
cussed in section 2.1.2. 

Li and Thompson (1981:230) observe that -guo cannot follow verbs that 
describe “events that are not repeatable,” such as si ‘to die’, or lao ‘be old’, 
while -le can. According to them this is because -guo signals a past experi-
ence that is now over, but which should be repeatable. This restriction does 
not apply to -le, which goes well with these verbs.  

Sentences (7) and (8) illustrate this difference: 
 

(7) Zhangsan   lao  le. 
      Zhangsan  old  LE 
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        ‘Zhangsan has become old.’ 
 
(8) * Zhangsan   lao  guo. 
         Zhangsan  old  GUO 

2.1.2 The English perfective and the Mandarin marker -le 
In English, aspect and tense are conflated. As Smith (1997:169–170) points 
out, “English offers a consistent, obligatory choice of viewpoints in all 
tenses...Viewpoint is indicated by the presence or absence of the verbal 
auxiliary.” According to Smith, in English perfective aspect is phonetically 
zero, in contrast to the progressive viewpoint, which is be + ing. Klein 
(2009:53) illustrates about English grammatical aspect and tense (Time of 
Utterance, or TU) as below: 

  Perfective Imperfective 

Before TU  Eva slept Eva was sleeping 

At TU  Eva sleeps Eva is sleeping 

After TU  Eva will sleep Eva will be sleeping 

Before TU  Eva has slept Eva has been sleeping 

In English, when an event occurs in the past, the past tense is used, as in 
(9). When an event happened during a previous period of time and has 
some impact on or relation to the present time, the present perfect tense is 
used, as in (10): 

 
(9) I walked to school.  
 
(10) I have read the book. 

In (10), the event “read” happened in the past and was finished, but it fo-
cuses on the implication that “I” have the knowledge about the book now, 
so the present perfect tense is used, realized by the construction have/has + 
past participle.  

When an event occurred before another past event to which it is related, 
the past perfect tense is used, as in (11): 

 
(11) We had finished dinner when he came in, hungry.  

The construction for the past perfect tense is had + past participle. 
When an event occurs sometime in the future and has a connection with 

some even further time in the future, the future perfect tense is used: 



  20  

(12) I will have finished the report by tomorrow. 

Example (12) implies that the unfinished report will no longer be an issue 
tomorrow because “I” will finish it today. The future perfect tense is real-
ized by will/shall + have + past participle.  

All of the above sentences have the perfective aspect because they all 
present a completed event as a whole, following Smith (1991).  

Swedish is similar to English regarding the past, present, and perfect 
tenses, but not aspect (Teleman et al., 1999). Past tense is neutral regarding 
perfective and imperfective aspect in Swedish. The above English exam-
ples of tenses can be realized in Swedish by these following constructions 
and examples: 

Past:      
(13) Jag gick til skolan.  

Present perfect tense: har + supine 
 
(14) Jag har läst boken.  

Past perfect tense: hade + supine 
 
(15) Jag hade fått ett nytt jobb när de erbjöd mig jobbet.  

Future perfect tense in Swedish is different from English in that it usually 
uses the present perfect tense to express future perfect tense: har + supine; 
or the future perfect tense: ska/kommer att + ha + supine 

 
(16) Jag kommer att ha avslutat rapporten i morgon. 

According to Li and Thompson (1981:185–186), Mandarin perfective as-
pect shows that an event “is being viewed in its entirety,” and “an event is 
viewed in its entirety if it is bounded temporally, spatially, or conceptu-
ally.”  There are four ways for an event to be bounded, by being a quanti-
fied event, a definite or specific event, inherently bounded because of the 
meaning of the verb, or the first event in a sequence. When we closely ex-
amine these conditions under which -le is usually used, we can see that the 
English perfective and Mandarin -le are similar in that they both provide an 
endpoint of the event, but they also differ on some points, which I will state 
below. 

An event is quantified if it has a time limit or if it involves a quantity of 
some things. The event is bounded with both a beginning and an end point. 

 
(17)  Wo zai Beijing zhu  le  shi nian. 
          I     at  Beijing live LE ten year 
         ‘I lived in Beijing for 10 years.’ 
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Example (17) implies that “I” do not live in Beijing anymore. There is an 
endpoint to the situation. Note that adding a sentence-final le to the end 
would change the meaning to “I have lived in Beijing for 10 years,” which 
implies that “I” still live in Beijing, and the bounded event is the 10 years 
of residence. When the English perfective expresses a quantified event with 
a stative situation, the event is not necessarily bounded. For example, (18) 
actually suggests that “I” still live in Beijing. When the present perfect 
tense changes to the past perfect tense in (19), it could suggest either that 
“I” still live in the city or do not, depending on the context. 

 
(18) I have lived in Beijing for ten years. 
 
(19) I had lived in Beijing for ten years (before I moved to New 
York/before I realized how old the city was). 

When perfectives signal endpoints in English and Mandarin, there could 
also be differences in interpretation, as (20) and (21) illustrate: 

 
(20) Wo shu    le  100 meiyuan. 
          I   lose  LE 100 dollar 
          ‘I lost 100 dollars.’ 
 
(21) I have lost 100 dollars.     

Both sentences have the implication that the event has an endpoint of “los-
ing 100 dollars”. However, in (21) the English perfective does not have the 
implication that the event that causes the loss of money is over. Although 
the “losing 100 dollars” is completed, “I” could continue losing money. But 
in Mandarin, -le means a termination of the event, the event that causes the 
money to be lost is also over. Similar to (17), if a sentence-final le is added, 
then the sentence implies that the action that has caused “losing 100 dol-
lars” is still going on, while the event of “losing 100 dollars” itself is 
bounded.  

In conclusion, when expressing a quantified event, English in general al-
so uses the perfective aspect. However, it may not express the same bound-
edness as in Mandarin. 

A definite or specific event is often bounded “if the direct object is un-
derstood as a definite noun phrase” (Li and Thompson, 1981:192). 

 
(22) Wo wanfan chi  le yangrou. 
          I   dinner  eat LE  lamb 
          ‘I ate lamb for dinner.’ 
 
(23) ? I have eaten lamb for dinner. 
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English translations of the specific event are perfective, often with the past 
tense. Sentences like (23) are generally not used. They will only be accept-
able under special conditions such as when “I” am offered lamb again after 
the dinner time. To express a specific event like this one, Mandarin almost 
always uses the perfective aspect because it is a bounded event. 

Verbs that are inherently bounded, such as wang ‘forget’, or si ‘die’, 
have an end point in their meaning and therefore must have -le. In English, 
perfective aspect is not obligatory with these verbs. Imperfective aspect can 
also be used, because the progressive aspect can focus on the process that 
leads to the end. As illustrated below, (24) and (25) show that both lan-
guages can use the perfective with these words: 

 
(24)  Wo wang   le   ta    de    mingzi. 
           I   forget  LE  he GEN name 
           ‘I forgot his name.’ 
 
(25) Ta    si     le. 
        He  die  LE 
         ‘He died.’ 

Example (26) shows that for some of these words, English can use the pro-
gressive aspect, while Mandarin cannot, as in (27). 

 
(26) He is dying. 
 
 (27) * Ta  zai  si. 
            He ZAI die 

In Mandarin, when a series of events are happening one after another, the 
first event is often bounded, thus -le is used. 

 
(28) Wo qu   le yinhang jiu   qu   ni     jia. 
          I   go  LE bank    then go your   home 
          ‘I will go to your home after going to the bank.’ 
 
(29) I will go to your home after I go to the bank. 

In Swedish, the perfect tense is often used to express that a completed ac-
tion precedes another action in the future: 

 
(30) När jag har varit på banken kommer jag att gå hem till dig.  
        ‘When I have been to the bank I will go to your home.’ 

Some English sentences with perfective aspect cannot be translated into 
Mandarin sentences using the perfective aspect markers -le or -guo. 

 
(31) I will have finished all the work by tomorrow. 
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        ‘Wo mingtian   zhiqian  jiu     neng zuo  wan    suoyou gongzuo.’ 
           I    tomorrow  before   then   can    do   finish     all         work 

2.1.3 The Mandarin marker -guo and its English and Swedish 
translation 
The marker -guo fundamentally emphasizes that an event has been experi-
enced at least once, sometime in the past. It hints at a sense of discontinuity 
of the event. There is no counterpart in English or Swedish for -guo. In the 
English or Swedish translations of -guo sentences, it is often necessary to 
add adverbials such as ‘already’, ‘before’ or ‘once’:  

 
(32)  Wo kan     guo    na    bu    dianying. 
         I    watch GUO   that  CL   movie 

‘I have already seen that movie.’ 
‘Jag har redan sett den filmen.’  

Because -guo emphasizes the experience, it can often be used to translate 
past perfect tense in English or Swedish. 

 
(33) She had worked here before 1950. 
        “Ta 1950 nian   qian     zai zheli gongzuo guo.” 
          She 1950 year  before at    here  work    GUO 

2.1.4 The Mandarin imperfective markers zai- and -zhe 
Smith (1991) defined the imperfective aspect as verbal forms of a language 
that represent a situation not in its entirety but rather in the internal tempo-
ral constituency, or more specifically, an internal portion of a situation 
where there is no explicit beginning or end point. 

Comrie (1976) divided imperfective aspect into habitual versus continu-
ous, and continuous into progressive versus non-progressive. Mandarin 
does not have a habitual aspect marker. Therefore there are only the pro-
gressive markers zai- and -zhe. The main difference between them is that 
zai- specifically refers to action in progress, while zhe- can also refer to a 
continuing state as the result of actions. 

The marker zai- was originally an existential verb, and was subsequently 
grammaticalized into a locative marker and a progressive marker. The 
marker -zhe was a main verb that meant arrival, and was grammaticalized 
into an imperfective aspect marker. In Mandarin, the pre-verbal marker zai- 
focuses on the continuity of an action, and the post-verbal marker -zhe fo-
cuses on the durativity of a state. The marker zai- cannot be used with sta-
tive verbs. The marker -zhe is used mostly with verbs that specify a state. 
This is because, as Huang et al. (1989) observed, that zai- in the sense of 
immediacy asserts an ongoing activity, while -zhe, with its sense of re-
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moteness, emphasizes a resultant state, or pragmatically that there is some 
kind of background information. We can see this difference between these 
two markers in the following examples (34) and (35): 

 
(34) Ta  zai   dai  maozi. 
         he  ZAI wear  hat 
         ‘He is putting on a hat.’ 
 
(35) Ta  dai    zhe maozi. 
         he  wear ZHE  hat 
         ‘He is wearing a hat.’ 

Moreover, verbs that do not imply durativity cannot be followed by -zhe, 
for instance si ‘die’, diu ‘lose’. The marker zai- can only follow activity 
verbs to signal progressive aspect. Li and Thompson (1981:217) defined 
activity verbs as verbs that “signal the active participation and involvement 
of an animate subject in an event.” Examples of activity verbs are pao 
‘run’, xue ‘learn’ and of verbs that are not activity verbs gao ‘being tall’, 
bing ‘being ill’, etc. More of the distinction between the verbs will be dis-
cussed in section 2.2 regarding lexical aspects. 

The marker -zhe is most commonly used in two ways. One occurs in ex-
istential constructions with verbs of posture such as gua ‘hang’ or zuo ‘sit’. 
Here -zhe expresses “a continuous and stable situation without regard to 
endpoints” (Smith, 1994:122).  Examples (36) and (37) are some examples. 

 
(36) Qiang shang gua      zhe       yi   fu    hua. 
        wall   on    hang    ZHE   one  CL  painting 
         ‘There is a painting hanging on the wall.’ 
 
(37)  Shafa shang zuo    zhe      yi     ge   ren. 
         sofa      in      sit   ZHE    one  CL person 
         ‘There is one person sitting on the sofa.’ 

The other one is to signal that “one event provides durative background for 
another event” (Li & Thompson, 1989:223), as in (38).  

 
(38) Ta chang zhe    ge        xi     wan. 
         he  sing  ZHE  song   wash  dish 
         ‘He is singing while washing the dishes.’ 

2.1.5 English and Mandarin imperfectives 
Similar to the Mandarin imperfectives, English progressive aspect signals 
an ongoing or durative event. English uses the construction be + present 
participle to express the progressive aspect. It can often be translated into 
Mandarin by using zai- and -zhe. 
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(39) He is reading a book. 
        ‘Ta zai    kan  shu.’ 
          he ZAI  read book  
 
(40) He is holding a pen. 
        ‘Ta  na    zhe   yi   zhi bi.’ 
          he hold ZHE one CL pen 

In Swedish the notion of progressive is usually not signaled with any spe-
cial marker, but it may optionally be expressed with various periphrastic 
constructions: hålla på att + Infinitive/ vara i färd med att + Infinitive. 
These markings stress that the action is in progress. There is a special con-
struction in Swedish expressing progress, two verbs in the present linked by 
och ‘and’, with the first verb being a location verb with the sense of loca-
tion being weakened (Holmes & Hinchliffe, 2003). Therefore, the above 
sentence (40) could be translated into Swedish as in (41), (42), and (43). 

 
(41) Han läser en bok. 
 
(42) Han sitter och läser. 
 
(43) Han håller på att läsa en bok.  

Sentence (40) could be translated into Swedish in the present tense: 
 

(44) Han håller i en penna.  

In English, the progressive aspect can appear with past, present, and future 
tense markings. Mandarin does not have a tense system and mostly uses 
time adverbials to distinguish when in the time line the action in progress 
happens. For example, both (45) and (46) can be translated into (47): 

 
(45) She is going to a football match (tomorrow afternoon). 
 
(46) She will be going to a football match (tomorrow afternoon). 
 
(47) Ta   mingtian  xiawu        qu   kan     yi    chang   zuqiu      sai. 
        she tomorrow afternoon   go watch  one   CL      football   match 

Swedish conveys the progressive meaning by using the simple past, pre-
sent, or future tense.  In Swedish, (45) would be: 

 
(48) Hon går på fotboll  imorgon eftermiddag. 

Swedish and English do not have forms corresponding to the Mandarin 
imperfective aspect marker -zhe. Yeh (1993) points out that zai- asserts 
ongoing activity in the process of an event while -zhe emphasizes a resulta-
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tive state. Therefore the same verb, even an activity verb, can express activ-
ity when following zai- and stativity when followed by -zhe. For example, 
if we use zai- instead of -zhe, sentence (44) will turn into (49) in English 
and (50) in Swedish, that is to say, from a stative event in which a pen is 
being held into an action in which “he” is sticking out his hand to take a 
pen: 

 
(49)  Ta  zai  na      yi   zhi  bi. 
         he  ZAI take  one CL pen 
         ‘He is taking a pen.’ 
 
(50)  ‘Han tar en penna.’ 

From (44) and (50) we can see that the same verb, na, is translated into 
‘hold’ / ‘hålla’ with -zhe and ‘take’ / ‘ta’ with zai-.   

There are some restrictions on using zai- with certain verbs that do not 
have such restrictions in the English or Swedish progressive, as we have 
discussed in section 2.1.2: 

 
(51) * Ta zai si. 
            He ZAI die 
 
(52)  ‘He is dying.’ 
 
(53)  ‘Han håller på att dö.’  
 
(54) *Ta zai ying. 
          He ZAI win 
 
(55)  ‘He is winning.’ 
 
(56)  ‘Han håller på att vinna.’ 

Because si ‘die’ or ying ‘win’ in Mandarin indicate a telic and punctual 
event, they cannot follow zai-. The reason concerns the relationship be-
tween lexical and grammatical aspect, which we will discuss in section 2.2. 
In English or Swedish there are also restrictions on using telic and punctual 
verbs with the progressive, but when the focus is on the process that is 
reaching the end point of the event, the progressive is allowed. 

2.1.6 The English perfect progressive  
The English perfect progressive combines the sense of “prior” with the 
meaning of “incompleteness.” It indicates that an event that began previ-
ously is still in progress at the time of speaking. It is realized by the auxil-
iary construction have/has/had + been + present participle. It has imperfec-
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tive aspect. It does not have a Swedish or Mandarin equivalent. The Man-
darin or Swedish translations can use either the Mandarin perfective aspect 
or the Swedish perfect tense, as in (57) or the Mandarin imperfective, as in 
(58).  

 
(57) I will have been working on this project for five years next month. 
        ‘Xia    ge    yue    wo zuo zhege xiangmu jiu  wu   nian le.’  
          next   CL  month  I    do  this     project then five  year LE 

‘Jag har arbetat med detta project i fem år nästa månad.’ 
 

(58) I have been cleaning the house. 
       ‘Wo yizhi             zai   dashao fangzi.’  
          I    all the time   ZAI  clean    house 

In (58) the Mandarin translation uses the word yizhi ‘all the time’ to stress 
the point that the action starts in the past and is continuing at the time of 
speaking. Without this word, the emphasis in the original sentence that the 
action started in the past would be lost in the translation. Instead, there 
would be only a progressive reading.  

The perfect progressive focuses on the duration of an event, so it cannot 
be used with stative verbs, as in any English imperfectives:  

 
(59) *I have been knowing Jack for years. 

Instead, the perfective aspect is used: 
 

(60) I have known Jack for years. 

The perfect progressive is often used with a repeated activity: 
 

(61) I have been calling him this afternoon. 

In this case, Mandarin would use zai-: 
 

(62) Wo jintian xiawu         yizhi    zai  gei    ta     da    dianhua. 
         I   today  afternoon    always ZAI give him make phone call 

In Swedish the perfect tense is often used to express a repeated action: 
 

(63) Jag har ringt honom hela eftermiddagen. 

Moreover, if an activity cannot be repeated, the progressive cannot be used: 
 

(64) *I have been breaking this glass. 
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2.1.7 Neutral aspect 
A neutral aspect is proposed by Smith (1991) for situations where the lan-
guage under investigation does not have any viewpoint markings.  

In English, it is obligatory to use morphological means to indicate verb 
tense or aspect. Therefore all verbs have either perfective or imperfective 
aspect, and there is no neutral aspect. Mandarin does not have tense as a 
grammatical category, and aspect markers are not obligatory. Time is ex-
pressed lexically with temporal adverbials or aspect markers, or is implied 
in the context. Therefore, even without context, we can always know the 
timeline of an English sentence, but not always that of a Mandarin sen-
tence. In Mandarin, when sentences have no aspect markers and no tempo-
ral adverbials, the judgment of time often relies on situation aspect, i.e., the 
inherent temporal meaning of the verb; or pragmatic means, such as 
chronological order.  

When there is no aspect marking in a Mandarin sentence, then the sen-
tence has a default neutral aspect, as pointed out by Li and Thompson and 
mentioned in section 2.1. The aspectual interpretation of a sentence with 
neutral aspect often relies on the context. Consequently, the interpretation 
of a neutral aspect can be perfective, as with the verb qing ‘invite’ in (65) 
or imperfective, as with the verbs zhan ‘stand’ and chuan ‘wear’ in (66): 

          
(65)  Wo shang  ge  yue     qu Bingdao chuchai.  
          I     last     CL month go Iceland  work   

Kehu qing wo chi yangrou,    hen  hao   chi. 
client invite I   eat   lamb        very good eat  
‘I went to Iceland for a business trip last month. My client invited me 

to eat lamb, and it was good.’ 
 

(66) Wo  jin   bangongshi de   shihou ta  zai      da      dianhua,  
I  enter office        GEN  time   she ZAI  make telephone  

zhan   zai   chuang qian,  chuan   bai   xifu. 
stand  ZAI window front  wear white  suit 

‘She was speaking on the phone when I went in the office, standing in 
front of the window, wearing a white suit.’  

2.2 Lexical aspect  
The inherent meanings of verbs carry important temporal information, which 
is called lexical aspect. The lexical aspect of verbs is divided into different 
categories according to different standards. For example, Vendler (1957) 
points out that English verbs imply common time schemata and proposes 
four aspectual categories for verbs and verb phrases: states (SAT: persist 
over time without change, e.g.: know), activities (ACT: have inherent dura-
tion, involve a span of time, e.g.: run), accomplishments (ACC: have both an 
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endpoint and inherent duration, e.g.: build a house), and achievements 
(ACH: capture the beginning or the end of an action, e.g.: win). Comrie 
(1976) uses binary categories to indicate the features of the verb, such as 
stative and dynamic; punctual and nonpunctual; or telic and atelic. Although 
Vendler only concentrated on verbs in his classification, it is now commonly 
accepted that the classification is not only about verbs, but rather the whole 
predicate. The predicate that is classified could include not only the object, 
but the directional phrase, or adpositions. In the current study, I use lexical 
aspect to refer to the classification of the whole predicate. It also goes with-
out saying that the same verb can appear in different predicates and belong 
to different lexical aspect categories. In the present study, the terms activity 
verbs, state verbs, accomplishment verbs and achievement verbs could be 
used to refer to the different lexical aspect categories, following the Aspect 
Hypothesis (see section 2.3.1). 

Based on categories provided by Vendler, Andersen (1986, 1991) em-
ployed the four-way classifications, which has become the framework most 
widely used today (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). These distinctions have a univer-
sal conceptual basis (Smith, 1983, 1991). However, it is necessary to point 
out that even though concepts like states and activity are universal, which 
verbs encode state and which ones encode activity can be language-specific. 
For example, Comrie (1976) gives an example of how English and Portu-
guese treat perception verbs, e.g. see and hear, differently. In English they 
are stative and do not accept progressive marking whereas in Portuguese 
they are active and can be used with progressive marking. Therefore there is 
a need to distinguish the inherent meanings of verbs from temporal proper-
ties of situations (cf. Li & Shirai, 2000: 17).  

Many linguists working on the identification of Mandarin lexical aspects 
also follow Vendler’s categorizations. Tai (1984), when systematically ana-
lyzing the lexical aspects of Mandarin verbs, provides three categories: STA, 
ACT, and Result. He argues that all results in Mandarin emphasize the end 
point rather than the process of the action, and that therefore there should be 
no differentiation between accomplishments and achievements. He noted 
that the resultative verb construction (RVC, cf., Li & Thompson, 1989:54–
68) in Mandarin has special features and cannot be marked with progressive 
aspect. Therefore he called both ACC and ACH in Mandarin Results. How-
ever, Li and Shirai (2000) argue that the RVC comprised achievement verbs, 
just like other telic verbs that incorporate both punctuality and resultativity. 
And there is indeed difference between ACC and ACH lexical aspect verbs 
in Mandarin, because ACC has durativity and ACH does not. 

Smith (1991) presents four categories of lexical aspect in Chinese that can 
be identified with Vendler’s categories: activities ACT, accomplishments 
ACC, achievements ACH, states STA. She adds a fifth category, 
semelfactive SEM, which includes predicates that are neither stative, 
durative, nor telic, e.g. cough, tap, knock. SEM is similar to ACH in that it is 
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dynamic and punctual, but unlike ACH it does not have a natural endpoint. 
The special feature of SEM, as Smith indicated, is that when presented in the 
imperfective aspect or with temporal adverbials that indicate duration, SEM 
are interpreted as specifying a repeated event. This is also the case in 
Mandarin. Mandarin SEM verbs such as tiao ‘jump’ or ti ‘kick’ also indicate 
repeated events when combined with the imperfective markers zai- and -zhe.  

Bardovi-Harlig (2000) quotes Andersen and Shirai’s (1994:134) contin-
uum of four categories of lexical aspect from the least to the most inherently 
perfective: state (-dynamic, telic, -punctual), activity (dynamic, -telic, -
punctual), accomplishment (dynamic, telic, -punctual) and achievement (dy-
namic, telic, punctual). Similarly, semelfactive can be characterized as dy-
namic, telic, punctual. But the position of SEM in the continuum is not clear. 
As for lexical aspect categories in Swedish, Andersson (1977), Christensen 
(1995), and Teleman et al. (1999) have all presented the lexical aspect cate-
gories following the semantic features of the verbs. Teleman et al. (1999: 
324) present these categories following Vendler’s classification: Tillstånd 
(states); Oavgränsade processer (unbounded processes, i.e. activity); av-
gränsade processer (bounded processes, i.e. accomplishment); punktuella 
händelser (punctual events, i.e. achievement).  

Duff and Li (2002) point out that in Mandarin the closer a verb is to the 
achievement of this continuum, the more perfective it is, and the more likely 
it is to be marked with le. Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of the five 
lexical aspect categories: 

Table 2. Characteristics of the five lexical aspect categories  

 Dynamic Telic Punctual 

STA - - - 

ACT + - - 

ACC + + - 

ACH + + + 

SEM + - + 

Table 2 has been formulated by the author based on the information from 
Vendler (1957, 1967) and Smith (1991). The contrast between “-dynamic” 
and “+dynamic” distinguishes between events that are stative, which refers 
to unchanged non-active moments without endpoints, and active, which re-
fers to unchanged moments that are dynamic in nature.  
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A further distinction is then made within the “+dynamic” events, those of 
which that involve a natural endpoint, “+telic,” and those do not, “-telic.” 
For example, the word “run” is dynamic without an endpoint, but with “run 
10 minutes,” the action will come to an end when 10 minutes are up. There-
fore “run” is ACT and “run 10 minutes” is ACC.  

A third contrastive feature that further distinguishes the categories are 
“+punctual” and “-punctual,” which refer to whether the event is durative in 
nature, “-punctual,” or not, “+punctual.” Usually the stative, active, and ac-
complishment events are durative, while the achievements and semelfactives 
are instantaneous. 

Grammatical aspect markers and the lexical aspects are correlated cross-
linguistically. As Li and Shirai (2000) point out, the interpretation of aspect 
markers often depends on the lexical aspect of the predicate. On the other 
hand, the interpretation of the lexical aspects also often depends on the co-
occurring grammatical aspect marker. There are natural associations between 
lexical and grammatical aspect, for example, between the perfective aspect 
and lexical aspect with the feature “+telic,” which is because perfective as-
pect presents a situation as a whole with a beginning and an ending point, 
and therefore as a telic situation; similarly, imperfective aspect and the lexi-
cal aspect feature “-telic” are associated because imperfective aspect pre-
sents a situation without any reference to its end points, just as do atelic situ-
ations. Therefore it is predictable that achievements could be incompatible 
with imperfective aspect, and statives will usually be incompatible with per-
fective aspect. Statives are usually incompatible with progressive aspect 
because progressive aspect requires a dynamic situation that is ongoing with 
successive phases, and statives usually refer to a homogeneous situation 
without phases. There are exceptions to these constraints, especially in cases 
with habitual reference.  

In Mandarin, these natural combinations are realized for example in the 
perfective marker -le and ACC/ACH, the imperfective marker zai- and ACT, 
and the marker -zhe and STA. In the present study I will look into whether 
learners of Mandarin are sensitive to these natural (and less natural) combi-
nations and why. We know from the previous research in this field that in 
order to acquire the usage of aspect markers, the lexical aspect that can com-
bine with the aspect markers must be learned at the same time.  

Table 3 is formulated by the author based on information from Li and 
Shirai (2000) and the characteristics of Mandarin aspect markers to show the 
general rule where lexical and grammatical aspect may or may not interact in 
Mandarin. The X in the table indicates where the combination of aspect 
markers and lexical aspect is not allowed. The non-telic and non-punctual 
ACT cannot be presented with the perfective marker. STA does not have an 
end point, and usually cannot be presented with the progressive aspect, ex-
cept when indicating existential meaning. The non-durative ACH cannot be 
presented with the imperfective markers. 
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Table 3. Interactions between lexical and grammatical aspect in Mandarin 

 Perfective Markers Imperfective Markers 

Lexical Aspect -le -guo -zhe zai- 

STA  X*   X 

ACT X    

ACC     

ACH   X X 

SEM     

*A few stative verbs are compatible with -le when followed by a quantified object, because it 
then signals a bounded event. 

The interaction between lexical and grammatical aspects is presented in lan-
guage-specific ways. For example, in many languages, perfective aspect 
tends not to associate with STA because states do not change and thus do not 
have end points. The combination of perfective and STA in many languages 
can render an inchoative. In Mandarin, however, it is possible to use STA+-
guo due to the meaning of discontinuity implied by –guo. Therefore it essen-
tially means that the state has ceased to be, and thus has ended.  

 
(67) Wo xihuan guo     ta.  

I     like     GUO  him 
‘I liked him before (but not any more).’ 

In English, as Smith (1997) points out, the perfective aspect can be used with 
all lexical aspects, and it presents events as closed and states as open. When 
English perfective is used in STA sentences, the reading can be open or 
closed. Consider sentence (67). In English, readings (68) and (69) are both 
possible: 

 
(68) I liked him, but not any more. 
 
(69) I liked him then, and I still like him now. 

Smith goes on further to explain that the English perfective usually interacts 
with situation types to present a sentence with an end point. But with sta-
tives, the endpoints are open. This is because endpoints involve change of 
state but statives do not include endpoints in their schema. Therefore the 
context decides between a closed or open interpretation of a perfective sen-
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tence with STA. The progressive aspect in English focuses only on part of a 
situation and no endpoints.  

 
So far I have compared English and Mandarin grammatical aspect and the 
Swedish tense system at the morphological level. Temporal expressions in 
English and Swedish rely heavily on tense, concentrating on when an action 
happens. In Mandarin, there is no grammatical tense, but instead grammati-
cal aspect, which is mainly presented by the four aspect markers expressing 
perfective and imperfective aspects. English uses fully grammaticalized in-
flectional markers or periphrasis of tense and aspect, while Mandarin does 
not have inflectional morphology. Instead Mandarin has particles for its 
grammatical aspect system. These particles differ from inflections in that 
they are not phonologically bound to the verb stems.  

Grammatical aspect has been defined as “different ways of viewing the 
internal temporal constituency of a situation” (Comrie 1976:3). Lexical as-
pect refers to the inherent semantic properties of predicates. While lexical 
aspect has a strong tendency to be universal across languages, grammatical 
aspect is language specific. A comparison of grammatical aspect in Swedish, 
English, and Mandarin can help us better understand these languages’ tem-
poral expressions. Smith (1991) divides grammatical aspect into three cate-
gories: the perfective, the imperfective, and the default neutral aspect. And 
based on Vendler’s classification, lexical aspect is categorized into STA, 
ACT, ACC, ACH, and SEM. I will follow these categories in my study.   

We now have discussed the theoretical points that are important to the 
present study. Next we will turn to some theories concerning the acquisition 
of tense-aspect system. 

2.3 Three Hypotheses  

2.3.1 The Aspect Hypothesis 
As Li and Shirai (2000) have pointed out, research on the L2 acquisition of 
aspect started in the mid 1980s. Andersen (1986, 1991) has analyzed 
longitudinal conversational data from two uninstructed native English 
speakers learning Spanish. The results show the following developmental 
path. Preterite (perfective past) appeared earlier than past imperfective, and 
the verbs that emerged with preterite had the order achievement, 
accomplishment, activity, state; while the verbs that emerged with past 
imperfective had the order state, activity, accomplishment, achievement. The 
results also confirm results from previous L1 studies about the perfective 
past being first associated with the semantic characteristics of “+punctual, 
+telic, +dynamic,” and imperfective past with “-punctual, -telic, -dynamic.” 
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In a cross-sectional study by Ramsay (1990) of classroom-instructed Spanish 
learners, similar developmental patterns were found through a picture-
retelling oral narrative task. These studies pioneered the research on the 
association between lexical aspect and tense-aspect morphology. Bardovi-
Harlig and Bergström (1996) had classroom ESL learners do a written film-
retelling task. This study also found that the learners had the same 
developmental pattern concerning lexical aspect and tense-aspect 
morphology. Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds (1995), in a large-scale cross-
sectional study had learners do a fill-in-the-blanks test. The results showed 
that in obligatory past contexts, learners had more problem using past tenses 
for activities and states than for achievements. The L2 acquisition of Italian 
(Giacalone Ramat, 1995, 1997), Dutch (House, 1994), Japanese (Shirai, 
1995; Shirai & Kurono, 1998), and French (Kaplan, 1987; Salaberry, 1998), 
whether using longitudinal or cross-sectional tests, or with instructed or un-
instructed learners, all showed similar results: perfective past emerges before 
imperfective past, and perfective past is mostly first used with achievements 
and accomplishments, while imperfective past is mostly first used with states 
and activities. These results are consistent with studies on L1 acquisition 
results. (Li & Shirai, 2000) The above data led to the formulation of the As-
pect Hypothesis. 

1. Learners initially use (perfective) past marking on achievement and ac-
complishment verbs, eventually extending use to activity and state verbs. 

2. In languages that encode the perfective/imperfective distinction mor-
phologically, imperfective past appears later than perfective past, and imper-
fective past marking begins with stative and activity (i.e. atelic) verbs, then 
extends to accomplishment and achievement (i.e. telic) verbs. 

3. In languages that have progressive aspect, progressive marking begins 
with activity verbs, then extends to accomplishment and achievement verbs. 

4. Progressive markings are not incorrectly overextended to statives. 
(Shirai, 2002: 456) 

Anderson and Shirai (1994) refer to these patterns as the Aspect Hypothesis. 
Li and Shirai (2000) point out that although the hypothesis is applicable to 
both first language (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition, 4 is problem-
atic for L2 acquisition. Learners could use progressive morphology incor-
rectly with stative verbs, as shown in Robison’s (1990) case study of one 
Spanish learner of English. However, the results of such a small sample 
should be treated with caution. There are also several studies that challenge 
the hypothesis. Bergström (1995) used both a fill-in-the-blanks test and a 
written narrative film-retelling task to study French L2 acquisition by class-
room learners. The results showed higher marking of past perfective on ac-
tivity verbs than on accomplishment verbs. She also observed that the high-
est proficiency learners showed the highest congruence with the hypothesis, 
which contradicts the hypothesis. Salaberry (1997, 1999) did cross-sectional 
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studies of classroom L2 learners of Spanish with an oral film-retelling task 
and a cloze passage written task. The results showed that higher proficiency 
level learners had higher marking of perfective past with telic verbs, and 
more imperfectives with atelic verbs. Many debates have arisen in relation to 
these counterexamples to the hypothesis concerning the notion of tense and 
aspect in the interlanguage. Obviously it is important to perform more em-
pirical study of the acquisition of a variety of languages and seek an explana-
tion of the hypothesis in order to reconcile the debates.  

Shirai (2002) points out that although previous studies have established 
that there is strong influence of lexical aspect on the second language acqui-
sition of tense-aspect morphology, the explanation of this influence is still 
not clear. Moreover, Anderson and Shirai (1994) have proposed some gen-
eral principles to account for the association, such as the Distributional Bias 
Hypothesis and the Prototype Model, the two alternative hypotheses that 
compete with each other, and which I will discuss in sections 2.3.2 and 
2.3.3. It is also my intention to test the Aspect Hypothesis, the Distributional 
Bias Hypothesis, and the Prototype Model against the underlying mecha-
nisms of the patterns that are observed in the data on second language ac-
quisition of Mandarin Chinese.     

2.3.2 The Distributional Bias Hypothesis 
Andersen (1993) and Andersen and Shirai (1994, 1996) have proposed the 
Distributional Bias Hypothesis namely that “native speakers in normal inter-
action with other native speakers tend to use each verb aspect morpheme 
with a specific class of verbs, also following the aspect hypothesis” (Ander-
sen & Shirai, 1994:137). This hypothesis proposes input as the cause of the 
Aspect Hypothesis. Empirical studies of both first and second language ac-
quisition supports this hypothesis. Shirai (2009) has investigated distribu-
tional bias as an explanation of semantic bias in children’s language. In the 
caretaker-child interaction data in English he found 60% of adults’ use of 
progressive and past tense markings are attached to their prototypical use 
(activity and achievement verbs) while in children’s speech 95% are re-
stricted to the prototype use.  

2.3.3 The Prototype Model 
The notion of “prototype” has been used by Andersen (1991), Shirai (1991), 
Andersen & Shirai (1994), and Shirai & Andersen (1995) as “a characteriza-
tion of early tense aspect morphology” (Shirai, 2002:457). Shirai has also 
pointed out that this notion is originally derived from the cognitive psy-
chologist Eleanor Rosch and that it basically “assumes an internal structure 
within a category, with some members of the category being more basic, or 
more prototypical, than others.” When applied to language acquisition, it 
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means “prototypical members of a category are acquired earlier than less 
prototypical members” (Shirai, 2002:457).  In the studies of L1 English ac-
quisition of tense-aspect morphology, there are consistent findings that chil-
dren start with the application of prototype inflections and then gradually 
extend it to non-prototypes (Li & Shirai, 2000). Therefore, Shirai (1991), 
Andersen and Shirai (1994), and Shirai and Andersen (1995) proposed the 
Prototype Model as an explanation of the Aspect Hypothesis. Based on this 
model, the acquisition sequences that were observed can be explained by the 
acquisition starting from the prototype members of a linguistic category then 
extending to peripheral members. Shirai (2002:457) gives an example of the 
prototypical past as [+punctual], [+telic], [+result], which means that the 
prototypical past “tends to describe an instantaneous event that results in 
some observable result,” which is why there is a “strong correlation between 
past tense morphology and achievement verbs.” Similarly, the prototypical 
progressive that is acquired first is “action-in-progress,” and more specifi-
cally, [+dynamic, -telic].  

Andersen and Shirai (1994) proposed that it is very difficult for language 
learners to use tense-aspect morphology outside of the prototypical use while 
proficient speakers have no problems with it. While it is true that in the L2 
acquisition data the prototypical combinations are more frequent than non-
prototypical combinations at all developmental stages, production data of 
empirical studies do not support the hypothesis of the extended use of non-
prototypical combinations as the learner’s proficiency level increases. On the 
contrary, the use prototypical combination strengthens as learners’ profi-
ciency level increases (Li & Shirai, 2000). 

In this chapter, basic terms and theories that this study employ or test have 
been introduced. Before going into the discussion of the design and imple-
mentation of experiments, the next chapter presents literature on the L1 and 
L2 acquisition of Mandarin aspect markers. 
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3 Literature on the acquisition of Mandarin 
aspect markers 

Traditionally, aspectual studies in Chinese are confined to the grammatical 
markers. In the last decade, scholarly attention has also been directed to the 
lexical aspects. The acquisition of Mandarin temporal systems, especially 
second language acquisition is a relatively new topic in the field. In this 
chapter, I first review some major studies that were done in the field of first 
and second language acquisition of aspect in Mandarin. Then I summarize 
and compare these studies with the present study, which is original firstly by 
having subjects with L1 Swedish and L2 Mandarin, and secondly by using 
multiple methods of experiment.  

3.1 Research on first language acquisition of Mandarin 
aspect markers 

First language (L1) acquisition studies of Mandarin provide an important 
foundation for research on second language (L2) acquisition.  However, very 
few important studies have been done of the L1 tense-aspect acquisition of 
Mandarin. Erbaugh’s (1978, 1992) and Li and Bowerman’s (1998) studies 
are notable exceptions in the sense of being the pioneers in the field. 

3.1.1 Erbaugh (1978, 1992)  
Erbaugh (1978, 1992) summarized the acquisition sequence of the four 
markers as -le, zai-, -zhe, and –guo, in a lengthy longitudinal study of natural 
speech of four children from the age of one to three in Taiwan. In 64 hours 
of audiotaped data collected in the children’s homes, there were 2,300 tokens 
of -le, 108 tokens of zai-, 50 tokens of -zhe, and 34 tokens of -guo respec-
tively. 55% of these instances of -le referred to the immediate past with 
highly transitive punctual verbs. By age three, the children could produce all 
the aspect markers. Erbaugh suggested that a similar distributional bias was 
also presented in adult speech. The most interesting result of her study was 
that the children had better control of the markers than other forms of time 
expressions such as adverbs. This was exactly the opposite of Bardovi-
Harlig’s (2000) proposal about L2 learners acquiring discourse principles 



  38  

and lexical means before morphological means in their tense-aspect acquisi-
tion.  

3.1.2 Li and Bowerman (1998) 
Li and Bowerman (1998) studied first language acquisition of Mandarin to 
test two hypotheses. The first was the Language Bioprogram Hypothesis 
(Bickerton 1981, 1984), which states that children are innately sensitive to 
the distinctions between process and state, and between punctual and non-
punctual meanings. The second is the Basic Child Grammar Hypothesis 
(Slobin, 1985), which states that children are oriented from the beginning to 
a major temporal contrast between process and result. These two hypotheses 
both explain the acquisition of tense and aspect by reference to innate or 
prelinguistically determined factors. However, Li and Bowerman questioned 
them and emphasized the importance of input and of the children’s role in 
analyzing patterns of input. They wanted to see if children’s control of as-
pectual distinctions was actually caused by their sensitivity to patterns in the 
input rather than to the prelinguistic factors.  

Li and Bowerman did three experiments about how children comprehend 
and use aspect markers in Mandarin Chinese. They examined the role of 
lexical aspect in children’s acquisition of grammatical aspect. They first 
discussed the four grammatical aspect markers and categories of lexical as-
pect in Mandarin. The lexical aspect categories were discussed in section 
2.2. I repeat here Vendler’s (1957) classification of English verbs into four 
types of lexical aspect: state (stative, durative, -telic), activity (-stative, dura-
tive, -telic), accomplishment (-stative, durative, telic), and achievement (-
stative, -durative, telic). The classification of Mandarin lexical aspect fol-
lowed these categories with some additions. Li and Bowerman presented six 
categories of lexical aspect in Mandarin: activities, accomplishments, 
achievements, states, semelfactives, and mixed telic-stative verbs. The 
mixed telic-stative verbs describe both the action, punctual or durative, and 
the stative result of the action. Li and Bowerman held that the special char-
acteristic of these verbs is that when they are used with the marker zai-, they 
act as activity verbs, and when they are used with the marker -zhe, which 
emphasizes the continuing of a state as the result of actions, they act as dura-
tive verbs.  

The subjects were 135 kindergarten children in Beijing. The children 
were divided into three age groups: four, five, and six year olds. The ex-
periments examined comprehension, production, and imitation. These ex-
periments focused on children’s understanding and use of the combinations 
of aspect markers and lexical aspects. Log-linear analysis was used because 
it was very useful for developmental research in analyzing complex fre-
quency data. The results showed that grammatical aspect and lexical aspect 
interacted to determine the pattern of children’s correct responses, suggest-
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ing that the lexical aspect of verbs played a significant role in children’s 
comprehension of grammatical aspect of Mandarin. The study revealed that 
children acquired -le first, and that they strongly associated -le with resulta-
tive and telic verbs. The results were not consistent with the Language Bio-
program Hypothesis; the children did not distinguish between activity and 
stative verbs in their use of aspect markers. The findings were consistent 
with the Basic Child Grammar hypothesis in that the children were highly 
sensitive to this contrast; in all three experiments the children treated activity 
verbs differently from verbs that encoded telicity or resultativity. But Li and 
Bowerman did not believe this was due to prelinguistically determined fac-
tors. Instead they proposed a model that emphasized the status of input, 
namely, that children could detect patterns in the linguistic input by forming 
prototypes through connectionist networks.  

Erbaugh’s study is pioneering study in the field. Li and Bowerman’s 
study has a rich theoretical background. The experimental design yields a 
variety of data. Since this is an L1 acquisition study, it would be even better 
if they also had collected and analyzed data from spontaneous naturalistic 
language. The combination of both kinds of data can better help us under-
stand the acquisition process. Their study also lacked an adult control group. 
The use of log-linear analysis in studies of developmental patterns has prov-
en to be very successful.  

3.2 Research on second language acquisition of 
Mandarin aspect markers 

This section is devoted to some major studies in SLA that concern L2 acqui-
sition of aspect markers in Mandarin.   

3.2.1 Wen (1995)  
Wen (1995) analyzed the perfective -le and sentence-final particle le as 
used by 14 native English speakers taking Mandarin language courses at 
American colleges at beginning and advanced levels. The study followed 
Ellis’s (1989) coherent model and Bailey’s (1989) proposal that in SLA the 
researcher should recognize and account not only for emerging forms but 
also for the discourse functions of the forms, which play an important role 
in the acquisition process. The subjects were interviewed three times in 
three weeks. The tasks included answering carefully constructed questions 
that elicited the use of -le, answering questions based on pictures, and pic-
ture-description. The findings were that the two types of le were acquired 
differently, with the aspect marker -le being acquired first. The results 
showed that perfective -le was produced most often with certain verbs such 
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as wang ‘forget’, chi ‘eat’, mai ‘buy’, qing ‘clear’, ting ‘stop’, ying ‘win’ 
and shu ‘lose’;  as well as adverbs such as yihou ‘after’ and yiqian ‘for-
merly’, which signaled the boundedness of events, and certain resultative 
verb complements such as wan ‘finished’. Wen concluded that these verbs, 
adverbs, and complements served as semantic cues that triggered the learn-
ers to use -le marking. Important factors that accounted for the variation in 
acquiring -le included structural markedness and functional and pragmatic 
complexity. Learners also used perfective -le with past actions followed by 
a past time adverb such as zuotian ‘yesterday’, which was attributed to L1 
transfer. They were less likely to use -le to mark actions to be completed in 
the present or future. Wen thought that -le was acquired first because the 
acquisition process was meaning based. The learners conceptualized the 
function of a grammatical word based on its semantic meaning. When the 
word’s grammatical function was connected with a concrete, specific 
meaning, then it was easier to acquire. The sentence final le had strong 
pragmatic functions that did not have a specific meaning, and therefore it 
took longer to acquire. Furthermore, the lack of a form signaling similar 
functions in L1 could also attribute to the acquisition sequence; 96% of 
errors with sentence-final le involved omission. Evidence for L1 transfer 
also included the subjects initially using -le as a past tense marker and 
avoiding using it when the action was happening in the present or future. 

3.2.2 Wen (1997)  
In a second study, Wen Xiaohong (1997) investigated the acquisition of the 
Mandarin aspect markers -le, -guo and -zhe through spoken and written 
data produced by 19 native English speakers participating in university lev-
el Mandarin language courses at the beginning and advanced levels. This 
study examined whether the students in beginning and advanced courses 
differed significantly regarding the correct usage of aspect markers, the 
acquisition sequence and what accounted for it, and the mechanisms em-
ployed in the acquisition process. Data collection was done by interviewing 
the students twice with two weeks in between. The tasks included answer-
ing questions, answering questions based on pictures, and picture-retelling. 
The results showed that the subjects acquired the perfective markers –le 
and -guo before the imperfective marker -zhe. The acquisition process ap-
peared to be meaning-based and divided into four steps: looking for logical 
temporal sequences; using time adverbials and conjunctions for the time 
references; using lexical aspects and word meanings; using pragmatic cues 
with the aspect markers -le and -guo. Lower proficiency learners relied 
more on time adverbial expressions and lexical aspects than learners at the 
more advanced level.  
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3.2.3 Yang, Huang and Sun (1999) 
Yang, Huang and Sun (1999) analyzed data from a corpus called “Foreign 
students’ Chinese interlanguage corpus” from Beijing Language and Cul-
ture University. The corpus collected foreign students’ written work during 
their studies at the university. Yang et al.’s work investigated the develop-
ment of the aspect markers -le, -guo, -zhe in the interlanguage of students 
whose first language was English, as well as the association between the 
acquisition of grammatical and lexical aspect in the interlanguage, i.e. the 
Aspect Hypothesis. The students’ competence in Mandarin was ranked 
from level 1 to 8 according to their number of academic credits in the Man-
darin language program at the time of writing.  The results showed that it 
was most difficult for the students to acquire -le. The students first acquired 
-le, and the error rate was not very high to begin with, only 26% at level 
one, however, when students had reached level 7, the error rate was still as 
high as 20%. As for -zhe and -guo, low-level students did not use them of-
ten, and the error rate was very high, 45% for -zhe and 65% for -guo for 
level 2 students. But when the students reached level 7, the error rate had 
dropped to zero. Yang et al. then examined the association between the use 
of grammatical markers and lexical aspects of the verb in the students’ in-
terlanguage. And the results showed that lexical aspects of the verb had a 
strong influence on the acquisition of -le and -zhe, but not -guo. Thus the 
Aspect Hypothesis still stood with their study. They pointed out that if, 
when learning the grammatical markers, the students also learned the re-
strictions on the use of these markers, it might speed up the acquisition pro-
cess. Finally, they also grouped the wrong sentences according to two types 
of errors, one connected to lexical aspects and the other to sentence types. 
They also found that overuse of the markers was common, which was at-
tributed to L1 transfer.     

3.2.4 Duff and Li (2002) 
Duff and Li (2002) carried out a study focusing on -le.  They investigated 
the use of perfective -le in Mandarin to better understand the difficulties 
that SLA faced in acquiring Mandarin perfective aspect. They also studied 
the interaction between the inherent lexical aspect and -le marking. They 
asked what differences there were between native and non-native speakers’ 
use of -le and what influence the interaction between the inherent lexical 
aspects and -le marking had, and looked for explanations. The subjects 
were nine native speakers of English who were studying Mandarin at a Ca-
nadian university and nine native speakers of Mandarin. The tasks for data 
collection were oral video-story retelling using the Pear Story, a personal 
narrative of vacation travel, and a written editing task of a narrative set in 
the past that contained no aspect marking on verbs. Participants were to 
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supply missing -le markers where needed. The results differed depending 
on the methodology chosen: in the oral narratives L2 learners tended to 
underuse the perfective marker, whereas in a written editing task they both 
under- and overused the marker. Several factors were identified: inherent 
lexical aspect, instructional variables, and L1 transfer. 

As mentioned in chapter 2, Andersen and Shirai’s (1994, 134) contin-
uum of four categories of lexical aspect from least to most inherently per-
fective is as follows: state (-dynamic, telic, -punctual), activity (dynamic, -
telic, -punctual), accomplishment (dynamic, telic, -punctual), and achieve-
ment (dynamic, telic, punctual). Duff and Li found that the closer a verb 
was to the achievement end of this continuum, the more perfective it was, 
and the more likely it was to be marked with -le in Mandarin. 

3.2.5 Jin (2002)  
Jin (2002) did a study specifically designed to test the Aspect Hypothesis. 
The subjects were 61 native English speaking students learning Mandarin 
in a university program and 30 native Chinese who acted as controls. The 
targets were all four markers. A cloze test was used to group the learners 
into three different proficiency levels. The tasks included a cloze test and 
an acceptability judgment test. The results failed to confirm the Aspect Hy-
pothesis or the input theory. The learners’ acceptance of the progressive 
marking on achievement verbs proved this. Jin thought L1 transfer was the 
only explanation for the acquisition.  

3.2.6 Jin and Hendriks (2003)  
Jin & Hendriks (2003) did a study that aimed to find out whether the aspect 
markers -le, zai-, and -zhe were used in the same way in L1 and L2 Chinese 
and to provide an explanation of the similarities and differences. The re-
search questions were whether the data supported the Aspect Hypothesis, 
and whether there was an observable pattern in the development of aspect 
marking in terms of the interaction between the lexical aspect and the 
grammatical markers. The subjects were 30 native English speaking stu-
dents who had studied Chinese as L2 for at least six months and had lived 
in mainland China or Taiwan for at least one month. They were divided 
into Lower Intermediate, Intermediate, and Upper Intermediate groups 
based on their scores on a cloze test. There were also 30 Chinese native 
speakers, aged from 5 to 10. They were divided into 3 age groups: 5, 7, and 
10. Ten native Chinese adults acted as controls. The participants were in-
structed to tell a story based on two sets of pictures to either a blind-folded 
interlocutor (L1 learners) or an imagined interlocutor who could not see the 
pictures. The results showed that both the L1 and L2 learners of Mandarin 
in this study behaved as predicted by the Aspect Hypothesis, and that input 
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played an important role. A possible acquisition order of the markers in L2 
Chinese was -le, zai-, and -zhe. For L2 learners, -le posed the most prob-
lems even at the Upper Intermediate level. Both overuse and underuse at 
the beginning stage, and mainly underuse at the later stage were observed.  

To sum up, these studies vary in their choices of subjects, methodolo-
gies, aims, and results. They each have their pros and cons. But in all of the 
SLA studies, only L1 English subjects were used. Many studies used a sin-
gle type of data. I will summarize these studies in the table at the end of this 
section. But first I will provide some brief comments on how these studies 
have influenced my work. 

Although Wen’s (1995) findings revealed that the aspect marker -le was 
used most often with verbs with an inherent end-point, Wen did not go on 
to investigate the relationship of lexical and grammatical aspects. On the 
other hand, the analysis of the acquisition process based on discourse func-
tions of certain sentence patterns and L1 transfer is refreshing. The data 
collection method is too simple, and especially in the interviewing process 
the subjects’ data can easily have been influenced by the questioner’s lan-
guage use.  

Wen (1997) was a meaning based study. It asked what kind of linguistic 
devices the second language learners used to express time. It identified dif-
ferent patterns and semantic cues that triggered the use of markers to iden-
tify the linguistic device used in the acquisition process. It would have been 
better if the subjects’ proficiency levels were judged based on a proficiency 
test instead of length of study, which is not very reliable because profi-
ciency level can also be influenced by personal factors such as diligence.  

Yang, Huang and Sun’s (1999) study made several important points. 
One was that they started paying attention to the Aspect Hypothesis. An-
other was that they analyzed not only the overuse and underuse of the 
markers, but also the constraints that different sentences types may have on 
the acquisition process. However, they did not do statistical work to show 
the statistical significance of their findings.  

Jin (2002) used a proficiency test to divide the subjects and a control 
group to control the data. However, hasty conclusions were drawn without 
data from production tasks which discredited the results. Jin and Hendriks 
(2003) investigated both L1 and L2 learners’ data through production tasks, 
and the results supported the Aspect Hypothesis. This is an interesting 
comparison and in my study I will investigate the impact of different tasks 
on data, as Duff and Li (2002) did. They analyzed the differences between 
data in different tasks and the difference between the performance of L1 
and L2 subjects.  

It is easy to elicit structures that the researchers are interested in by do-
ing experimental studies. In studies based on naturalistic data, the actual 
language of daily life is observed. A combination of experimental data and 
naturalistic spontaneous data can provide a comprehensive picture of the 
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acquisition process. In the experimental study, a combination of cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies can allow the researcher to compare the 
performance of different proficiency levels and help understand how the 
acquisition of the aspect markers progresses. A control group can form a 
baseline for the data. I will discuss the details of the experiment methodol-
ogy of the present study in the next chapter. 

 Table 4 serves as a summary of the studies presented in this chapter, and 
it also includes the present study for comparison. As Table 4 shows, the pre-
sent study has adult subjects with L1 Swedish, L2 Mandarin. It investigates 
all four aspect markers’ acquisition order, and not only the Aspect Hypothe-
sis but also its explanations, the Distributional Bias Hypothesis and the Pro-
totype Model. The most striking advantage of the present study is its use of 
various methodologies, including a cross-sectional study with film and pic-
ture retelling, grammaticality judgment, comprehension, and fill in the 
blanks; a longitudinal study, and a writing study.  
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4 The present study 

In section 4.1, the research questions of this study are presented. Section 
4.2 contains a detailed discussion of methodological considerations. In sec-
tion 4.3, the design and implementation of the experiments are presented 
together with the information on the subjects. 

4.1 The research questions 
The present study concerns the second language acquisition of the four as-
pect markers in Mandarin by native Swedish adults. Following the form-
oriented approach, the main areas of inquiry of the study are the acquisition 
sequences and the Aspect Hypothesis. 

The specific research questions are as follows: 
I What is the acquisition order of these four markers? What accounts for 

the acquisition order?  
II Do the data support the Aspect Hypothesis? Are there any patterns in 

the interaction between the grammatical and lexical aspects? 
III What best accounts for the Aspect Hypothesis: the Prototype Model 

and/or the Distributional Bias Hypothesis?  
IV What is the effect of a learner’s native language on his or her acquisi-

tion of aspectual properties in a second language? Previous form-
oriented research states that there does not seem to be any obvious first 
language influence in the longitudinal corpus. Does that also hold for 
the present study? Does the first language Swedish have any impact on 
the acquisition of aspect markers in the target language Mandarin?  

Methodology is an important concern of this experimental study. Both 
cross-sectional and longitudinal studies are used, and different experimental 
techniques are included to shed light on various aspects of the acquisition 
process. The study provides an overall sequence for the acquisition of these 
markers based on spoken and written data produced by the learners. 

Hopefully this study will also provide empirical evidence that has sig-
nificant pedagogical implications for learning Mandarin in the second lan-
guage learning classroom. 
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4.2 Research methods 

The choice of diverse experimental methods comes from the consideration 
that data should reflect the real interlanguage. Moreover, data should also 
cover the points of interest. The closest one can get to natural language in 
the interlanguage is through oral and written production data. Understand-
ing and production can be different issues in language acquisition. There-
fore it is also necessary to include tests that examine learners’ metalinguis-
tic ability and understanding, such as grammaticality judgment and com-
prehension.  

In this section, the merits of multiple task design are first discussed, then 
the merits of comparing the results of the production task and the compre-
hension and fill-in-the-blanks tasks. 

4.2.1 A cross-sectional study and a longitudinal study 
The studies include a cross-sectional study and a longitudinal study. A 
cross-sectional study allows researchers to compare the performance of 
learners across different proficiency levels. As Bardovi-Harlig (2002:120) 
points out “the cross-sectional design tends to amplify certain analytical 
issues which, although present in longitudinal studies, become more salient 
in cross-sectional studies.” Bardovi-Harlig’s comments on the methods of 
studying the Aspect Hypothesis have helped a great deal with the design of 
the experiments in the present study. In a cross-sectional study, the design 
allows us to compare the accuracy rate of the understanding of the func-
tions and usage of these markers across levels. A longitudinal study helps 
to establish a baseline regarding how the acquisition of the aspect markers 
progresses. Moreover, a longitudinal study can help one better see the ac-
quisition order of the markers. 

Multiple tasks are included in the study. A multiple-task design can give 
a full picture of the acquisition process, because as Bardovi-Harlig (2000) 
discovered, written and oral tasks can yield different results for the same 
narrative task. This has also been proven by Li and Duff’s (2002) study, in 
which the results of the research on aspect systems varied depending on the 
methodology chosen; in oral narratives L2 learners tended to underuse the 
perfective marker, whereas in a written editing task they both under- and 
overuse the marker. Collecting data from both tasks can balance out the 
differences. A retelling task gives researchers the advantage of being able 
to manipulate the content so that the desired lexical aspects can be in-
cluded. 

 The methodology comes from the consideration that data should reflect 
the real interlanguage and at the same time cover the points of interest. 
However, as discussed before, the aspect markers are not obligatory in 
many cases, and therefore it is not easy to elicit enough data in just one 
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task. According to Yang (2002), aspect markers are used in Mandarin only 
about 9% of the time. In order to make sure that enough data are acquired, 
writings by learners of Mandarin are collected. These writings also provide 
the free personal narratives that are not present in the other tasks, and are 
the form of data least influenced by the experimental design. It should also 
be taken into consideration that the number of university students who 
study Mandarin in Sweden is not very large, and not all of them are willing 
to volunteer for this study. Therefore it is important to ascertain how 
enough data can be acquired through tasks. In the literature there are few 
studies of all four markers, partly for this very reason. One or two tasks are 
hardly enough for a study for all four markers. For example, the marker -
guo is hard to elicit in a film or picture retelling task. As is shown later in 
both the pilot study and the actual study, without the many tasks, it would 
not be possible to collect enough data for all the markers. Only in the writ-
ing study did all four markers appear. In the longitudinal study only -le and 
-guo are collected. In the film and picture retelling task only –le, -zhe, and 
zai- are collected.  

Human factor is another concern in the design. Subjects could drop out 
of the study, especially in the longitudinal study. Therefore it is important 
both to recruit as many subjects and possible, and to use a variety of tasks.  

4.2.2 Acquiring both production and non-production data  
In language acquisition, understanding and production can be very differ-
ent. A learner can have acquired the structure well enough for understand-
ing but not be able to use it to produce the target language. Therefore when 
we study language acquisition, production tasks or comprehension tasks 
alone cannot give a full picture of the acquisition process. It should be tak-
en into consideration that different tasks could bring out different error 
types, and thus different data. (cf. Yang et al. 2000) Therefore it is impor-
tant to include multiple tasks to balance the results. Moreover, this provides 
us with a better understanding of the acquisition process by enabling us to 
analyze the error patterns in the production and check them against the 
comprehension tasks, which are designed to represent specific knowledge. 
The fill-in-the-blanks task requires the learners to take someone else’s per-
spective, which can represent one side of the acquisition of the aspect 
markers because grammatical aspect involves expressing perspectives on 
situations (Collins, 2002). It is also important to compare the learners’ data 
in both controlled (the film and picture retelling tasks) and freer (the writ-
ing task) production tasks to verify if the fill-in-the-blanks and grammati-
cality judgment tasks’ performance are fully representative of the acquisi-
tion process (Collins, 2002). 
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4.3 The design of the study 

4.3.1 The pilot study 
A pilot study for the cross-sectional experiment was conducted and subse-
quent changes were made. The subjects of the pilot study included five 
Swedish university students who had studied Mandarin Chinese for six 
months at the lower intermediate level, three who had studied for about one 
year at the intermediate level, and one who had studied for two years at the 
upper intermediate level. One native Chinese speaker also participated as 
the control. The tasks included an interview, film-retelling, a cloze passage, 
a grammaticality judgment task, and a written picture-describing task that 
required narratives and elicited the use of aspect markers. The results of the 
pilot test showed that in the free production tasks, the students produced 
very few aspect markers, because they relied mostly on other linguistic de-
vices to express temporal relations, such as narrative order, adverbs, con-
nectives, calendric references, etc. In the interview many students answered 
with words instead of complete sentences despite the requirement. So few 
aspect markers were produced in the interview that the interview task was 
discarded in the actual study. 

Items in the grammaticality judgment task were reviewed by myself and 
three other native speakers to avoid mistakes caused by one’s personal in-
tuitions. The grammaticality judgment experiment gave odd results, espe-
cially for the control person, who had an unexpectedly high error rate. But 
the result still could reflect patterns of acquisition when viewed together 
with the results of the production tasks; therefore a more carefully revised 
grammaticality judgment task was used in the actual study. 

It was also revealed that all usage of zai was as a locative preposition. 
Other methods needed to be taken to elicit zai-.  

Finally, a vocabulary list of possible problematic words is provided with 
the production task in the actual study so that a lack of vocabulary will not 
become an obstacle for the production, as sometimes happened in the pilot 
study. 

4.3.2 The cross-sectional study 
This study is conducted in settings that the students are familiar with. The 
language of instruction is English. All tasks are led by the author, who ex-
plicitly claims to only know very few words of Swedish to avoid more 
code-switching or even transfer to a higher degree from Swedish or Chi-
nese.  

There are quite many tasks and it is important that they not be conducted 
in the same order for all the subjects. The ordering effect is eliminated by 
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giving one third of the subjects experiment 1 first; one third experiment 2 
first; etc. But production should precede grammaticality judgment to mini-
mize the chance of their realizing what the goal of the study is. The idea is 
that they should not all receive the same experiments in the same order be-
cause that could bias the results. 

It is important that the subjects not know the specific goal of the study. 
The Mandarin teachers of the students are informed about the study and 
specifically asked not to reveal the purpose of the study. The subjects all 
sign consent forms and receive instructions on the tasks both orally and in 
writing. Each of them also receives a language background questionnaire to 
fill out at home and send back. 

The experiments are conducted individually. When a subject enters, 
she/he is greeted in Mandarin. After some small talk, materials are intro-
duced, such as the film and the pictures, and instructions are provided. Af-
ter it is certain that she/he has fully understood the instructions, the experi-
ment starts, and it takes about 20 to 30 minutes. Every student receives one 
of the three sets of tasks, in which the orders are mixed to prevent bias. At 
the end of the study they are also asked if they are familiar with this kind of 
study. 

Next is a sketch of the tasks. For the actual experiment sample, see Ap-
pendix II.   

Experiment one: Film-retelling  

Method: Oral production with tape-recording  

Procedure: After watching a short silent cartoon of about 5 minutes, the subject 
retells the story, which is tape-recorded. The subject is provided with a short vo-
cabulary list to help with the production.  

Experiment two: Picture-retelling  

Method: Oral production with tape-recording  

Procedure: Two sets of pictures that show story sequences are presented to the 
subject and he/she is asked to tell the story according to the pictures, which is tape-
recorded. Some begin with story one and some with story two. The subjects are 
provided with a short vocabulary list to help with the production. 

Data analysis for both experiment one and two: quantitative and qualitative 

Log-linear analysis is used. This incorporates the effects of interactions between 
the three variables ({G}{M}{L}), i.e. the proficiency variable{G}, the aspect 
marker {M} and the lexical aspect of the predicate {L}. The effects of interaction 
between these variables during correct production of the markers reveal important 
factors of the acquisition process. Qualitative analysis is used to examine the un-
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deruse and overuse of the markers to search for additional evidence regarding the 
three hypotheses.  

Experiment three: Grammaticality judgment 

Method: Paper-pencil 

Procedure: Ten sets of sentences, each set with six sentences are judged. Among 
these ten sets, three are fillers. The subjects are asked to mark one space in the fol-
lowing table to judge a sentence. To provide counterbalance, three different sets of 
experiments are prepared, in which the orders of the sentences have been switched. 
To avoid semantic distractions, English translations of vocabulary items that could 
be problematic are given and all Mandarin sentences are supplied with pinyin.   

Table 5. Sample answer grid for the grammaticality judgment task 

 Natural Unnatural 

Sure   

Unsure   

Data analysis: quantitative and qualitative. MANOVA (Multivariate Analysis of 
Variance): The confidence level is added because the pilot study reveals some 
wrong judgments by the native speaker. While MANOVA only deals with the natu-
ral or unnatural judgment data, the confidence level is looked at when some group 
has difficulties making the correct judgments, especially the control group. When 
this control group is “unsure” about a decision, then it is interesting to look for the 
reason, which could be dialect influence, or something else.  

Experiment four:  Fill in the blanks 

Method: Paper-pencil 

Procedure: The subjects are provided with passages and sentences in which all 
aspect markers are deleted. They are instructed to fill in the markers when neces-
sary. Fillers are used to avoid revealing the purpose of study. There are three differ-
ent sets of the experiment with different sentences orders to provide counterbalance. 

Data analysis: Qualitative  

The data is analyzed individually based on the grammatical points to see if the sub-
jects’ knowledge of the markers correlates with their production in the first two 
tasks. 

Experiment five:  Comprehension 

Method: Paper-pencil 
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Procedure: This task contains eight sentences, under each of which there are three 
multiple choice questions which explain the meaning of the sentence in different 
ways. The subjects are asked to choose the correct one. There are three different 
sets of the experiment in which the orders of the eight sentences are changed to 
provide counterbalance.  

Data analysis: Qualitative  

Each sentence is analyzed individually to see if the subjects’ understanding of the 
markers correlates with their production in the first two tasks. 

In the retelling tasks, a list of verbs is provided to the learners to prevent 
them from cutting short their narratives due to problems with vocabulary. In 
the pictures and the film, it is made certain that verbs from all five lexical 
aspect groups are present in the events. However, the production of the 
markers is not guaranteed, and the number of different markers produced is 
always uneven. Therefore it is necessary to have the fill-in-the-blanks task to 
make sure that all markers are produced relatively evenly.  

4.3.3 The longitudinal study 
This study looks into the individual learning patterns over a period of one 
year.  

Method: Written 

Procedure: The subjects keep a journal. They produce a written assignment every 
four month from September 2008 to June 2009, altogether three articles each. They 
freely chose one of these topics to write about in each journal entry: 

A Travel Experience 

Describe a Normal Day  

An Impressive Experience 

A Dream for My Future 

Retell a story/News I have read/heard 

The subjects are instructed to make sure that the writings are not proof-read by 
anyone.  

Data analysis: Qualitative for the acquisitional order of the markers 
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4.3.4 The writing study 
The second year students’ term papers are collected to be analyzed. This 
study is independent of the cross-sectional and longitudinal studies. These 
term papers have the following topics, which were assigned by the teachers 
of the university Mandarin courses: Having Lunch; Asking for Directions; 
Describe Where I Live; An Important experience or person in your life; and 
Comment on a Chinese webpage. The data analysis is quantitative using 
log-linear analysis. 

The results are also analyzed by means of log-linear analysis.  

4.3.5 The subjects 
27 students participated in the study in May and October 2008 respectively. 
They were volunteers attending college-level Mandarin courses at Stock-
holm University, Uppsala University, and Lund University in Sweden. One 
of them was excluded because his first language was not Swedish, but Can-
tonese. Three of them only completed the production tasks but failed to 
show up for the paper-pencil task. Therefore 24 learners of Mandarin, who 
were native Swedish college students, produced data that was useful. Nine 
of them were female. A proficiency test (sample test given by HSK, Chi-
nese proficiency test) was taken by them to determine their Mandarin profi-
ciency level.  

The idea was for these learners to be grouped into Lower Intermediate 
(LOW), Intermediate (MID) and Upper Intermediate (HIGH) groups based 
on their scores on the proficiency test. The reality was that ten of them did 
not take the proficiency test, either stating it was too difficult for them 
(their scores were counted as zero), or that they did not have time (Jody, 
Andy, and James, and their scores were counted as missing). Consequently 
it was not fair to judge all the subjects’ proficiency levels based solely on 
the test. in the scores on the proficiency tests that were already submitted 
there was a pattern that the scores increased with the learners’ length of 
study, especially study in China. For example, all who had studied one aca-
demic year or less had the lowest scores, and all who had studied more than 
three years had higher scores. There were some exceptions. Three learners, 
Audi, John, and Fredo, who had studied less than two academic years, 
achieved high scores. However, all three had studied Mandarin in China for 
six months or more, which presumably contributed to the high scores. As 
discussed before, environmental and personal factors such as diligence or 
test-taking ability may play a role in the scores on a proficiency test. Given 
that ten subjects scored zero on the proficiency test, there were no other 
choice than to use length of study as the next parameter for deciding the 
students’ proficiency levels. Two of the ten learners who did not take the 
test, Jody and Andy, were enrolled in a masters-level Mandarin course in 
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Lund, together with another learner, James, who had spent three years in 
high school and two years at university learning Mandarin, were grouped 
together in the Upper Intermediate group. One learner who had studied for 
two years in Sweden, Mike, belonged to the Intermediate group. The re-
maining learners’ lengths of study were around one academic year, putting 
them in the Lower Intermediate group. The three groups were referred to as 
LOW, MID, and HIHG.  

Of the 14 learners who took the test, the highest score was 88 out of 100 
and the lowest 16. Subsequently the 24 learners were divided into three 
groups of eight each, taking into consideration the subjects’ scores and 
lengths and places of study. Table 6 on the next page summarizes all of the 
24 learners’ language and learning backgrounds. Fictitious names are as-
signed to each of them.  

All of the subjects had finished at least half a year’s study of Mandarin in 
a university level course in Sweden. Three of them, Peter, Miffe, and Ida, 
attended half-timeevening classes, so their length of study was divided by 
two. The length of study in high school was also divided in half. Most of 
them had traveled for short periods in China. Some had studied Mandarin in 
China, and some just lived in China for a period of time, either for work or 
other reasons. The details can be found in Table 6. All of them used very 
little Mandarin outside class except for two: Eddi had a girlfriend from Tai-
wan, and Andy’s wife was from mainland China. These two learners some-
times practiced Mandarin outside of class. This was the first time that all but 
two of them participated in such a study. Mimi and Olof had in the past par-
ticipated in psychology and English studies respectively. As for language 
background, all were native Swedish speakers. Ida grew up bilingual in Fin-
nish and Swedish. All had high proficiency in English with no problems 
understanding or speaking. All but six also had greater or less proficiency in 
a third or fourth language from among German, Spanish, Italian, or French.  

The Mandarin Courses at the three universities use different textbooks 
and have somewhat different teaching methods.  All three universities offer 
Mandarin courses starting from the beginning level. The academic semester 
runs roughly from the middle of January to the middle of May, or the mid-
dle of September to the middle of December and comprises about 160 
hours of course time. There are also two hours of conversation practice eve-
ry week with native Mandarin speaking instructors. The students who pass 
one course earn 30 academic credits. A course typically includes all aspects 
of language learning: vocabulary and grammar, reading, writing, listening, 
and oral language training. Moreover, all courses also include a section on 
cultural background. Different universities may favor one or two aspects 
more than others. The students are generally satisfied with the structures of 
their respective courses, except that most of them think that it would be 
even better if their instructors could offer more training in listening and 
speaking.    
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. Table 6. Information about the three groups  

 Learners Proficiency 
Test score 

Total years of 
formal study 

Years of study 
in Sweden* 

Years of study 
in China 

Years of 
living in 
China ** 

Peter 0 0.75 0.75 0 0 

Miffe 0 0.75 0.75 0 0 

Elfe 0 1 1 0 0 

Isa 0 1 1 0 0 

Diana 0 1 1 0 0 

Pan 0 1 1 0 0 

Linda 16 1 1 0 0 

LOW 

Tobby 17 1 1 0 0 

Mike 0 2 2 0 1 

Ane 23 2 2 (1H) 0 0 

Kate 28 2 2 0 0 

Matt 30 1.5 1.5 (0.5H) 0 0 

Ida 31 1.25 1.25 0 0 

Mimi 34 1.5 0.5 1 0 

Karl 39 1 1 0 0 

MID 

Olof 45 1.5 1.5 (0.5H) 0 1 

Jody  2.6 2 0.6 0 

Andy  4 3 (3 on line) 1 5 

James  3.5 3.5 (1.5H) 0 0 

High 

Sisil 67 3.5 4 (4 on line) 1 0 
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Audi 49 2 1.5 0.5 0 

John 55 1.5 0.5 1 0 

Fredo 71 1.5 1 (0.5 on line) 0.5 0 

Eddi 88 2 1 1.5 0 

*The number with “H” in parentheses indicates the length of study carried out in high school. 
The number with “on line” in parentheses shows the time studying university level courses in 
distance. 
**Years living in China excludes time spent studying Mandarin in a language course in 
China.  

Apart from the cross-sectional study, a longitudinal study was performed 
with seven students from September 2008 to May 2009. Each of them sub-
mitted an article of around 300 characters written independently in Mandarin 
every four months. These students were volunteers with different proficiency 
levels. Ten learners were initially recruited to the longitudinal study and the 
intention was to collect five articles from each of them over the course of 
one year. However, only seven of the learners completed three articles each 
during this time. The students were spread over different locations in Swe-
den and had very different study plans during the year of data collection. 
Some traveled outside of the country for a period of time to study during this 
year. This factor complicates the data collection process, but all in all, the 
study was successful due to the variety of the tasks. 

Second year students’ writings from May 2008 to December 2008 were 
collected from all three universities. This is the writing study. The first year 
students usually do not have writing tasks. 

24 native Mandarin Chinese students from a university in China formed a 
control group. They performed an essay writing task to be compared with the 
data from the writing study. Eight of them also took part in the cross-
sectional study as the control group. About half of the 24 native speakers had 
Northern or Northwestern Mandarin dialect and half of them had Southwest-
ern or Lower Yangzi dialect as L1 (See Li & Thompson, 1981:4 for a dialect 
map). Even though they all studied standard Mandarin in school, their dialect 
could influence their language and thus interfere with their use of the mark-
ers in the study, as the results would show. Moreover, in the experiment 
booklet, English is used alongside Mandarin, as it is the second language 
that both learners and native speakers have in common and understand. 
However, some native speakers in the control group might be less proficient 
in English and this influenced their performance, especially in the compre-
hension task where all the multiple choice alternatives were given in Eng-
lish. This is a factor that was regrettably not taken into consideration before-
hand.  
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5 Results and analysis of different tasks 

In the first two sections of this chapter the methods and tools for data cod-
ing and analysis are introduced. In the remaining sections the data from 
each task is presented and analyzed and the results are compared and dis-
cussed across tasks.  

5.1 Data coding 
All data from the tapes has been transcribed. The predicates are classified 
into five groups by applying the diagnostic test (see Appendix 1) of lexical 
aspect (see section 2.2): states (STA), activities (ACT), accomplishments 
(ACC), achievements (ACH) (including RVC), and semelfactives (SEM). 
Modal verbs are excluded because they do not associate with aspect mark-
ers.      

Pinyin is used in the transcription but mispronunciations are ignored be-
cause the focus of this study is not phonological or phonetic issues. Tonal 
information is not marked either, because since it is difficult for learners to 
master the correct tones their tone use can often be wrong. Nevertheless, 
their productions in the tape-recorded tasks are easily understood based on 
the context. The learners generally have no problem finding the correct vo-
cabulary they need for the production tasks due to the word list provided. In 
the production tasks, when the learners repeat themselves, the repetitions 
are counted once. The data is coded based on a loose-coding system. The 
emphasis is on the predicate. In other words, a syntactically correct sen-
tence would be ungrammatical if the use of verbs and aspect markers is 
wrong semantically. On the other hand, the mistakes in ungrammatical sen-
tences are not counted if the mistakes do not concern the subjects and pred-
icates, for example, wrong use of adverbial and so forth.  

First all sentences that contain aspect markers are taken out, and subse-
quently divided into correct or wrong usage (overuse). Then all the rest of 
the sentences are examined in order to find ungrammatical sentences that 
should use aspect markers to become grammatical (underuse). However, 
aspect markers are not obligatory in Mandarin; other means of time expres-
sion, for example, time adverbials, could be used in some of these sen-
tences to make them grammatical. Therefore it is important to stress that 
data on underuse of the markers are subjective and only serve as a reference 
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in the data analysis process. Native speakers are consulted in the selection 
process. The data on overuse and underuse of the markers are analyzed 
qualitatively.  

5.2 Tools for data analysis 
In the present study the data analysis is what Bardovi-Harlig (2002) refers 
to as across-category analysis because it focuses on the occurrences of spe-
cific morphemes in the interlanguage. Different statistical tools are used to 
analyze the data. Quantitative analysis is used first to discern the patterns in 
the production and grammaticality judgment experiments. As Bardovi-
Harlig points out, larger corpora and quantification can better establish evi-
dence for the Aspect Hypothesis. Then qualitative analyses are used for 
further explanations. Data from the fill-in-the-blanks and comprehension 
tasks are also examined against the production data. 

The main statistics tool used is log-linear analysis, which is applied to 
the production data, including transcribed tape-recordings of film-retelling 
and picture-retelling, and writings. For the grammaticality judgment task, 
MANOVA is used.  

The production data are analyzed first with log-linear analysis. 
As Li and Bowerman (1998:324) explain: “Log-linear analysis has be-

come an increasingly important tool for developmental researchers because 
of its usefulness in analyzing complex frequency data.” Their use of this 
analysis is the inspiration for applying log-linear models to the present 
study.  

Log-linear models are cases of generalized linear models for Poisson-
distributed data. The log-linear models are more commonly used to evalu-
ate multiway contingency tables that contain three or more variables. The 
main purpose of log-linear models is to demonstrate associations between 
variables by fitting data with multiple variables and seeking to discover the 
effects or interactions of individual variables or two, three, etc. variables.  

In the analysis in this study there are three variables: lexical aspect 
groups L, markers M, and group G. It is important to determine the rela-
tionship between these variables. These data are put into SPSS to be ana-
lyzed by means of the log-linear models. The models incorporate the main 
effects of individual variables, the association effects of two variables, and 
the interaction effects of three or more variables. A major task of log-linear 
analysis is to “search for models that fit the observed data.” (Li, 2002:30) 
The log-linear analysis chooses one or more preferred models. These mod-
els are related hierarchically, which means that models with higher-order 
effects, such as those with interaction effects between L, M, and G, presup-
pose the lower-order effects, such as the individual main effects of the vari-
ables and the two-way association effects. Log-linear analysis allows us to 
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test all the effects among the variables in one shot and to determine which 
models best fit a given set of data. This analysis works the best for the pre-
sent study because this study intends to find out which effects of the vari-
ables are most important. The model selection in log-linear analysis can 
discover the best model, that is, the one that accounts for the most effects 
while at the same time also being parsimonious. Last but not least, like 
many language data sets, this set has many empty cells with zeros. Log-
linear analysis sets empty cells to structural zeros, and subsequently avoid-
ing type I error (for detailed explanation on the principles of log-linear 
analysis, see Li〔2002〕). 

5.3 Data description and analysis 
Table 7 presents an overview of the raw data. It concerns the number of 
characters produced by the different groups in different tasks. Different 
groups for each task except the writing study contain the same number of 
individuals; i.e. LOW, MID, HIGH and Control in the film and picture re-
telling task each had eight individuals while seven individuals participated 
the longitudinal study. In the writing study, 74 articles by the learners and 
24 articles by the native speakers were collected, with an average of 485 
and 306 characters per article for the learners and native speakers respec-
tively. Most of the learners’ writings were part of their final exams, which 
is probably why they wrote longer texts. 

Table 7. Total amount of production (in number of characters) 

In the following sections the raw data are analyzed by different statistical 
tools. From section 5.4 to 5.5 the log-linear analysis is performed on the 
data from production tasks: film and picture retelling and the writing task. 
In 5.6 the data from the longitudinal study are presented. In section 5.7, the 
results of the grammaticality judgment task are analyzed. In section 5.8, 
data from the production task is compared with data from the grammatical-
ity judgment task. Section 5.9 discusses the results of the comprehension 
task, and section 5.10 discusses the results of the fill-in-the-blanks task. 
Section 5.11 concludes the presentation of results. 

Film & Picture Retelling Longitudinal Study Writing Studies 

LOW MID HIGH Control 1st  2nd  3rd  Learners Control 

3839 5452 6523 9668 3845 3378 3631 35922 7344 
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5.4 The interaction between grammatical and lexical 
aspects in the film and picture retelling tasks 

In the film retelling task, each learner sits individually with the researcher 
and watches a short silent cartoon film about 5 minutes in length. The film is 
about a small boy doing different things on the street and at home. Right 
after the film the learner is asked to retell the film orally and is tape-
recorded.  

The learner is then provided with two sets of pictures that show a story 
sequence. He/she is given 10 minutes to prepare to tell the story according to 
the pictures. Then the learner tells the stories orally and is tape-recorded.  
In both tasks, a short list of vocabulary is provided to help with the produc-
tion.  

The recordings are transcribed and data are coded according to the loose 
coding system.  

In the film and picture retelling tasks, there was no production of -guo. 
Table 8 to Table 10 present the three markers -le, -zhe and zai- produced in 
this task together with different lexical aspect categories. The data from in-
dividual participants will be discussed in chapter 6. In the following tables, 
the four different proficiency groups are Lower Intermediate (LOW), Inter-
mediate (MID), Upper Intermediate (HIGH), and Control; R stands for “cor-
rect,” O for “over-supply,” and U for “under-supply.” 

From Table 8 we can see that -le is correctly produced by all proficiency 
groups mostly with the ACC and ACH lexical aspect categories. The combi-
nation of the perfective -le with STA is allowed in rare cases in Mandarin 
when followed by a quantified object. This combination is uncommon be-
cause STA is without an end point (atelic) and thus mostly cannot occur with 
a perfective marker. Only the control group can correctly produce this com-
bination. The number of wrong uses (overuse) of -le is almost the same for 
all three learner groups, but with different combinations. The HIGH group 
makes most of its mistakes by using -le with ACT. This seems to indicate 
that learners with lower proficiency levels start to use -le mostly with ACC 
or ACH, and only when they reach a higher proficiency level do they use 
more -le with ACT. Underuse of -le appears to be a problem for all three 
learner groups. Even when the learners reach the HIGH level, they still fail 
to supply -le in as many or more cases as the LOW and MID groups. The 
marker -le is difficult for the learners to grasp, probably due to its compli-
cated characteristics and usage. The underuse is mostly with ACC and ACH, 
which suggests that -le appears mostly with these two lexical aspect catego-
ries. 
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Table 8. Interactions between lexical aspect and -le in the film and picture retelling 
tasks 

*This is used in the construction V + -le + V, which is a special construction meaning doing 
something “a little,” and is therefore correct. Otherwise the combination of ACT + -le is 
incorrect. 

From Table 9 next we can see that there is no production of -zhe with ACH 
or SEM. The correct production comes with ACT, ACC, and STA. Overuse 
is very rare and underuse mostly occurs with ACT and ACC. As discussed in 
section 2.2, the non-telic and non-punctual STA and the marker -zhe have a 
natural connection because of their semantic features. This is probably why 
the learners tend not to underuse -zhe with STA.  But at the same time the 
correct production of -zhe occurs more with ACC than with STA, which is at 
odds with the prediction that this marker should be more closely connected 
with STA. Since the data with the control group and the underuse of this 
marker both indicate that -zhe is in fact produced more often with ACC, the 
data from other tasks need to be looked at before a conclusion can be drawn 
about whether this is a task-specific feature or a general pattern.  

Table 10 shows that there is very little production of zai-. The correct 
production increases with the proficiency level. There is no production of 
zai- with STA or ACH. This may also due to the natural connection between 
the progressive marker and the dynamic and non-telic and non-punctual 
ACT. This progressive marker is initially used with ACT by the learners.  

 LOW MID HIGH Control 

 R O U R O U R O U R O U 

ACT 1* 1 0 1 3 0 0 7 0 2* 0 0 

STA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 5 0 0 

ACC 6 3 61 10 1 54 21 0 46 77 0 0 

ACH 7 2 45 20 4 37 55 0 55 145 0 0 

SEM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 9. Interactions between lexical aspect and -zhe in the film and picture retell-
ing tasks 

Table 10.  Interactions between lexical aspect and zai- in the film and picture retell-
ing tasks 

 LOW MID HIGH Control 

 R O U R O U R O U R O U 

ACT 3 1 10 1 0 13 5 0 7 28 0 0 

STA 0 0 1 2 0 3 7 0 1 9 0 0 

ACC 1 0 11 2 1 8 5 1 8 18 0 0 

ACH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SEM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 LOW MID HIGH Control 

 R O U R O U R O U R O U 

ACT 0 0 6 2 0 7 14 1 4 11 0 0 

STA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

ACC 0 0 2 0 0 3 6 0 0 5 0 0 

ACH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SEM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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The log-linear analysis is performed on the correct production from the film 
and picture retelling task. Only the correct production is included because 
the amount of overuse is small, and adding one more variable with a low 
number of cases could greatly reduce the power of the analysis.  

First the variables are given numeric values. The three markers -le, -zhe 
and zai-, designated as {M}, have three values 1, 2, and 3 respectively (the 
marker -guo did not appear in the data); the four groups in the study, LOW, 
MID, HIGH, and Control, designated as {G}, have four values, 1, 2, 3, and 4 
respectively; the four lexical aspect verb groups ACT，STA，ACC，ACH 
(SEM is not there because of zero production) designated as {L}, have the 
values 1,2,3,4. These variables are put into the data file in SPSS for log-
linear analysis. The raw data are put in as frequencies.  

First the frequency data are weighted to eliminate the differences in the 
amount of production. Then the log-linear model selection option is used to 
select the best fitted model that shows the most significant effects. The vari-
ous candidate models can incorporate the effects of one, two, or three vari-
ables. The individual main effects are shown with the variables in separate 
brackets; for example, a model that incorporates the individual main effects 
of aspect marker and lexical aspect is shown as {M}{L}. A model that in-
corporates both the individual and the association effects is shown with all 
variables in one bracket; for example, the individual and association effects 
of aspect marker and lexical aspect are shown as {ML}. Models with higher-
order effects, which is the interaction effects, for example, {MLG}, presup-
pose the corresponding lower-order effects, which are the individual main 
effects and the association effects {M}{L}{G}.This is true for all three-way 
and two-way interactions of the variables (Li & Bowerman, 1998:325).    

In the SPSS statistics software, the model selection uses a backward-
elimination process to hierarchically select models, and eventually chooses 
the model that shows the most significant relationship among the variables.  

The correct production data from Tables 8, 9, 10 are put into the log-
linear analysis. 469 markers are correctly produced by the four proficiency 
groups. The best-fitting and most parsimonious model selected by the back-
ward-elimination process is:  

{LM} {GM} 
 
That this is the best fitting model means that the association between lexical 
aspects and aspect markers and that between the groups and aspect markers 
interact to present the most important relationships in the data. This proves 
that the production of aspect markers is associated with the lexical aspect of 
the verb phrase and the proficiency level of the learners. 

The interaction between the lexical aspects and aspect markers correctly 
produced, {LM}, means that the learners correctly produce certain aspect 
markers with certain lexical aspect verbs. The marker -le is more often 
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produced with accomplishment and achievement verbs than with other 
lexical aspect groups. The marker -zhe is more often produced with activity, 
accomplishment, and stative verbs. The marker zai- is more often produced 
with activity verbs and accomplishment verbs. This result fits the Aspect 
Hypothesis, which states that the progressive aspect is produced with activity 
verbs first, and the perfective aspect with achievement and accomplishment 
verbs first. In this task, the imperfective aspect marker -zhe is produced with 
accomplishment verbs before stative verbs. The Aspect Hypothesis states 
that imperfective past marking is produced with atelic activity and stative 
verbs first, then is extended extend to the telic accomplishment and 
achievement verbs. This is not the case here, due to the fact that this marker 
may not be used in a sentence that encodes the past. Nevertheless, if we take 
a close look at the overuse of -zhe, still more instances of -zhe are produced 
with accomplishment than with stative verbs. Both the data from the control 
group and the data on underuse of the imperfective markers -zhe and zai- 
show that they are more closely associated with the lexical aspect verbs 
ACC than STA. This could be a task-specific feature if data from other tasks 
cannot back up this conclusion.  

The relationship between the production of the markers and the 
proficiency level groups, {GM}, means there is a developmental effect on 
the production of the markers. The correct production of these markers 
increases with the proficiency level of the learners. Moreover, in the LOW 
group the correct production of -le is more common than –zhe, and in the 
MID group more common than both -zhe and zai-. The total production of -
zhe is the same with LOW and MID groups. This seem to indicate that -le is 
acquired before -zhe and zai- by the learners, and therefore, imperfective 
marking appears later than the perfective marking.  

Looking back at Tables 8, 9 and 10, the overuse of markers is most 
significant with the LOW and MID groups, which is not surprising since 
there is a developmental effect on the acquisition of the markers. The 
overuse of -le is prominent with all three learner groups, and overuse of -zhe 
is prominent with MID and HIGH groups. This means that the learners have 
difficulty using these two markers, even within the highest proficiency 
groups.  

5.5 The interaction between grammatical and lexical 
aspects in the writing study 

In order to collect as much data as possible and acquire written data that is as 
close as possible to free production, the second year students’ term papers 
were collected and the data coded. The writings of native speakers were also 
collected as a control. All four markers are presented in this study.  
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All four aspect markers were produced in the writing study. Tables 11 to 
14 compare the raw data produced by the learners and the native speakers. In 
these tables R stands for “correct,” O for “over-supply,” and U for “under-
supply.” 
 

Table 11. Interactions between lexical aspect and -le in the Writing Study 

The correct production of -le is mostly associated with ACH and ACC 
among both learners and native speakers. Overuse occurs most often with 
ACT, STA, and ACC, and least often with ACH. This means the learners 
can correctly produce this marker best with ACH. This also follows the pre-
diction of the Aspect Hypothesis. Learners initially use the perfective aspect 
with ACH and ACC, and then extend it to STA and ACT. 

Table 12 shows that the production of the perfective marker -guo appears 
to occur first with ACC and then with ACH and STA, which also follows the 
Aspect Hypothesis.  

In Table 13, the marker -zhe is mostly produced with STA and ACT. 
Unlike the production of -zhe in the previous task, as shown in Table 9, here 
the imperfective marker occurs mostly with STA and ACT.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 -le 

 Learners Native 

 R O U R O U 

ACT 0 26 0 1 0 0 

STA 15 12 3 4 0 0 

ACC 120 44 41 22 0 0 

ACH 129 19 31 55 0 0 

SEM 0 1 0 0 0 0 
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Table 12. Interactions between lexical aspect and -guo in the Writing Study 

 

Table 13. Interactions between lexical aspect and -zhe in the Writing Study 

 

In the following Table 14, the progressive marker zai- is correct produced 
with ACT and ACC. However, the production of this marker is so rare that it 
is difficult to make any conclusive remarks.  

 -guo 

 Learners Native 

 R O U R O U 

ACT 0 0 1 0 0 0 

STA 3 0 1 1 0 0 

ACC 40 5 10 4 0 0 

ACH 5 1 2 2 0 0 

SEM 1 0 0 0 0 0 

 -zhe 

 Learners Native 

 R O U R O U 

ACT 14 0 8 7 0 0 

STA 15 0 4 11 0 0 

ACC 3 2 4 1 0 0 

ACH 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SEM 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 14. Interactions between lexical aspect and zai- in the Writing Study 

Next the log-linear analysis is performed on the correctly production data of 
the writing study. In this log-linear analysis, the variables are group {G}, 
which has only the values 1 and 2, meaning learners and native speakers, 
respectively; {M}, marker, with all 4 markers, with the values 1, 2, 3, 4 for -
le, -guo, -zhe, zai- respectively; and {L}, lexical, with the five values 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5 for ACT, STA, ACC, ACH, and SEM respectively. Then all 465 cor-
rectly produced markers are put into the log-linear analysis, and the model 
selection option is chosen to select the model that shows the most significant 
effects. The resulting most-fitting model is the same as that of the film and 
picture retelling task: 

 {LM} {GM} 
 
Therefore there are two important relationships in the data. One is the effects 
of the lexical aspect categories and the aspect markers. Another one is the 
group and aspect markers. This proves that the correct production of the 
aspect markers is most closely associated with the lexical aspect verbs and 
the proficiency groups.  

The perfective -le is first used with achievement and accomplishment 
verbs, and is then extended to stative verbs. The production of -le is most 
common with achievement verbs and is decreasingly associated with accop-
lishment, stative, and activity verbs. The production of -guo is most frequent 
with accomplishment and achievement verbs, and of -zhe with stative and 
activity verbs. The marker zai- is strongly associated with the lexical aspects 
activity and accomplishment. These results agree with the Aspect Hypothe-

 Zai- 

 Learners Native 

 R O U R O U 

ACT 3 0 3 5 0 0 

STA 0 1 0 0 0 0 

ACC 3 2 1 1 0 0 

ACH 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SEM 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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sis. Note that here the production of -zhe begins with stative verbs, unlike in 
the analysis of the film and picture retelling task.   

There is an obvious developmental effect since the control group consists 
of native speakers who have much higher level of correct production. 

From Tables 11 to 14 we can see that the overuse of the marker -le is 
most prominent, just as in the previous task. This shows that -le is the most 
difficult marker for the learners to produce correctly.  

5.6 The interaction between grammatical and lexical 
aspects in the longitudinal task 

The longitudinal study lasted ten months. Seven learners kept a journal. Each 
produced a written journal article every three and half months and handed it 
in to the researcher. Each learner produced three articles. Three markers are 
produced in the data: -le, -guo, and -zhe. Only two instances of zai- were 
produced and both were from essays in the 3rd essays with Activity verbs. 
The production of -zhe is also very scarce. The number of markers produced 
is not enough to perform log-linear analysis, and therefore qualitative 
analysis is applied. 

The following tables, 15 to 17, present the production of -le, -guo and -
zhe in the writings in the longitudinal study. 1st, 2nd, and 3rd refer to the three 
articles produced on three different occasions. In these tables, R stands for 
“correct,” O for “over-supply,” and U for “under-supply.” 
 

Table 15. Interactions between lexical aspect and -le in the Longitudinal Study 

 -le 

 1st 2nd 3rd 

 R O U R O U R O U 

ACT 0 11 0 0 3 0 0 2 0 

STA 0 0 1 0 2 0 1 1 0 

ACC 8 5 5 12 1 6 8 4 15 

ACH 14 4 3 7 0 0 14 1 14 

SEM 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 
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The learners correctly produce -le almost exclusively with ACH and ACC. 
In the first article -le is mostly overused with ACT. This combination is not 
allowed, and in the second and third articles this combination is wrongly 
used much less. The overuse of -le with ACH is less than with ACC. This 
means it is easier for the learners to use -le with ACH than with ACC. 
However, there are also high values of underuse of -le with ACH and ACC, 
especially in the 3rd article. The explanation could be that in Mandarin -le 
occurs with ACC and ACH more than other lexical aspect groups, and even 
though learners do produce this marker mostly with ACC and ACH, they 
have difficulties mastering the usage of this marker and therefore fail to 
produce it even at a more advanced proficiency level.  

 

Table 16. Interactions between lexical aspect and -guo in the Longitudinal Study 

There are not many instances of production of this marker. -guo is mostly 
used with ACC, and then ACT.  

Table 17 shows that none of the few productions of –zhe appears with 
ACC or ACH. It is produced with ACT and STA.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 -guo 

 1st 2nd 3rd 

 R O U R O U R O U 

ACT 0 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0 

STA 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

ACC 3 1 2 4 2 0 1 1 0 

ACH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SEM 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 17. Interactions between lexical aspect and -zhe in the Longitudinal Study  

In the longitudinal study, -le is the marker that is produced the most. The 
data on the other markers is very scarce. Nevertheless, a general pattern can 
be observed. The learners produce the most cases of –le in the 1st article, and 
while the correct production of -le mostly occurs with ACC and ACH, there 
are 11cases of misuse of the combination -le and ACT. This is greatly re-
duced in the 2nd and 3rd articles. This demonstrates that they understand the 
function of -le better as their proficiency level increases. However, there is 
still a great deal of overuse and underuse of -le with ACC and ACH in the 3rd 
article. The use of -le is difficult for learners to master probably because of 
its complicated meaning and usage.  

The data from the longitudinal study are also important for the study of 
acquisitional order in section 6.1. 

5.7 Analysis of the grammaticality judgment task 
As introduced in chapter 4, there are ten groups of sentences to be judged, 
including three group fillers. Each group contains six sentences, including 
two fillers. Therefore the actual study is based on seven groups of four sen-
tences each. The four sentences in each group use the same verb to express a 
similar action. Each action contains the same verb within a different predi-
cate that represents one lexical aspect category.  Each of the four sentences 
contains one of the four aspect markers. Table 18 listed the seven verbs used 
in the seven groups. 

 

 -zhe 

 1st 2nd 3rd 

 R O U R O U. R O U 

ACT 3 0 2 0 0 2 2 1 1 

STA 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

ACC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

ACH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

SEM 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 18. Combinations to be analyzed in the grammaticality judgment task 

Verb  lexical category  Action 

pa ‘climb’  ACT ta pa shan ‘he climbs mountain’ 

you ‘have’  STA ta you che ‘he has a car’ 

pang ‘fat’  STA (ADJ) ta pang ‘he fat’ 

kan dianying ‘watch a movie’ ACC ta kan dianying ‘he sees a movie’ 

wang ‘forget’  ACH ta wang ‘he forgets’ 

xiuhao ‘finish repairing’ ACH(RVC) wo xiuhao fangzi ‘I repair house’ 

qiao ‘knock’  SEM ta qiao men ‘he knocks on the door’ 

The grammaticality judgment task aims to evaluate the influence of speaker 
proficiency and lexical categories on grammaticality judgment for each as-
pect marker. It is interesting to see if the learners are sensitive to the combi-
nations of aspect markers and lexical aspect verbs that are ungrammatical in 
Mandarin: for example zai- + ACH (testing the process-result distinction); 
zai- + STA verbs (testing the state-process distinction). The grammatical and 
ungrammatical sentences used in the task are presented in Table 19. All un-
grammatical combinations are marked with X. The empty cells means the 
combinations are grammatical. 

Table 19. Lexical and grammatical aspect combinations used in the grammaticality 
judgment task 

Lexical as-
pect catego-

ries 

-le -guo -zhe zai- 

ACT X    

STA   X X 

STA (ADJ.)   X X 

ACC     

ACH  X X X 

ACH (RVC)   X X 
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SEM X    

Based on the results, all correct judgments by subjects at the same profi-
ciency level are added, yielding a summated score for each sentence condi-
tion potentially ranging from 0 to 8, as presented in Table 20. 

 

Table 20. Results of the grammaticality judgment task 

Group Lexical -le -guo -zhe zai- 

LOW ACT 0 6 5 5 

MID ACT 2 7 8 5 

HIGH ACT 0 7 7 8 

Control ACT 5 6 6 7 

LOW STA 5 3 5 7 

MID STA 2 2 7 8 

HIGH STA 4 7 8 4 

Control STA 7 8 8 8 

LOW STA(ADJ.) 8 2 7 7 

MID STA(ADJ.) 8 0 8 8 

HIGH STA(ADJ.) 7 0 8 7 

Control STA(ADJ.) 8 7 8 7 

LOW ACC 8 5 6 5 

MID ACC 7 4 7 4 

HIGH ACC 8 5 7 8 

Control ACC 7 7 4 8 
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LOW ACH 8 2 4 7 

MID ACH 8 5 5 8 

HIGH ACH 8 5 7 8 

Control ACH  8 5 7 7 

LOW ACH (RVC) 7 5 2 4 

MID ACH (RVC) 7 2 3 4 

HIGH ACH (RVC) 7 2 6 3 

Control ACH (RVC) 8 4 8 8 

LOW SEM 4 4 6 4 

MID SEM 5 4 7 4 

HIGH SEM 6 7 7 8 

Control SEM 8 8 6 8 

In the MANOVA, the summed scores for each aspect marker are the four 
dependent variables, the four proficiency level groups and lexical category 
are two independent variables, and aspect marker is the within-subject vari-
able. For statistical analyses, each answer is converted to the number 1. The 
alpha level (p value) for all statistical tests is 0.05. 

Table 21. Results of the multivariate tests for the grammaticality judgment task  

Effects Multivariate tests Sig. 
Pillai's Trace .003 

Wilks's Lambda .000 
Hotelling's Trace .000 

Lexical 

Roy's Largest Root .000 
Pillai's Trace .035 

Wilks's Lambda .018 
Hotelling's Trace .011 

Group 

Roy's Largest Root .001 



 77 

The results of the MANOVA analysis presented in Table 21 show that over-
all both have a significant effect lexical categories and proficiency levels of 
the groups on the grammaticality judgment of the aspect markers. 

In Table 21, all four multivariate tests are significant (p<.05), which indi-
cates that overall, the lexical categories and proficiency levels do have sig-
nificant effect on the judgment of aspect markers. The specific effects of the 
lexical categories and proficiency groups on each of the markers are pre-
sented in Table 22. 

Table 22. Tests of the between-subject effects for the grammaticality judgment task 
   

Source 
Dependent 
Variable df Mean Square Sig. 

Observed 
Power(a) 

Marker -le 6 20.810 .000 1.000 
Marker -guo 6 8.655 .037 .758 
Marker -zhe 6 3.643 .094 .612 

Lexical 
 
 
 

Marker zai- 6 3.321 .308 .380 
Marker -le 3 4.619 .055 .617 

Marker -guo 3 12.321 .022 .758 
Marker -zhe 3 6.036 .034 .695 

Group 
 
 
 

Marker zai- 3 5.560 .127 .461 

Lexical categories have a significant effect (p < .05) on the markers -le and -
guo, but a less significant effect on -zhe and zai-. Group proficiency has a 
significant effect on -guo and -zhe, but a less significant effect on -le and zai-.  

Lexical aspect categories have strong influence on the learners’ judgment. 
We collapse all the groups’ answers together and calculate the correct judg-
ment scores for the combinations of lexical aspect categories and the aspect 
markers. Table 23 gives a clear picture of the interaction between lexical and 
grammatical aspects. 

Table 23. Interaction between lexical aspect and grammatical aspects in the gram-
maticality judgment task 

 
-le -guo -zhe zai- 

ACT 7 26 26 25 

STA 18 20 28 27 

STA(adj.) 31 9 31 
 

29 

ACC 30 21 24 
 

25 
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ACH 32 17 23 
 

30 

ACH(RVC) 29 13 19 
 

19 

SEM 23 23 26 
 

24 

From Table 23, we see that for the marker -le, the learners have better scores 
with the combinations ACC + -le, ACH + -le and STA(adj.) + -le, but worse 
results with the combinations ACT + -le, STA + -le and SEM + -le. This 
shows that learners understand -le with achievement and accomplishment 
verbs better than it with other lexical aspect verb groups.  

For the marker -guo, the combination STA (adj.) + -guo poses special 
problem for the learners, even the HIGH group. This combination is pang 
‘fat’ + -guo. The marker -guo indicates that an experience has happened 
before. Therefore here the sentence means a person was previously 
overweight but no longer is so. The learners could have problem with this 
unusual use of an adjective with -guo referring to a past experience. The 
most peculiar result concerns ACH + -guo and ACH (RVC) + -guo. For 
these two combinations, even many members of the control group make 
mistakes. Regarding confidence level, four members of the control group are 
not sure about their judgment on the ACH + -guo combination and five are 
not sure about the ACH (RVC) + -guo combination. According to the Aspect 
Hypothesis, the perfective marker occurs naturally with achievement verbs; 
therefore the learners should have fewer problems with these combinations 
than with others, which is not the case here. The reason could be that here 
the meaning of the verb is special. The perfective marker -guo can generally 
occur with achievement verbs. But in this combination, the verb wang ‘to 
forget’ and -guo are not grammatical together because of the meaning of 
wang. The state of something being forgotten cannot be a past experience, 
unless otherwise stated, as shown in example (70). But the native speakers 
think they could consider the sentence as grammatical if the condition is 
unexpressed but obvious from the context, as shown in (71): 

 
 (70) Ta wang  guo, danshi xianzai xiangqilai  le. 
         he forget GUO but       now   remember LE 
        ‘He forgot about it before, but now he remembers.’ 
 
(71) -Ta xianzai xiangqilai le. 
         he now    remember LE 
       -Dui , ta yiqian wang   guo. 
       Yes, he before forget GUO 
       ‘-He remembers it now. 
       -yes, he forgot about it before.’ 
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The sentence containing the ACH (RVC) + -guo combination is grammati-
cal. But some native speakers think it is problematic to judge a sentence 
without the context, as shown in (72). And it would be better if there were 
some kind of context, as shown in (73): 

 
(72) Ta  xiu-   hao guo. 
        he repair-fix GUO 
      ‘He has had the experience of fixing it.’ 
 
(73) Ta yiqian  xiu-     hao  guo fangzi, zhe ci       ye   meiyou wenti. 

   he  before repair-fix  GUO house this time again no        problem 
     ‘He has had the experience of fixing the house before; this time it will 

not be a problem.’  

It seems that the native speakers think more about the context of a sentence, 
and this could interfere with their judgment.  

From the above results, we can see that while both are perfective markers, 
-guo differs from -le in that it signals that an event has been experienced at 
least once, while -le typically means the event took place. The learners have 
no problem judging -le with ACH or ACH (RVC) while -guo with ACH or 
ACH (RVC) is difficult for them. This could mean that even though lexical 
aspect plays a significant role in the learners’ acquisition of the grammatical 
aspects, other factors can come into play, such as context or L1. The lack of 
a morphological marker referring to experience could be the reason that the 
learners have more problems understanding the use of -guo. Another reason 
could be that the learners learn -guo later than –le; hence the lower rate of 
correct judgment in the data for -guo than -le. 

For the two imperfective markers, the lexical aspect categories have a less 
significant effect on the learners’ judgment. 

For the marker -zhe, judging sentences with the combinations ACH + -zhe 
and ACH (RVC) + -zhe is more problematic for the LOW and MID groups. 
The combination of -zhe and achievement verbs is not allowed, but many 
lower level learners mark such combinations as acceptable. Interestingly, the 
control group has aproblem with the combination ACC+ -zhe. This reflects a 
dialect difference in Mandarin. Standard Mandarin is based on the Northern 
Mandarin dialect, which uses -zhe more than Southern Mandarin dialect. In 
the control group, about half of the native speakers speak Northern and half 
Southern Mandarin. Accomplishment verbs generally can occur with any 
aspect markers. But when referring to an ongoing action, the Northern Man-
darin dialect has no problem using -zhe, as in example (74), while it is more 
naturally for the Southern dialect to use zai- in (75). In the later interview 
with the native speakers, the ones who speak southern dialect confirm this 
dialectal difference. 

 
(74) Ta kan    zhe dianying.  
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         he look ZHE movie 
        ‘He is watching a movie.’ 
 
(75) Ta zai    kan dianying.  
        he ZAI look movie 
       ‘He is watching a movie.’ 

As can be seen from Table 23, with the marker zai-, the results are not much 
different for the various lexical aspect categories except for the combination 
ACH (RVC) + zai-. The learners score 30 out of 32 for the combination 
ACH + zai-, as shown in example (76), but only 19 out of 32 for ACH 
(RVC) + zai-, as shown in example (77).  

 
(76)*Ta zai wang 
         he ZAI forget 
 
(77) *Ta zai     xiu-  hao. 
          he ZAI repair-fix 

Both sentences are ungrammatical. The learners understand (76) much better 
than (77) because the inherent semantic feature of the verb wang ‘forget’ is 
both telic and punctual, and thus it cannot occur with a progressive marker. 
The RVC verb xiuhao ‘repair and fix’ is a compound with the non-punctual 
verb xiu ‘repair’ and the resultative adverb hao ‘well’, which indicates the 
action is finished and thus makes the compound punctual. The learners may 
have difficulty understanding the RVC and thus treat the compound as an 
accomplishment instead of an achievement verb, therefore mistaking the 
sentence for the one in (78), which is grammatical.  

 
(78) Ta zai   xiu. 
        he ZAI repair 
       ‘He is repairing (it).’ 

It appears that with the marker zai-, the subjects are less sensitive to the lexi-
cal aspect than what is expected by the Aspect Hypothesis. The rate of cor-
rect answers for the combinations of zai- with activity and semelfactive 
verbs is not much above that for the combinations of this marker with ac-
complishment and achievement verbs in the learners’ understanding of the 
grammaticality of the sentences.  

Now when we collapse the scores for all the correct judgments for each 
group without the distinction of lexical aspect categories, we get the results 
presented in Table 24. 
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Table 24. Interaction between proficiency group and grammatical aspect in the 
grammaticality judgment task 

 
-le -guo -zhe zai- 

LOW 40 27 35 39 

MID 39 24 45 41 

HIGH 40 33 50 46 

CONTROL 51 45 47 53 

From Table 24 we see that, not surprisingly, the higher the proficiency, the 
better their judgment in general. However, group proficiency has less of an 
effect on the markers -le and zai-. Especially with -le, the three learner 
groups have similar results. This is probably because of the complicated 
usage of -le, which makes it difficult for even the higher proficiency groups 
to understand it. 

As can been seen from Table 24, the problem with the marker -le lies in 
the ACT+ -le and STA + -le combinations. With the combination ACT + -le, 
three subjects in the control group also made mistakes. Their confidence 
level regarding their judgment showed that two of them were unsure about 
their choice. This is because the perfective marker -le does not generally 
occur with activity verbs, as in example (79). But concerning this sentence in 
the judgment task, some native speakers argue that this combination can be 
legitimate as a short answer to a question, as in example (80): 

 
(79)  *Ta    pa       le. 
           he  climb    LE 
 
(80)   -Ta zuotian       pa       shan        le   ma? 
            he yesterday  climb mountain  LE QUE 
            ‘Did he climb the mountain yesterday?’ 
           - Ta    pa      le. 
              he  climb  LE 
             ‘He did.’ 

The learners in different proficiency groups all have problems judging these 
two combinations: ACT+ -le and STA + -le. This can be explained by the 
perfective marker -le initially being acquired with the lexical aspects accom-
plishment and achievement, and the use of -le with the other three lexical 
aspect groups therefore being more difficult for the learners to acquire. Note 
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that in Table 20 the combination SEM + -le is also problematic for the learn-
ers and even the HIGH group has a low rate of correct judgments.  

In Table 24, the data for zai- generally follows a developing trend that the 
higher the group’s proficiency, the better their judgments. But the two com-
binations STA + zai- and ACH (RVC) + zai- are exceptions. From Table 20, 
we see that in both cases, the HIGH group has a lower score than the LOW 
and MID groups. This can also be explained by the fact that the imperfective 
marker zai- is acquired with the lexical aspect ACT first, and the combina-
tions of this marker with the other lexical aspect groups are therefore more 
difficult for the learners to acquire, with the result that even when they reach 
higher proficiency it is not easy for them to make a correct judgment.  

Next we will compare the results of the production and grammaticality 
judgment tasks and see if any certain conclusions can be drawn from the 
results.  

5.8 Summary of results of the grammaticality judgment 
task and production tasks 

The results of the two tasks discussed in the above four sections 5.4 to 5.7 
have demonstrated the general importance of lexical aspect and language 
proficiency for the learners’ production and judgment of grammatical aspect. 
Now we look at the specific patterns that appear both in the production and 
understanding of the respective markers. 

First we look at -le. In the production tasks, it mostly appears with 
achievement and accomplishment verbs. In the grammaticality judgment 
task, the learners clearly do not have problem correctly judging the gram-
maticality of the ACH + -le and ACC + -le. All the learners, even the HIGH 
group, have problems judging the combinations ACT + -le and SEM + -le. 
The patterns from the production and the judgment tasks seem to show the 
same results: -le is acquired correctly first with achievement and accom-
plishment verbs.   

Correct production increases with the proficiency level of the subjects. 
Overuse of -le occurs least often with ACH in all three production tasks, and 
learners understand this combination best in the grammaticality judgment 
task. From the results of both the production and grammaticality judgment 
tasks, the conclusion can be drawn that most of the production of -le occurs 
with achievement, followed by accomplishment and then the other lexical 
aspect groups. This conclusion supports the Aspect Hypothesis. 

We now look at -guo. In the production tasks it appears most frequently 
with ACC. In the judgment data, the learners have problems judging STA 
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(adj.) + -guo, which is not a typical use. Learners achieve a lower score on 
the judgment of -guo than other markers. 

In the production data, -zhe mostly appears with activity, accomplish-
ment, and stative verbs. In the film and picture retelling tasks, -zhe is more 
often produced with accomplishment than with stative verbs, despite the 
natural connection between -zhe and stative verbs due to their similar seman-
tic features. However, this is only a task-specific feature because in the other 
two production tasks -zhe occurs more often with stative verbs. Indeed, in 
the film and picture retelling tasks the verbs available for use are limited by 
the stories, while in the writing and longitudinal journal tasks the choice of 
verbs is free. In the judgment data, only the combinations ACH + -zhe and 
ACH (RVC) + -zhe pose major problems for the learners. It seems that 
learners acquire -zhe with stative and accomplishment verbs first. Correct 
production and judgment increase with the learners’ ascending proficiency 
level.  

In the production data, zai- occurs mostly with activity verbs and accom-
plishment verbs. This progressive marker is not incorrectly produced with 
achievement verbs. In the judgment data, lexical aspect categories do not 
seem to play as important a role as with the other three markers. Maybe this 
is because zai- is acquired later than other markers. Therefore even though 
the learners use this marker predominantly with activity verbs, as predicated 
by the Aspect Hypothesis, it proves difficult for the learners to judge the 
usage of this marker based on its combination with different lexical aspect 
groups. 

The data show that the perfective -le is acquired before the imperfective 
markers, and that the marker zai- is acquired last.  

Based on the above discussion about production and judgment data, cor-
rect production and judgment of the respective markers associated with lexi-
cal aspect categories can be indicated in a certain order. For -le there is a 
hierarchy (from most to least correct): ACH > ACC > STA> ACT. The 
marker -le is produced first, and mostly occurs with ACH, followed by ACC 
and STA, and then ACT. The learners also understand -le better with ACH 
and ACC, than with STA and ACT. The production of -guo starts with ACC, 
and the learners understand -guo best with ACC. The production of -zhe 
starts with STA, and continues with ACT. The learners’ judgment of this 
marker also follows this order. The production and judgment of zai- is best 
with ACT.  

In the next two sections, qualitative analysis is performed on the 
comprehension and fill-in-the-blanks tasks to find out how well the learners 
understand and use the markers with regard to certain language-specific 
points. 
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5.9 Qualitative analysis of the comprehension task 
The comprehension task contains eight sentences. Accompanying each sen-
tence are three alternatives that explain the sentence in different ways. The 
subjects are asked to choose the one that best explains the sentence. These 
eight sentences concern certain language-specific constructions or features 
of the aspect markers with which learners commonly encounter difficulties 
in their learning process. Here is a short presentation of the eight sentences; 
the answer alternatives are in English and can be found in appendix III:  

 
1. Xiao Wang  de       shu      bei    wo nong diu  le. 

Xiao  Wang GEN  book   PASS  I   make lost SF-LE 
‘I lost Xiao Wang’s book. (Xiao Wang’s book was lost by me)’ 

 
2. Wo tai  xiang shuijiao le,  he      le   yi    bei    kafei.   jiu  hao  le.  

I    very want sleep     LE drink LE one CLA coffee then well SF-LE 
 ‘I really wanted to sleep. I drank a cup of coffee then I was awake 

again.’  
 
3. Wo shuai duan   guo   tui. 

I    fall   break GUO leg 
‘I fell and broke my leg (before).’ 

 
4. Ta    ba shui      di   gei wo, wo  ba    qian    gei   le ta. 

He BA water pass give I     I    BA money give LE he 
‘He passed the water to me, and I gave the money to him.’ 

 
5. Xiao Wang kai     le men, kanjian lu shang ting   zhe     yi  
    Xiao Wang open LE door  see     road on   park  ZHE  one  

liang zixingche. Hai you  ge     xiao hai    zai wan. 
CLA bicycle      there be CLA little child ZAI play 

    ‘Xiao Wang opened the door and saw a bicycle parked on the road, and 
there was a child playing.’  

 
6.  Ni yao da   po       le  beizi zenme ban? 
     You if  hit   break LE glass what-to-do 
      ‘What if you broke the glass?’ 
 
7. Ta pao  bu     yijing   pao le liang ge    xiaoshi le. 
    He run step  already run LE two CLA hour    SF-LE 
      ‘He has been running for two hours.’ 
 
8. Xiao Wang  xue    le Yingwen  
    Xiao Wang study LE English 
    ‘Xiao Wang studied English.’ 

Table 25 presents the results from the comprehension task by providing the 
rate of correct answers in percent.  
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Table 25.  The correct-answer rates in the Comprehension task 

 #1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8 

LOW 87.5 75 100 100 62.5 25 75 75 

MID 100 25 87.5 62.5 100 50 87.5 62.5 

HIGH 100 50 100 75 100 25 100 62.5 

Control 100 87.5 100 100 87.5 75 100 87.5 

There are eight items in this task. We can see that it is not the case that the 
higher proficiency level groups perform better than the lower ones. Next we 
will look at the results based on the analysis of each aspect marker respec-
tively.  

These tasks study the learners’ understanding of the functions of the four 
markers. The analysis will focus on the tasks that are important to the study.   
Even though points concerning the sentence-final le, such as the passive, are 
included in the tasks because of the common confusion of the two types of 
le, they will be discussed mainly when relevant to the marker -le.  

Items 1 and 2 concern sentence-final le. Items 4, 6, and 8 study the mark-
er -le. Item 7 concerns both types of le. According to Li and Thompson 
(1981:240–290) the main function of sentence-final le is to signal a “Cur-
rently relevant state” in various ways, e.g. a change of state, correcting a 
wrong assumption, progress so far, what happens next, or closing a state-
ment. Li and Thompson (1981:300) also point out that when the morpheme 
le appears in sentence-final position, and the sentence expresses both perfec-
tivity and Currently Relevant State, it can be interpreted as either -le or le. 

Passive sentences in Mandarin are marked by the bei-construction. These 
sentences usually come with the sentence-final le, as they express Currently 
relevant state (Li & Thompson, 1981). The result for item 1 shows that only 
one learner in the LOW group made a mistake on this sentence, and there-
fore this construction is well understood.  

Item 2 contains two instances of sentence-final le that encode the two 
functions: determining what happens next, and a change of state. The correct 
choice is C. But mistakes were made by some learners who chose A, which 
means they do not understand the first function, “determines what happens 
next” or B, which means they do not understand the second function “a 
change of state.” The results show that learners did not do well. One person 
in the control group also made the wrong choice. As it turned out, he did not 
quite understand the choices. The learners and the native speakers both 
worked from the same booklet, in which the choices were given in English. 
This posed problems for some native speakers as they may have had less 
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proficiency in English than the learners, which could lead to their misunder-
standing the choices in this multiple choice task.  

Item 4 concerns the disposal construction, commonly called the ba con-
struction, which often comes with le. This -le can very often have both per-
fectivity and currently relevant readings, and thus often can be interpreted as 
both -le or sentence-final le. The learners understand this quite well.  

Item 7 contains a specific construction “VP + V + -le + time phrase + le,” 
which means that an event has been going on for some time, and although 
the event within the time frame is bounded, the action is still going on. The 
aspect marker -le is followed by a quantified time phrase The sentence-final 
le signals the function “reporting progress so far.” Two people in LOW and 
one person in MID chose the wrong answer because they regarded the action 
as being over. In general the learners understand the aspect marker -le well 
but made mistakes regarding the sentence-final le. 

Recall that section 2.1.2 presented Li and Thompson’s conclusion that -le 
indicates an event is bounded by being a quantified event, a definite or spe-
cific event, by being inherently bounded because of the meaning of the verb 
and by being the first event in a sequence. Item 7 contains a quantified event 
with -le. Item 6 is about a bounded event with lexical aspect ACH (RVC) 
that is inherently bounded. The sentence is shown in example (81). 

 
(81) Ni    yao da        po      le  beizi zenme ban? 
       You  if    hit  broken    LE glass what   do 

‘What if you broke the glass?’ 

The correct answer is C “The glass is not broken yet.” Choosing answer A 
“The glass is broken” means misunderstanding the event as already having 
happened, and thus the learner does not understand that -le can signal that 
something has yet to happen. Choosing answer B means misunderstanding 
the event as definitely going to happen, and thus the learner does not under-
stand the condition word yao ‘if’. The learners did not understand the condi-
tionality of this sentence and that the action may or may not happen. As Ta-
ble 25 shows, the learners did not understand this sentence well. Four learn-
ers chose A and 9 learners chose B. Four learners made mistakes because 
they did not understand one function of -le. The two people in the control 
group chose the wrong choice on paper, but when interviewed later in Man-
darin they made the correct choice. They explained that they made mistakes 
because they did not understand the English choices.  

Item 8 contains a specific event with the marker -le. The sentence is pre-
sented in example (82). 

 
(82) Xiaowang xue      le Yingwen. 
        Xiaowang study LE English 

  ‘Xiaowang studied English.’ 
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The correct answer is C “We do not know if Xiaowang’s English is good or 
bad.” The intention of this multiple choice task is to find out if the learners 
understand the function of the marker -le to specify a specific event that is 
irrelevant to the present. One learner in the MID and one in the HIGH group 
made the mistake of choosing the wrong answer A “Xiaowang can speak 
English.” This means they do not understand that the marker -le gives no 
indication of whether the study has led to any result. Some other people, 
including eight learners and one native speaker made mistakes by choosing 
the distractor choice B “Xiaowang took some English lessons in school.” 
However, there is no mentionof where Xiaowang has studied English in the 
original sentence. Therefore these mistakes have no relevance to the under-
standing of -le. 

Item 3 has the lexical aspect ACH (RVC) with the marker -guo, which 
signals a past experience, as shown in example (83). 

 
(83) Wo shuai duan guo     tui. 
         I      fall   break GUO leg 

 ‘I have the experience of breaking a leg before.’ 

The correct answer is “My leg was broken before.” –guo signals a past ex-
perience and the condition does not exist now. Only one person in the MID 
group made the mistake of choosing “I have a broken leg now.” This shows 
that the understanding of the function of -guo is good. 

Item 5 has two sentences. The first one contains the combination STA＋ 
-zhe, which refers to a position, and the second has the combination zai- ＋
ACT, which refers to an ongoing action. The sentence is shown in example 
(84). 

 
(84) Xiaowang  kai   le  men,  kan jian lu shang ting zhe  yi  liang zixing-

che.  
      Xiaowang open LE door look see road on  park ZHE one CL  bicycle 

Hai   you   ge  xiao haizi  zai  wan. 
     And  have CL little child ZAI play. 

‘Xiaowang opens the door and sees there is a bicycle parked on the 
road. And there is a little child playing.’ 

The correct answer is B “The child is playing when Xiaowang opens the 
door.” 3 learners in the LOW group chose answer A “The bicycle has been 
parked there for a long time,” which means they did not understand that the 
STA ＋ -zhe means a present situation. Generally the learners understand the 
two imperfective markers well. One native speaker incorrectly chose C, 
which is an irrelevant distractor, as a result of misunderstanding the English. 

To summarize, the learners understand the sentence-final le well when it 
appears in a certain construction, like the passive bei sentence in item 1, or 
the “VP + V + -le + time phrase + le” in item 7. However, they do much 
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worse with le without a certain construction. This may because the 
constructions are specifically taught in the classroom and are easier to 
acquire than the many different functions of sentence-final le.  

The learners have problems understanding that the marker -le can signal 
that something is yet to happen. A bounded event does not have to be in the 
past, as shown by item 6. That the marker -le signals a specific event that 
does not have current relevance can also be difficult for the learners, even 
those with higher proficiency, as shown by item 8.  

Items 3 and 5 concern the two imperfective markers, and the learners 
appear to understand them well. 

The results for this task show which language structures concerning 
aspect markers pose problems for the learners and thus can help future 
teaching of the aspect markers in the classroom.  

5.10 Qualitative analysis of the fill-in-the-blanks task 
The subjects are provided with eight fill-in-the-blanks questions. Each item 
is a short passage or sentences from which all aspect markers have been 
removed. Each item contains several blanks. The subjects are instructed to 
fill in the blanks with the four aspect markers and two fillers where neces-
sary. The results are presented in tables, and the fillers are not discussed.  

These items are based on the language specific points or constructions 
concerning the aspect markers that commonly pose problems in the language 
learners’ acquisition process, and most importantly, the structures where 
aspect markers should not be used but often show up in the interlanguage.  

The discussions are organized based on the four markers respectively. 
Generally, when temporal, spatial, or conceptual limits are placed on an 

event, then the event can be viewed as bounded and therefore -le is used (Li 
& Thompson, 1981:186). That -le should be used with a quantified event is 
often difficult for the learners because this event can be anywhere on the 
timeline, either past, present, or future. When learners think of -le as mark-
ing past tense, they often make mistakes. Table 26 shows the results of the 
fill-in-the-blanks task that test the use of –le with quantified events.  
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Table 26. Percentage of correct use of -le in quantified events in the fill-in-the-
blanks task 

 

 1b 8b 4a 4b 

LOW 62.5 37.5 25 12.5 

MID 87.5 62.5 25 25 

HIGH 75 75 75 87.5 

Control 100 62.5 100 87.5 

Item 1b and 8b have the construction V + -le + quantified NP. These two 
sentences are shown in examples (85) and (86). 

 
(85) Zuotian wanshang wo gei   laoshi     xie     le   yi feng xin. 
        yesterday evening  I   give teacher  write  LE one CL letter 

‘Yesterday evening I wrote the teacher a letter.’ 
 

(86) Ta cong xiao         jiu           xia   qi.        
        he from young as early as  play chess  

Bi      sai    le    zheme duo    nian,    yici    ye   meiyou ying guo.  
play match  LE    so    many year     once even  not       win  GUO 

         ‘He played chess from his childhood. After competing for this many 
years, he has not won even once.’ 

Example (85) has the structure V + -le + NP and (86) has the structure V + -
le + time phrase. In sentence (85) the structure refers to an event (wrote a 
letter) that happened in the past. In sentence (86) the structure refers to an 
event (playing chess games) that has been happening for some time and is 
still going on. Although LOW and MID did worse in 8b, the differences are 
not big. Three native speakers made mistake on item 8b by not filling 
anything in this blank. This is because in the spoken language, this -le can be 
omitted when it is in a subclause and the center of the sentence is the main 
clause with a -guo. The sentence emphasizes the sense that this person has 
not had the experience of winning even once.   

This use of -le with a quantified event also includes the structure “VP + V 
+ -le + time phrase + le”. Items 4a and 4b test the learners’ use of -le in this 
structure. The sentence is shown in example (87). 

 
(87) Wo xue    _ Zhongwen xue      le     yi  nian   le.  
        I    study  _  Chinese    study   LE  one year sentence final le 
  ‘I have studied Chinese for one year.’ 
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The first blank here is the location after the verb in the VP, and there should 
not be -le. The second blank is after the V. This verb in the structure is 
always a repetition of the verb in the VP, and it should be followed by -le.  
The last le after the time phrase is a sentence-final le. The LOW and MID 
groups did not do well; only one or two people filled in the correct answer. 
The HIGH group did much better. One native speaker missed the -le in the 
second blank.  

In general, learners with low and middle proficiency do worse than those 
with higher proficiency. This means the learners understand this function of 
-le better when they reach a higher proficiency level. 

Next, in Table 27, the results of -le used with definite or specific events 
are presented. 

Table 27. Percentage of correct use of -le with specific events in the fill-in-the-
blanks task 

 3f 3g 3h 

LOW 37.5 12.5 37.5 

MID 62.5 25 87.5 

HIGH 50 50 87.5 

Control 75 62.5 100 

The marker -le is used when the direct object is understood as definite or 
specific. Items 3f, 3g, and 3h exhibit such contradictions where -le is used 
with a definite or specific event, as shown in example (88). 

 
(88) Tamen zai Beijing chi  le  Beijing kaoya,  

they     at   Beijing eat  LE Beijing roast duck   
pa      le   Changcheng,     hai  mai   le dongxi. 
climb LE the Great Wall  and buy LE thing 
‘In Beijing, they ate Beijing duck, climbed the Great Wall, and 

bought things.’ 

Here mistakes are made by learners and native speakers alike, who use -guo 
instead of -le for 3f and 3g, the first two blanks. The reason they use -guo is 
because it is easy to regard the two events as unique past experiences (eating 
Beijing duck and climbing the Great Wall). The last blank, 3h, is about 
shopping, and is much less possible to be treated as a unique experience. 
Few learners and no native speakers used -guo here. It is in fact not easy to 
say that either -le or -guo must be used. As Li and Thompson (1981) also 
discussed in their chapter on aspect markers, which markers to use can be a 
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subjective choice. If one uses -guo here, the signal is that the event has taken 
place at least once, that the event had been experienced, not that the event 
took place, which -le should convey. 

There are several points in Mandarin where -le should not be used. From 
the discussion in chapter 2 we see that -le generally cannot occur with activ-
ity verbs and most stative verbs. Moreover, -le is incompatible with habitual 
or repeated events, nor is it used in negative or imperative sentences (For a 
detailed discussion of where not to use -le, see Li & Thompson, 1981:202–
216). Table 28 present the results of some of the points tested in this task. 

Table 28. Percentage of correctly not using -le where it should not be used in the 
fill-in-the-blanks task 

 2c 8a 5c 

LOW 25 75 87.5 

MID 50 87.5 75 

HIGH 62.5 100 75 

Control 100 100 100 

Item 2c concerns indirect speech, as shown in (89): 
 

(89) Ta gaosu _wo ta yijing      you  nanpengyou le. 
       she tell      _me he already have boyfriend  sentence final le 
        ‘She told me he already had a boyfriend.’ 

The main verb that leads to indirect speech should not be followed by -le. 
Higher proficiency learners do better than those with lower proficiency. 

Item 8a is about a habitual event. The sentence is shown in (90): 
 

(90) Ta cong xiao         jiu           xia _qi.          
         he from young as early as   play _chess  
         ‘He played chess from his childhood.’ 

Here the learners do very well.  
Item 5c represents a common mistake among learners of Mandarin, as 

shown in (91): 
 

(91) Zheli yiqian shi yi    ge gongyuan. Gongyuan hen da_. 
        this  before  is  one CL park           park          very big_ 

   ‘There was a park here before. The park was big.’ 
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Mandarin sentences can use hen ‘very’ followed by an adjective as the 
predicate to describe certain characteristics of the subject, such as physical 
characteristics like tall, short, big, etc., or mental or emotional states of the 
subject, like happy, sad, suspicious, etc. These sentences do not accept other 
verbs or aspect markers. Learners often mistakenly use -le here either 
because the event presented is in the past or because they thought the 
sentence needs completion.   

Here even learners with higher proficiency make the same mistakes as the 
other learners.   

Next we look at the use of -guo in this task. As discussed in chapter 2, the 
use of -guo refers to an event having been experienced either with respect to 
some reference time or at least once before. Table 29 presents the results for 
the three blanks where -guo should be used in this task.  

Table 29. Percentage of the correct use of -guo in the fill-in-the-blanks task 

 3e 3k 8c 

LOW 37.5 87.5 12.5 

MID 62.5 100 37.5 

HIGH 50 100 62.5 

Control 75 100 100 

Item 3e is about an event that was experienced not long ago, as in (92): 
 

(92) Xueshengmen gang qu guo Zhongguo. 
        student   PL    just  go GUO  China 
       ‘The students just had the experience of going to China.’ 

Some learners and three native speakers filled in -le here instead of -guo. 
The sentence is within a passage. The context decides that it is best to fill in -
guo here because it concentrates on the experience of being in China. Using 
-le here could cause the misunderstanding that the students are still in China. 
The native speakers who fill in -le here explain that in their northern dialect 
there is no problem with using -le here and they do not think the meaning is 
influenced.  

Item 3k is about one’s past experience of residing in a place. This sen-
tence is well understood and all but one person in the LOW group correctly 
use -guo here.  

 
(93)Li laoshi shuo ta yiqian zai Beijing zhu guo yi nian. 

  Li teacher say he before  at Beijing live  GUO one year 
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‘Teacher Li said he has had the experience of living in Beijing for one 
year in the past.’ 

Item 8c is about negation. To negate a sentence with -guo is to deny that a 
certain event has been experienced, as shown in sentence (94).  

 
(94) Ta cong xiao         jiu           xia   qi.        
        he from young as early as  play chess  

Bi    sai        le  zheme duo   nian,    yici    ye meiyou ying guo.  
play match  LE  so      many year    once even not      win  GUO 

       ‘He played chess from his childhood. After competing for this many 
years, he has not won even once.’ 

The sentence conveys the message that the action of winning has never been 
experienced by a person; -guo should be used. The learners do not do well. 
But the rate of correct answers goes up as the proficiency level goes up. 

The imperfective marker -zhe indicates duration of state. Table 30 shows 
the five items in this task where -zhe should be filled in. 

Table 30. Percentage of correct use of -zhe in the fill-in-the-blanks task 

 7d 3b 6a 7a 

LOW 50 50 37.5 25 

MID 75 62.5 25 25 

HIGH 62.5 100 75 100 

Control 100 87.5 100 100 

Verbs of postures or physical dispositions of an entity at a location may oc-
cur with -zhe to signal an ongoing state (Li & Thompson, 1981:219). Item 7d 
tests the use of -zhe in this situation, as example (95) shows: 

 
(95) Mama zheng  zai chuang shang tang zhe.  
        mother just    ZAI  bed      on       lie ZHE. 

‘Mother is lying in bed.’ 

Over half of the learners do this correctly. Mistakes are not filling in any-
thing or filling in -le. Using -le here suggests that learners may treat -le as a 
past tense marker, since the event happened in the past and some learners 
may have felt they must have something here to signal the past.  

3b and 6a, as shown in (96), use -zhe to denote a state that is associated 
with the activity meaning of the verb. 
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(96) Qiang shang gua     zhe liang  fu Zhongguo hua. 
        Wall    on     hang   ZHE two CL Chinese painting  

Caidan shang xie    zhe   mei    ge   cai    de   jiaqian. 
menu    on     write ZHE every CL dish GEN price 

   ‘There are two Chinese paintings hanging on the wall. The price of 
every dish is written on the menu.’ 

Some activity verbs, such as gua ‘hang’, chuan ‘put on’, xie ‘to write’ can 
take -zhe to signal a state that is associated with its activity meaning. The 
learners, especially those from the LOW and MID groups, tend to use -le 
here instead of -zhe. Using -le changes the focus of the sentence. The focus 
is now on the events of hanging the painting and writing the price on the 
menu having occurred and being viewed as a whole, as opposed to the state 
of paintings hanging on the wall and prices being written on the menu.  

7a, as in example (97), presents another way of using -zhe: following the 
first verb of two to signal that the first action provides background for the 
second one. 

 
(97) Ta ku   zhe   da     dianhua        gei wo  de    shihou, wo zai chi  fan. 
         ta cry ZHE make phone  call give me GEN time      I  ZAI eat dinner 

‘I was eating when he called me, crying.’ 

The state of crying serves as a background for the action of making a phone 
call. It is not an option to use any other markers here. The LOW and MID 
group made mistakes by filling in -le, which could suggest that they used -le 
to signal the past tense, because the event happened in the past.  

The use of the progressive marker zai signals ongoing activity.  

Table 31. Percentage of correct use of -zhe and zai- in the fill-in-the-blanks task 

 

 3c -zhe 3d zai- 7c zai- 

LOW 75 0 37.5 

MID 62.5 12.5 62.5 

HIGH 87.5 50 100 

Control 75 75 100 

Items 3c and 3d represent a very common use of both -zhe and zai-, as 
shown in example (98). –zhe follows the first event to signal a background 
state for the ongoing action of the second event ,which uses zai-.  
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(98) Shafa shang zuo zhe      ji       ge xuesheng zai  he   Li laoshi   liao-
tian. 

        sofa    on      sit   ZHE several CL student  ZAI with Li teacher chat 
  ‘Several students sitting on the sofa are chatting with teacher Li.’ 

More than half of the learners fill in the -zhe correctly but miss the zai-. This 
is probably because there is an interruption between zai- and the verb liao-
tian ‘chat’ that gives information about who the students are chatting with. 
Two native speakers chose to fill in -le in the first blank and nothing in the 
second one, which changes the focus of the sentence to the students, as 
shown in (99): 

 
(99) Shafa shang zuo le     ji       ge xuesheng he  Li  laoshi   liaotian. 
        sofa    on      sit  LE several CL student with Li teacher chat 
  ‘There are several students sitting in the sofa and chatting with teacher 

Li.’ 

7c is a typical use of the marker zai-, as shown in (100):  
 

(100) Ta ku zhe      da    dianhua      gei   wo   de    shihou, wo zai chi   
fan. 

          ta cry ZHE make phone call  give me GEN time       I ZAI eat din-
ner 

‘I was eating when he called me, crying.’ 

Higher proficiency students do better than those in the lower proficiency 
groups.  

The next section summarizes the results of both the comprehension and 
fill-in-the-blanks tasks. 

5.11 Summary of results of the comprehension and fill-
in-the-blanks tasks 

The design of the two tasks is to cover important sentence types and special 
constructions or combinations that come with different markers. Based on 
the experiences of Mandarin teachers, these structures are often difficult for 
learners to understand or produce.  

Here we are going to analyze the results of these two tasks by discussing 
each marker separately.  

First are the marker -le and sentence-final le. The latter is not the focus of 
this study. Nonetheless, it can appear in the same sentence with the marker -
le in certain constructions and the two different types of le are confusing for 
the learners. The passive and the disposal constructions often take the sen-
tence-final le as they usually indicate a currently relevant state. According 
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to Li and Thompson (1981:468), the disposal construction states how the 
subject is handled, manipulated, dealt with, or disposed of. The learners 
understand the sentence-final le quite well, especially in the passive con-
struction. 

The construction VP + V + -le + time + le contains both types of le and is 
quite complicated. The learners understand it well in comprehension item 7, 
but the LOW and MID groups did poorly on the fill-in-the-blanks items 4a 
and 4b. They incorrectly inserted –le after the verb in the first VP and missed 
the -le after the second verb. But the HIGH group did well. The same pattern 
holds for the structure where the marker -le is followed by a quantified noun 
phrase in items 1b and 8b in the fill-in-the-blanks task. The higher profi-
ciency level students understand it better.  

As Li and Bowerman (1998) state, the variation in the interpretation of -le 
in different contexts is a good example of how grammatical and lexical as-
pects interact to determine the final aspectual interpretation of a sentence. 
Learners will therefore encounter difficulties in understanding -le in different 
context. Usually, achievement verbs occur naturally with -le. However, in 
Comprehension task 6, the ACH (RVC) + -le is not well understood because 
the context of the sentence indicates that an event could happen in the future. 
Even though in the production tasks the learners can produce the combina-
tion better than any other, here they do not do well. This is because they are 
not aware of the possibility of -le indicating the future.  

A common mistaken conception of -le and -guo alike among the learners 
is that it means past tense or means completion. This is probably the reason 
why about half of the learners used -le after the verb that initiates indirect 
speech which happened in the past, as in 3a, or why they used -le instead of -
zhe in item 7d. And the two markers are often used to replace each other, as 
shown in fill in the blanks 3f, 3g, 3h. Without context, it is sometimes possi-
ble to use either marker. But the meanings of the sentences differ. Using -le 
conveys the message that the event is bounded, and using -guo means the 
event has been experienced at least once or is relevant to some specific time. 
There are “rules” about when or when not to use the markers, but context is 
important, and context can be subjective. The marker -guo is well under-
stood in the comprehension task. But in the fill-in-the-blanks task, if the 
context leaves room for the imagination, such as in 3e, learners start to use 
either -le or -guo.  

The imperfective markers -zhe and zai- are acquired later than the perfec-
tive markers, as will be shown in section 6.1. They are well understood in 
the comprehension task. But in the fill-in-the-blanks task, the learners make 
mistakes by filling in -le without being aware that the focus of the sentence 
has shifted and the meaning has changed.  

Native speakers can also make mistakes in this regard. In the comprehen-
sion task this is often because they misunderstand of the answer alternatives 
in English. In the fill-in-the-blanks task, the native speakers do not always 
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agree on what markers to use. They often say that the right choice can vary 
depending on the context. This can cause confusion to learners and linguists 
alike. But as Li and Thompson (1981:195) point out, “The reason that 
speakers disagree when they are presented with sentences in isolation is be-
cause they have to imagine what the real conversational situation might be, 
and they might come to different conclusions on this point.” This is also true 
for some native speakers’ choices in the grammaticality judgment task. 
Apart from context, dialect variance can also be an issue for native speakers 
in this kind of study. Certain usages of the markers can vary in different 
dialects.  

Generally speaking, in the fill-in-the-blanks task the HIGH group does 
not necessarily do better than the LOW or MID groups for -le, but for the 
other markers there seems to be a developmental effect, especially for the 
HIGH group. They achieve much better results than the other two groups. 
The marker -le appears to be difficult for the learners to correctly understand 
or produce, even for the higher proficiency learners.   

Hopefully these results will provide further insights for teachers of Man-
darin in their instruction about the markers. 
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6 Discussions of the results in terms of the 
research hypotheses 

In this section some main research questions of this study are answered and 
discussed, including the acquisition order, the Aspect Hypothesis, the Distri-
butional Bias Hypothesis, and the Prototype Model. The last section dis-
cusses some plausible explanations and mechanisms of the acquisition proc-
ess, such as L1 influence, semantic cues, and structural markedness.  

6.1 The Acquisition Order 
The acquisition order is ascertained predominantly from data from the longi-
tudinal study; longitudinal studies, according to Bardovi-Harlig (2000), be-
ing a more reliable means to determine acquisition order. Here the analysis 
focuses on the emergence of the four markers. The results of the cross-
sectional studies and the writing study serve as support for those of the lon-
gitudinal study, because “cross-sectional studies can also capture the form 
before meaning sequence if they do not use formal accuracy in obligatory 
contexts…as their only measure” (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:112). The results of 
both the longitudinal and the cross-sectional tasks also show which combina-
tions of lexical aspects and aspect markers are acquired before the others for 
each aspect marker.  

Looking at each production task separately we see that the perfective as-
pects are acquired before the imperfectives in the longitudinal study. Tables 
32, 42, and 42 present the total number of markers produced in each task 
regardless of correctness because the focus here is on the emergent forms 
rather than target-like forms. Tables 33, 38, and 43 present the number of 
markers produced correctly in these tasks for comparison. 

 



 99 

Table 32. Each aspect marker produced with different lexical aspect categories in the 
longitudinal study 

The total number of markers produced in this task is 128, with 101 -le, 17 -
guo, 8 –zhe, and 2 zai-. From the total production, we can see that the acqui-
sition order is the perfective aspect precedes the imperfective: -le and -guo 
precede -zhe and zai-. Moreover, -le is used overwhelmingly more often than 
the others, and zai- appears last. A table with only the correct number of 
markers produced Table 33 is presented next as a comparison. 

Table 33. Each aspect marker produced correctly with different lexical aspect cate-
gories in the longitudinal study 

 

There are 85 correctly produced markers, comprising 66 -le, 10 -guo, 7 –zhe, 
and 2 zai-. The marker -le is correctly produced with achievement and ac-
complishment verbs, -guo with accomplishment, activity, and stative verbs, -
zhe with activity and stative verbs, and zai- with activity verbs. 

The above tables, 32 and 33, present the total amounts of all seven learn-
ers’ production in the longitudinal study. It may also be interesting to look at 
individual cases. Since the total number of occurrences of the three markers 
other than -le is too low to generate tables with individual variations, we will 
only look at the individual production of -le. The individual production of -le 
in the longitudinal study is presented from table 34 to 36. Tables 34 and 35 
present the correct and incorrect production of –le respectively.  

 1st essay 2nd essay 3rd essay 
 -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- 

ACT 11 1 3 0 3 2 0 0 2 1 3 2 
STA 0 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 2 1 1 0 

ACC 13 4 0 0 13 6 0 0 12 2 0 0 
ACH 18 0 0 0 7 0 0 0 15 0 0 0 

SEM 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 43 5 4 0 27 8 0 0 31 4 4 2 

 1st essay 2nd essay 3rd essay 

 -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- 
ACT 0 0 3 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 2 2 

STA 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 
ACC 8 3 0 0 12 4 0 0 8 1 0 0 

ACH 14 0 0 0 7 0 0 0 14 0 0 0 
SEM 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 22 3 4 0 21 4 0 0 23 3 3 2 
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 Table 34. Correct production of -le in the longitudinal study 

Individuals 1st 2nd 3rd 

A 6 2 6 

B 5 5 3 

C 3 5 4 

D 1 1 1 

E 4 3 4 

F 1 1 3 

G 2 4 3 

 

Table 35. Incorrect production of -le in the longitudinal study 

Individuals 1st 2nd 3rd 

A 6 0 0 

B 5 1 1 

C 2 2 2 

D 1 1 2 

E 2 1 0 

F 2 0 2 

G 3 1 0 

Every individual can produce -le from the first submitted article. By 
subtracting the number of incorrect productions from the number of correct 
productions, we can generate a mastery score for –le, which is presented in 
Table 36.   

Table 36. Mastery of -le in the longitudinal study 

Individuals 1st 2nd 3rd 

A 0 2 6 

B 0 4 2 

C 1 3 2 

D 0 0 -1 

E 2 2 4 

F -1 1 1 

G -1 3 3 
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In Table 36, we can see that D is the only individual who failed to master 
this marker; even though D was able to produce the form, he/she did not 
master the meaning and the result is zero correct production. Between the 
first and the second article, all the other 6 learners show improvement in 
correct production. A, E, F, G continue to improve in the third article, while 
B and C were not able to achieve better results in the third article, however 
the difference is not large.  

Now we will look at the other tasks to see if their results support the find-
ings of the longitudinal study. In the film and picture retelling tasks, where -
guo is not present, we see that -zhe appears from the LOW level and zai- 
only starts to appear from MID level. 

Table 37. -le, -zhe and zai- produced with different lexical aspect categories in the 
film and picture retelling tasks  

*Both tokens occur with the construction V + -le + V, which is a special construction mean-
ing doing an action “a little bit,” see Li &Thompson (1981:232). 

The total number of markers produced in the film and picture retelling tasks 
by the learners is 194, with 142 -le, 29 –zhe, and 23 zai-. Table 38 presents 
the markers produced correctly in this task. 

Table 38. -le, -zhe, and zai- produced correctly with different lexical aspect catego-
ries in the film and picture retelling tasks  

There are 169 markers correctly produced by the learners, with 121 -le, 26 –
zhe, and 22 zai-. The marker -le is correctly produced with achievement and 
accomplishment verbs, -zhe with activity, accomplishment, and stative 
verbs, and zai- with activity and accomplishment verbs. The control groups 
produced 229 -le, mostly with achievement and accomplishment verbs, 55 -

 LOW MID HIGH Control 
 -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- 

ACT 2 4 0 4 1 2 7 5 15 2* 28 11 
STA 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 7 0 5 9 0 

ACC 9 1 0 11 3 0 21 6 6 77 18 5 
ACH 9 0 0 24 0 0 55 0 0 145 0 0 

Total  20 5 0 39 6 2 83 18 21 229 55 16 

 LOW MID HIGH Control 
 -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- 

ACT 1 3 0 1 1 2 0 5 14 2 28 11 
STA 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 7 0 5 9 0 

ACC 6 1 0 10 2 0 21 5 6 77 18 5 
ACH 7 0 0 20 0 0 55 0 0 145 0 0 

Total  14 4 0 31 5 2 76 17 20 229 55 16 
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zhe with accomplishment, activity, and stative verbs, and 16 zai- with activ-
ity and accomplishment verbs. 

Now we will also look at the individual production of the markers in the 
film and picture retelling tasks, as shown in Table 39 and 40.  

Table 39. Correct production of the three markers in the film and picture retelling 
tasks 

 Individuals -le -zhe zai- 

Peter 1 0 0 

Miffe 2 0 0 

Elfe 3 0 0 

Isa 1 0 0 

Diana 1 0 0 

Pan 3 4 0 

Linda 1 0 0 

LOW 

Tobby 2 0 0 

Mike 4 1 0 

Ane 3 0 0 

Kate 3 0 0 

Matt 6 0 0 

Ida 4 1 0 

Mimi 4 1 2 

Karl 3 0 0 

MID 

Olof 4 2 0 

Jody 10 3 1 

Andy 9 2 3 

James 9 1 2 

Sisil 7 0 0 

Audi 10 3 4 

John 10 3 3 

Fredo 13 2 3 

HIGH 

Eddi 8 3 4 

In general, -le is produced the most, and -zhe more than zai-. In the lower 
intermediate group (LOW) only Pan was able to correctly produce an 
imperfective marker -zhe while everyone could correctly produce the marker 
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-le. The production increases with the group proficiency. In the intermediate 
group (MID) four learners produced -zhe and one learner produced zai-, and 
the production of -le doubled. In the upper intermediate group (HIGH) 
production of -le doubled again and almost everyone could produce the two 
imperfective markers. Now we turn our attention to the incorrect productions 
in Table 40.  

Table 40. Incorrect production of the three markers in the film and picture retelling 
tasks 

 
 Individuals -le -zhe zai- 

Peter 1 0 0 

Miffe 1 0 0 

Elfe 0 0 0 

Isa 1 0 0 

Diana 2 0 0 

Pan 0 0 0 

Linda 1 0 0 

LOW 

Tobby 0 0 0 

Mike 1 0 0 

Ane 2 0 0 

Kate 1 0 0 

Matt 0 1 0 

Ida 2 0 0 

Mimi 1 0 0 

Karl 1 0 0 

MID 

Olof 0 0 0 

Jody 1 0 1 

Andy 1 0 0 

James 0 1 0 

Sisil 0 0 0 

Audi 0 0 0 

John 1 0 0 

Fredo 1 0 0 

HIGH 

Eddi 0 0 0 
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The incorrect production of -le is only less in the upper intermediate group. 
There are very few incorrect productions of the two imperfective markers. 
The total production of the two imperfective markers is small and therefore 
we will only look at the mastery level of the marker -le by subtracting the 
number of incorrect productions from the number of correct productions. 
The resulting number is the mastery score, as shown in Table 41. 

Table 41. Mastery of -le in the film and picture retelling task 

 
  + - Sum 

 Individuals Correct Incorrect Points 

Peter 1 1 0 

Miffe 2 1 1 

Elfe 3 0 3 

Isa 1 1 0 

Diana 1 2 -1 

Pan 3 0 3 

Linda 1 1 0 

LOW 

Tobby 2 0 2 

Mike 4 1 3 

Ane 3 2 1 

Kate 3 1 2 

Matt 6 0 6 

Ida 4 2 2 

Mimi 4 1 3 

Karl 3 1 2 

MID 

Olof 4 0 4 

Jody 10 1 9 

Andy 9 1 8 

James 9 0 9 

Sisil 7 0 7 

Audi 10 0 10 

John 10 1 9 

Fredo 13 1 12 

HIGH 

Eddi 8 0 8 
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In order to show the mastery score more clearly, a scatter plot is made as in 
Figure 1. In the scatter plot, these scores are arranged in ascending order 
within each of the three proficiency groups. The proficiency groups are 
plotted along the x axis, and the y axis shows the score. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Scatter plot showing mastery of -le in the film and picture retelling tasks  

The scatter plot clearly shows that half of the students in the lower 
intermediate group have a very low level of mastery, but that there is an 
overlap between the rest of the lower and the intermediate proficiency 
groups. All students in the upper-intermediate group perform better than the 
other two groups.   

There is a difference between the learners in the longitudinal study and 
the cross-sectional study. In the longitudinal study, the proficiency levels of 
the learners vary, while in the cross-sectional study they are grouped accord-
ing to different proficiency levels, and thus the scatter plot of the individual 
learners’ production shows rather clearly that the mastery of the marker -le is 
better with the increase of the proficiency levels.  

Now we can conclude that the acquisition order is -le>-guo>-zhe>zai-. 
When we look at Table 42, the data from the writing study backs up this 
conclusion. In the production of the native speakers, there is not much dif-
ference between the production of -guo, -zhe, and zai-. In fact, the produc-
tion of -zhe is more common than -guo and zai-, which demonstrates that in 

          LOW                  MID                       HIGH 
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the native language data it is not necessarily the case that the natural distri-
bution of the markers is -guo>-zhe>zai-.  But in the learners’ data, it is clear 
that the production is -le>-guo>-zhe>zai-. 

Table 42. Each aspect marker produced with different lexical aspect categories in 
the writing study  

The total number of markers produced is 578, 448 -le, 62 -guo, 53 –zhe, and 
15 zai-. The learners produced 366 -le, the native speakers 82, mostly with 
achievement and accomplishment verbs. The learners produced 55 -guo and 
the native speakers 7, mostly with accomplishment and achievement verbs. 
The learners produced 34 –zhe, and the native speakers 19, mostly with sta-
tive and activity verbs. The learners produced 9 zai-, and the native speakers 
6, mostly with activity and accomplishment verbs. Table 43 presents all the 
markers that are produced correctly in the writing task. 

Table 43.  Each aspect marker produced correctly with different lexical aspect cate-
gories in the writing study  

The correctly produced markers in the writing task comprise 264 -le, 49 -
guo, 32 –zhe, and 7 zai-. 

From the above results we can conclude that the production order is -le>-
guo>-zhe>zai-.  

Before looking into the explanations for the acquisition order, we should 
review the acquisition order of tense-aspect morphology in other languages. 
Bardovi-Harlig (2000) points out that Romance languages have two past 
tense forms that indicate two grammatical aspects: the perfective, such as the 
preterite in Spanish, the passé composé in French, and the passato prossimo 
in Italian; and the imperfective, such as the imperfective in Spanish, the im-

 Learners Natives 
 -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- 

ACT 26 0 14 3 1 0 7 5 
STA 27 3 15 1 4 1 11 0 

ACC 164 45 5 5 22 4 1 1 
ACH 148 6 0 0 55 2 0 0 

SEM 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total 366 55 34 9 82 7 19 6 

 Learners Natives 

 -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- 
ACT 0 0 14 3 1 0 7 5 

STA 15 3 15 0 4 1 11 0 
ACC 120 40 3 3 22 4 1 1 

ACH 129 5 0 0 55 2 0 0 
SEM 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 264 49 32 6 82 7 19 6 
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parfait in French, and the imperfetto in Italian. Italian also has a progressive 
aspect. Germanic languages generally lack the preterite and imperfective 
distinction (Comrie, 1976; Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). In English, German, 
Dutch, and Swedish, the emergence of past, perfect, and pluperfect tenses is 
observed. Here English differs from the others in that none of the others 
mark grammatical aspect in the opposition between the progressive and the 
simple.  

The acquisition order of tense-aspect morphology in Romance languages 
and English has been studied more extensively than that of the other Ger-
manic languages. However, Dietrich et al. (1995) reported the results of lon-
gitudinal studies on the acquisition of L2 German, Dutch, Swedish, and Eng-
lish conducted by the European Science Foundation, which filled the gap. 
Based on Bardovi-Harlig (2000:419), the general acquisition order of the 
past forms (the present is a default form) of Germanic languages is:  

Past > Present Perfect > Pluperfect  

When there is no simple past or preterite in the target language, the order 
begins with the present perfect tense.  

Specifically, the acquisition order of English is: 

Past > Past Progressive > Present Perfect > Pluperfect 

The acquisition order of the Romance languages French and Italian is: 

Present > (aux +) Past participle > Imperfect 

The acquisition order of the Mandarin aspect markers is perfective before 
imperfective. What accounts for the acquisition order? Bardovi-Harlig 
(2000) suggests that it could be affected by a number of factors such as in-
put, function, and complexity of the markers.   

The learners in this study receive the input mostly under instruction. The 
learners are from three different universities and the chronological order of 
their being taught the four markers differs except for -le, which is introduced 
first to all of them. Therefore the acquisition order of the three markers other 
than -le is not decided by the instruction input. In other languages, a clear 
form-meaning association, or what Noyau, Dorriots et al. (1995) called 
“transparent” input is also identified as a factor leading to early acquisition. 
Bardovi-Harlig (2000) referred to Noyau, Dorriots et al.’s claim that learn-
ers’ early use of tense-aspect morphology in L2 Swedish interlanguage is 
due to the transparency of the morphology, which has an invariable suffix 
with no person agreement on the verb. However, they also stressed that this 
“transparency” helps morphology be noticed and produced early, but not 
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necessarily correctly. In Mandarin, the saliency of the marker -le in the na-
tive language input can also be a factor in its being acquired first. 

The functions of the four markers may play a role in their acquisition or-
der. Bardovi-Harlig (2000) propose that tense-aspect morphemes with ad-
verbial equivalents could be slower to develop than those without them. In 
Mandarin, where -le or -guo should be used, there are hardly any grammati-
cal and semantic equivalents. But -zhe could be replaced by adverbials such 
as yibian…yibian ‘while’, and zai- could be replaced by sentence final parti-
cles such as ne. The following examples, (101) and (103), are sentences pro-
duced by students in the writing study, and (102) and (104) are the sentences 
that could replace (101) and (103) by using aspect markers.  

 
(101) Wo yibian chi  fan,     yibian   kan      dianshi. 
          I     while  eat dinner  while   watch  television 
          ‘I was having dinner while watching television.’ 

The use of yibian…yibian “while” means that the two events “having din-
ner” and “watching television” happened simultanously. This sentence could 
also use aspect marker -zhe. 

 
(102) Wo chi   zhe    fan        kan     dianshi.  
           I    eat  ZHE  dinner   watch  television 
          ‘I was having dinner while watching television.’ 

The sentence-final particle ne is used mostly in the oral language to indicate 
an ongoing action. It can replace the marker zai-. 

 
(103) Wo hua     hua        ne. 
           I    paint painting NE. 
           ‘I was painting a painting.’ 

Sentence (104) expresses the same meaning as sentence (103). 
 

(104) Wo zai    hua    hua. 
          I    ZAI  paint  painting 
          ‘I was painting a painting.’ 

 
Therefore the different functions of the four markers could be another reason 
that the two imperfective markers develop later than the two perfective 
markers.  
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6.2 The Aspect Hypothesis 
Shirai (2002: 456) and Bardovi-Harlig (2000) proposed four sub-hypotheses 
of the Aspect Hypothesis, as mentioned in section 2.3.1, which are repeated 
here: 

1. Learners initially use (perfective) past marking on achievement and accom-
plishment verbs, eventually extending use to activity and state verbs. 

2. In languages that encode the perfective/imperfective distinction morphologi-
cally, imperfective past appears later than perfective past, and imperfective past 
marking begins with stative and activity (i.e. atelic) verbs, then extends to accom-
plishment and achievement (i.e. telic) verbs. 

3. In languages that have progressive aspect, progressive marking begins with ac-
tivity verbs, then extends to accomplishment and achievement verbs. 

4. Progressive markings are not incorrectly overextended to statives.  

From the data analysis in chapter 5, we see that the lexical aspects have a 
strong impact on the aspect markers; perfective marking -le begins with 
achievement and accomplishment verbs, and -guo begins with accomplish-
ment and achievement verbs, and may then extend to activity and stative 
verbs; and the progressive marker begins with activity verbs, then is ex-
tended to accomplishment verbs. It appears that zai- did incorrectly extend to 
stative verbs in the writing study, but only once. This finding is largely con-
sistent with the subhypotheses 1, 3, and 4. Subhypothesis 2 concerns the past 
tense, and as Mandarin does not have a morphological tense, it is difficult to 
apply this hypothesis. However, we have proven that in Mandarin the perfec-
tive markers are acquired before the imperfective markers. And the produc-
tion of the imperfective marker -zhe appears with activity and stative verbs 
first, then is extended to accomplishment verbs. One striking characteristic 
about Mandarin imperfective marking is that neither of the two markers 
seems to extend to achievement verbs.  

The results from the data from the log-linear analysis are backed up by 
the results of the grammaticality judgment task, which show that the learners 
have more problem with such combinations as ACT + -le, STA + -guo, ACH 
+ -zhe. These are the “extended” combinations according to the Aspect Hy-
pothesis. The learners’ initial productions do not include these combinations 
in their acquisition process and therefore they have more problems with 
them. 

In general the Mandarin data is consistent with the Aspect Hypothesis. 
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6.3 The Distributional Bias Hypothesis 
Andersen (1993) and Andersen and Shirai (1994, 1996) proposed the Distri-
butional Bias Hypothesis: “Native speakers in normal interaction with other 
native speakers tend to use each verb aspect morpheme with a specific class 
of verbs, also following the aspect hypothesis” (Andersen & Shirai, 
1994:137). This hypothesis indicates input as the cause for the Aspect Hy-
pothesis. Bardovi-Harlig (2000:427) points out that whether or not acquisi-
tion sequences are determined purely by input has not been determined, but 
empirical studies of both first and second language acquisition support this 
hypothesis.  

Essentially, the Distributional Bias Hypothesis suggests that input ex-
plains the Aspect Hypothesis. The data from the present study has shown 
that input can be an important factor, since the pattern of production of the 
learners largely follows the pattern from the native speakers.  

The native speakers’ data are shown in the control group in Tables 34 and 
36, which are reintroduced here as Tables 44 and 45 for easy reading. The 
learners’ data are presented in Tables 44, 45, and 46.  

 

Table 44.  -le, -zhe, and zai- produced with different lexical aspect categories in the 
film and picture retelling tasks  

 

Table 45. Each aspect marker produced with different lexical aspect categories in the 
writing study.  

 

 

 LOW MID HIGH Control 

 -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- -le -zhe zai- 
ACT 2 4 0 4 1 2 7 5 15 2* 28 11 

STA 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 7 0 5 9 0 
ACC 9 1 0 11 3 0 21 6 6 77 18 5 

ACH 9 0 0 24 0 0 55 0 0 145 0 0 

 Learners Natives 
 -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- 

ACT 26 0 14 3 1 0 7 5 
STA 27 3 15 1 4 1 11 0 

ACC 164 45 5 5 22 4 1 1 
ACH 148 6 0 0 55 2 0 0 

SEM 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 46. Each aspect marker produced with different lexical aspect categories in 
the longitudinal study.  

We first look at the data from the native speakers. In the film and picture 
retelling tasks -le appears most frequently with achievement verbs, followed 
by accomplishment, stative, and activity verbs. The marker –zhe appears 
most often with activity and accomplishment verbs, followed by stative 
verbs. In the writing task, we see that -le also appears most often with 
achievement verbs, followed by accomplishment, stative, and activity verbs. 
The marker -guo appears with accomplishment, achievement, and stative 
verbs. The marker -zhe appears first with stative and activity verbs, followed 
by accomplishment verbs, which should be a better representation since 
there is no restriction on what verbs to use in this task. In both tasks, zai- 
appears with activity verbs first, then accomplishment verbs.  

The overall patterns of the learners’ data appear to be similar to the na-
tives. However, there are some differences. In the film and picture retelling 
tasks, the natives used -le with stative verbs, which the learners did not do. 
This can be explained by the fact that the use of -le with stative verbs is not a 
prototypical usage and therefore the learners have not acquired it. In the 
writing study, there is one instance of a learner using zai- with a stative verb, 
which is not allowed, and is therefore not in the input. This is only one ex-
ample. Input is certainly one important factor that can explain the acquisition 
process in the present study.  

But can acquisition be solely explained in terms of mimicking input? In 
the literature there are also studies in which the input and the learner data do 
not match (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). Huang (1997) analyzed interview data 
from three native English speakers and five L1 Mandarin learners of L2 
English, and found that native speakers and learners showed opposite pat-
terns in producing progressive morphology. Shirai (1995) and Shirai and 
Kurono (1998) investigated the acquisition of the Japanese durative marker -
te i-, which can be associated with both achievement and activity verbs, and 
the resultative marker -ta, which occurs with achievement and stative verbs. 
The native speaker data do not show a distributional bias for each marker 
with regard to their two lexical aspects, whereas the learner data show a bias 
of -ta with achievement and -te i- with activity verbs.  

 1st essay 2nd essay 3rd essay 
 -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- -le -guo -zhe zai- 

ACT 11 1 3 0 3 2 0 0 2 1 3 2 
STA 0 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 2 1 1 0 

ACC 13 4 0 0 13 6 0 0 12 2 0 0 
ACH 18 0 0 0 7 0 0 0 15 0 0 0 

SEM 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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While the data from present study is largely consistent with the Distribu-
tional Bias Hypothesis, there is a possibility that other factors may also in-
fluence the acquisition process.  

6.4 The Prototype Model 
The theory of prototypes was first proposed by cognitive psychologist Elea-
nor Rosch (Rosch, 1973) for human categorization. It claims that a category 
contains prototype members, which best represent the category, and periph-
eral members which may not share many of the characteristics of the proto-
typical members. Applying the theory to linguistics, Shirai (2002:459) point-
ed out that even though the role of input is important in language learning, 
learners of tense-aspect morphology are not solely dependent on mimicking, 
because “learners clearly create a semantic representation that is more re-
stricted than native speakers.” 

Anderson (1993) put forward a hypothesis to explain the acquisition se-
quence in the Aspect Hypothesis, stating that it is a result of the interaction 
between the distribution of forms in the input, semantic prototypes, and the 
relevance, congruence, and one-to-one principles (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). 
The three principles are:  

The Relevance Principle: learners acquire the most relevant morphology first. (An-
dersen & Shirai, 1994) 

The congruence principle (principles of selective association): “Put together fea-
tures that are semantically congruent such as telicity, perfectivity, and pastness.” 
(Giacalone Ramat, 1995, 1997: 302; Bardovi-Harlig, 2000:425) 

One-to-One principle: “learners expect each new morpheme to have only one 
meaning and function (Andersen, 1984,1993) and a prototypical meaning for each 
tense-aspect morpheme (see also Giacalone Ramat, 1997).” (Bardovi-Harlig, 
2000:425) 

In the Prototype Model, learners tend to associate one aspect marker with its 
prototypical meaning (one-to-one principle), and use the marker with verbs 
that share its meaning most closely (relevance principle).  

Furthermore, Shirai (2002) presented the “spreading-activation model” 
that intends to explain the Prototype Model. This is a type of connectionist 
model that has been discussed by Stemberger (1985), Dell (1986), MacKay 
(1987), and Gasser (1988). This model proposes that a particular form has to 
receive enough activation from various sources in order to be produced. In 
this case, a linguistic form has very strong connection with its prototype, 
therefore it easily receives enough activation from the prototype to be pro-
duced. On the other hand, a non-prototypical meaning has less connection 
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with the linguistic form and therefore the form is less likely to receive 
enough activation to be produced, or acquired in the acquisition studies.  

Based on this model, in the present study, the learners would associate 
each marker with one concrete prototypical meaning, such as “bounded 
event” for -le, which would be〔+dynamic〕〔+/-punctual〕〔+telic〕
when reflected in the inherent semantic aspect of the predicate. A bounded 
event is telic because it contains an inherent endpoint. It could be either 
punctual or non-punctual because it could either involve a process (for ex-
ample, the process of “painting a painting”), or just a certain point in the 
process, (for example, the precise point of “starting to paint a painting”). In 
other words, the prototype lexical aspect would be achievement and accom-
plishment. –guo’s prototype meaning is “action is over and happened in the 
past,” which would involve the same characteristics as the prototype mean-
ing of -le. The prototype meaning of zai- is “action in progress,” which is〔
+dynamic〕〔-punctual〕〔-telic〕when reflected in the inherent semantic 
aspect of the predicate, and thus its connection with the activity verbs. The 
marker -zhe’s prototype meaning is “continuing state of action”, which 
would be〔+/-dynamic〕〔-punctual〕〔-telic〕, and thus its connection 
with the stative and activity verbs. According to the Prototype Model, the 
learners should use the markers with verbs that are closest in meaning to the 
prototypical meaning first, and then as their learning process progresses, 
they will move on to use the markers with other “non-typical” categories of 
verbs.  

Look again at the data from the film and picture retelling tasks in Table 
49 and the longitudinal study in Table 51. It seems that in the LOW group 
and the 1st essay, -le appeared with achievement, accomplishment, and activ-
ity verbs. This presents a problem with applying this model to the present 
study. There are no real “beginners” in the study, as is true of most acquisi-
tion studies. So it is difficult to find out what exactly the learners begin to 
use first. The overall pattern in the data, however, tends to support this mod-
el, with perfective markers first appearing with accomplishment and 
achievement verbs, and imperfective markers with activity and stative verbs. 
Based on the production count from the data of the film and picture retelling 
tasks, the longitudinal study, and the writing study, each marker is associated 
with lexical aspect categories according to the following patterns, from clos-
est to furthest: 

-le: ACH>ACC>ACT>STA 

-guo:ACC>ACH>ACT>STA 

-zhe:ACT>STA>ACC 

zai-:ACT>ACC 
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However, in the grammaticality judgment task, the LOW and MID groups 
have problems judging such pairs as ACC with -guo, STA with -zhe, and 
ACT with -zai. This demonstrates that the lower proficiency learners, who 
are the closest to real beginners, have problems with the combinations of 
these markers with their most prototypical uses. If the model holds, the 
LOW learners should have more problems judging the combinations of 
markers with their non-prototypical lexical aspect categories, such as STA 
with –guo and ACH with -zhe and zai-. This seems to contradict the Proto-
type Model. 

In conclusion, because of the lack of real beginners and the contradic-
tions that emerged in the judgment task, even though the production data 
seem to support the hypothesis, the Prototype Model cannot be conclu-
sively proven by the present study. 

6.5 Other factors that influence the acquisition process 
Rohde (2002) identified several factors that may be responsible for L2 ac-
quisition in general: learner-internal factors such as individual variation, the 
L1/L2 combination, and learner age, as well as learner-external factors such 
as the acquisition type (instructed or uninstructed), time of exposure, and 
input. Next some factors that are relevant to the present study will be dis-
cussed.  

6.5.1 First Language (L1) Influence 
Although the summary of results from previous acquisition studies on tense 
aspect morphology indicates that L1 does not strongly influence the acquisi-
tion order (Bardovi-Harlig, 1998), more and more recent studies show that 
L1 transfer is a factor in the acquisition process. Jarvis & Pavlenko’s (2008) 
study is an important work on crosslinguistic influence and language transfer 
in second language acquisition. They talk about the conceptual transfer in 
time expressions crosslinguistically. In their opinion, the differences in the 
conceptual representations of time could result in the L2 learners’ failing to 
mark temporality in the target language and/or relying on importing the con-
cepts from L1 (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2008:139–142). Rohde (2002) found that 
in the combination of L1 German/L2 English, learners had problems identi-
fying the most prototypical function of the progressive -ing to mark ongoing 
activities because the -ing inflection in English somewhat resembled the 
German infinitive ending. Rohde also referred to Shirai and Kurono’s 
(1998:252) findings that the L1 Mandarin learners of L2 Japanese used the 
Japanese progressive marker -te i- more often with activity verbs due to its 
resemblance to the Mandarin progressive marker zai-, but that the learners 
did not associate -te i- with achievements because, although this special Jap-
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anese marker was most closely affiliated with achievements due to its resul-
tative meaning, zai- did not share this function. 

There are very few studies designed to address influence of L1 to L2. 
Quick (1997) did a study specifically to find answers to this question. She 
used ESL learners from three L1 groups (Chinese, Japanese, and Spanish) 
to test if their L1 influenced their acquisition of progressive in English. She 
predicated that since the combination of the progressive marking with 
achievements was allowed in Spanish, not allowed in Mandarin, and held a 
different meaning in Japanese, the Spanish learners would perform better in 
acquiring this combination than the other two L1 groups. The results con-
firmed her hypothesis of L1 influence (cf. Li & Shirai, 2000). Bardovi-
Harlig and Reynolds (1995) found that it was common for low and inter-
mediate second language learners to underuse tense-aspect morphology. 
Interestingly for Mandarin it seemed that overuse was more common. Re-
call that Table 15 in the longitudinal study shows that lower proficiency 
level learners tended to overuse rather than underuse -le. This could be due 
to the lower usage rate of the aspect markers compared to their L1 (Swed-
ish) tense-aspect system, in which it is obligatory. According to Yang 
(2002), who studied the tense-aspect system in Mandarin discourse, the 
natives expressed tense-aspect with adverbs 67% percent of the time, ad-
verbs together with a marker 16% of the time by relying on aspect markers 
for expressing time only 9% of the time. 

Collins (2002: 45) refers to studies done by Bardovi-Harlig (2000), Bar-
dovi-Harlig and Bergström (1996), and Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds 
(1995), all of which “provide data against which a study isolating the L1 
variable in the L2 acquisition of English may be compared.” In Collins’s 
study of L1 Francophone learners of L2 English, the English perfect tense 
was used to replace the simple past for telics, as the English perfect was 
similar in form but not function to the French passé compose. This is clear 
evidence for transfer.   

Shirai (2009) points out that the L1 influence appears to be stronger than 
expected according to recent studies, especially in the area of Japanese L2 
acquisition of aspect. For example, Nishi (2008) has argued that the acqui-
sition pattern is consistent with the Aspect Hypothesis because the progres-
sive is represented in all languages. Rocca’s (2002, 2007) longitudinal 
study of child L2 acquisition of past time reference found that L1 Italian 
learners of English overused progressive marking with stative verbs be-
cause they transferred the imperfective past from Italian. Shirai proposed 
that L1 influence can be one of the reasons that the L2 research supported 
the Aspect Hypothesis.  

Although the present study is not designed specifically to find L1 influ-
ence, there are some points in the results that could be explained by it. The 
wrong use of ACT + -le in the production often occurs with a past adverb, 
for example. Swedish uses past tense when there is an expression like då/I 
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fjol. Therefore learners could be motivated to use -le to represent the past 
tense with an adverb indicating past time. Moreover, Swedish, as men-
tioned in section 2.1.5 has optional periphrastic progressive constructions 
with a meaning similar to -zhe and zai-. When L1 has a construction similar 
in meaning and usage to a construction in L2, the learners have less prob-
lems using it, which could explain that in the production tasks, -zhe and zai-
, although appearing later, have a lower error rate than -le. The results of 
the comprehension and fill-in-the-blanks tasks indicate that constructions 
that are special to Mandarin, for example, the VP + V + -le + time phrase + 
le in the fill-in-the-blanks tasks 4a and 4b, and the use of -le when followed 
by a quantified noun phrase in 1b and 8b, pose problems for the LOW and 
MID learners. This could be due to the lack of similar constructions or con-
cepts in their L1. The learners could also be influenced by the English pro-
gressive form, as they are highly proficient in English. This conceptual and 
morphological transfer is entirely possible according to Jarvis and Pavlenko 
(2008: 92, 142). 

Slobin (1991) has argued that the grammatical categories that are most 
susceptible to influence from L1 are those that constitute the mode of 
“thinking for speaking” in one’s L1, such as tense and aspect. Based on this 
argument, L2 learners begin acquiring the tense and aspect system of L2 
predisposed by the tense and aspect distinctions of their L1. They seek to 
find similarities between the two languages and use these similarities as a 
basis to reconstruct the L2 system. When such similarities cannot be found, 
they may then resort to universal semantic prototypes as a basis. In the pre-
sent case, the Prototype Model may be at work. This scenario is also dem-
onstrated by Housen (2002).  

Salaberry and Shirai (2002:6) reviewed a collection of studies on L2 
tense-aspect acquisition and proposed that “the specific selection of L1–L2 
combinations may generate specific findings that may not correlate to find-
ings that would be obtained should we analyze a different L1–L2 pairing.” 

6.5.2 Semantic cues 
Wen (1997) has studied three Mandarin aspect markers not including zai-. 
The results show that the subjects acquire the perfective markers -le and -
guo before the marker -zhe. The acquisition process appears to be meaning-
based and divided into four steps: looking for logical temporal sequences; 
using time adverbials and conjunctions for the time references; using lexi-
cal aspects and word meanings; using pragmatic cues with the aspect mark-
ers -le and -guo. Lower proficiency learners rely more on the time adverbial 
expressions and lexical aspects than learners at more advanced levels. Wen 
(1995) presents some factors that trigger the acquisition of -le. One ques-
tion based on her factors is: A there adverbs and complements that serve as 
semantic cues triggering the learners to use the perfective -le marking, 
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sometimes incorrectly? There do not appear to be such triggers in the pre-
sent study. Generally the wrong use of ACT with -le, which is usually not 
permitted, always appears in a context where Swedish would use past tense. 
Learners use perfective -le with past actions followed by a past time adverb 
such as zuotian (yesterday), which is attributed to L1 transfer.  

In the following table, the data are drawn from all sentences that use -le 
in the writing study. There do not appear to be any possible semantic cues 
for sentences that contain the other three markers.  

 

Table 47. High frequency time adverbs that appear in the writing task 

In Table 47, the leftmost column presents the usage of -le by the learners and 
control group in the writing study. The learners’ production of -le is divided 
here into correct use, which means -le is correctly produced; overuse which 
means the sentences with -le are incorrect; and underuse which means the 
sentences should use -le but fail to do so. As we can see from the rightmost 
column, there are 350 correctly produced sentences, 108 instances of over-
use, 85 of underuse, and 95 sentences produced by the control group. Among 
these sentences, the time adverbs that appear most frequently are yijing ‘al-
ready’ and yihou ‘after’. However, sentences containing these two adverbs 
represent only a very small portion of all sentences using -le, 6% and 5% for 
correct use sentences, 0% and 2% for overuse, 7% and 5% for underuse, and 
7% and 0% for control, respectively. Other time adverbs that indicate exact 
time such as hour, day, month, year only occur in 11% of all correct use 
sentences, 1% of overuse, 15% of underuse, and 11% for the control group. 

Number of certain Adverbs used  

 

 

 

 

Usage of -le 

yijing 

‘already’ 

yihou 

‘after’ 

Other time adverbs such as hour, 

day, month, year, etc. 

Total 

number of 

sentences 

with -le  

Correct use  20 16 39 350 

Overuse 0 2 11 108 

Underuse 6 4 13 85 

Control  7 0 10 95 
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Therefore there is no evidence of specific semantic cues that trigger the use 
of -le.  

In the film and picture retelling tasks and the longitudinal task, less than 
5% of the sentences have any adverbs or connectives that have temporal 
indication, for all learner and control groups. And there no adverb stands out 
as a semantic cue for any marker. However, both learners and controls in the 
film and picture retelling tasks, there is frequent use of the adverb ranhou 
‘then, afterwards’, namely, 107 out of 319 sentences for the control, and 34 
out of 629 for the learners. Because they are telling the story, the use of this 
adverb serves to stress the narrative sequence. But this is spread throughout 
the text, and therefore it does not function as a semantic cue for any markers. 

6.5.3 Structural markedness  
Structural markedness and functional and pragmatic complexity are impor-
tant factors in accounting for the variation in acquiring -le for Mandarin L2 
learners. Wen (1995) thinks that this is because the acquisition process is 
meaning based. The learners conceptualize the function of a word, includ-
ing grammatical words, on a semantic basis. When the grammatical func-
tion of a word is connected with a concrete, specific meaning, learners ac-
quire it at an early stage. This could explain why -le is introduced to the 
students first in their study, and they seem to acquire it first, but the learn-
ers have great problems with it even when they reach a high level of profi-
ciency, much more so than with the other three markers. This could mean 
that the learners acquire the basic function of -le first, but the complex set 
of fine grained distinctions is not mastered by them until much later. The 
other three markers are all associated with a concrete meaning: -guo ‘some-
thing experienced before’, -zhe ‘current state’, and zai- ‘doing’. The learn-
ers understand these meanings better, especially when they can associate 
them with some concrete constructions in their native language, and there-
fore acquire them sooner.    

Smith (1997: 263) points out that since grammatical aspect is syntacti-
cally optional in Mandarin, the presence of an explicit aspect marker “car-
ries a certain emphasis not available in languages for which viewpoint is 
syntactically obligatory.”  She also commented as follows on the conven-
tions of use in the tenseless language Mandarin:  

 
Temporal location is often conveyed by a perfective or imperfective view-

point. There is a conventional association of the imperfective with the Present 
and the perfective with Past. (Smith, 1997:279)  

This convention may lead the learners to think of the aspects as tenses and 
use them incorrectly.  
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Context is closely associated with the interaction of lexical and 
grammatical aspects. In Li and Duff’s (2002) study they asked what differ-
ences there are between native and non-native speakers’ use of -le and what 
interaction there is between the inherent lexical aspect and -le marking. They 
think that the syntactically optional characteristic of Mandarin aspect mark-
ing allows native speakers’ use of grammatical markers to be dependent on 
the context. Li and Bowerman (1998) also state that the variation in the in-
terpretation of -le in different contexts is a good example of how grammati-
cal and lexical aspects interact to determine the final aspectual interpretation 
of a sentence. In the present study, the native speakers’ explanations about 
the context of their wrong choices in the fill-in-the-blanks task support Li 
and Bowerman’s statement.  

The present study shows that in the acquisition of the aspect markers, the 
inherent lexical aspects are the most important factor, while input and L1 
transfer play a minor role. 
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7 Conclusions 

This study investigated the second language acquisition of Mandarin aspect 
markers by native Swedish adults in university settings. The main areas of 
inquiry are the acquisition order of the markers, the Aspect Hypothesis, and 
the latter’s explanations the Distributional Bias Hypothesis and the Prototype 
Model. The aspect markers are not syntactically obligatory in Mandarin, yet 
it is essential for L2 learners to acquire these markers to be able to express 
themselves correctly. This study intends to cast light on the acquisition proc-
ess and demonstrate the factors that play crucial roles in the process. 

One merit of this study is its use of multiple tasks. None of the previous 
studies in this field has included so many tasks. The present study includes a 
longitudinal writing task and cross-sectional tasks that produce both oral and 
written data. The film and picture retelling tasks yield impersonal narratives 
and the writing task yields personal narratives. It is important to include both 
oral and written data, and impersonal and personal narratives, because they 
differ in level of formality and their use of aspect markers could accordingly 
vary. Some tasks are more controlled by the researcher than others, such as 
the film and picture retelling tasks, in which the learners have to produce the 
data on the spot. The longitudinal writing is freer in terms of time. The writ-
ing study gives the freest data, as the researcher has no say in the learners’ 
production. The non-production-oriented grammaticality judgment task and 
comprehension and fill-in-the-blanks tasks that target special grammatical 
points complement the production tasks in that such tasks, according to Bar-
dovi-Harlig (2000), lead to a better understanding of different levels of 
learner knowledge. The production tasks focus more on natural production 
while the non-production tasks focus more on specific grammatical points 
that are of importance but may not appear in the production. Another goal of 
using multiple tasks is to avoid problems that may emerge from using a sin-
gle task, such as the possibility of zero production of certain markers, bear-
ing in mind that the use of aspect markers is not obligatory in Mandarin. The 
results show that the intended goal was met. There is zero production of the 
marker -guo in the film and picture retelling tasks. There are only two in-
stances of the marker zai- in the longitudinal task. Only in the writing study 
are all four markers produced in relatively large numbers. These tasks com-
plement each other and give a fuller picture of the situation. Taking into 
consideration the individual differences of the learners in terms of attitudes 
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towards the experiment and diligence in their studies, multiple tasks can 
include more learners, and thus balance out the individual variation. 

 The log-linear analysis of the data from the film and picture retelling 
tasks and the writing study give the same results, showing that the most im-
portant relationships in the data variables are between lexical aspect and the 
aspect marker, and between the proficiency of the learner and the aspect 
marker. Therefore the data from both tasks prove that lexical aspect and 
learner proficiency influence the production of the markers. The Aspect Hy-
pothesis is strongly supported by the production and the grammaticality 
judgment tasks. The results from the film and picture retelling tasks and the 
writing study are consistent with the Distributional Bias Hypothesis.  

Even though the pattern in the production data follows the Prototype 
Model, the results from the grammaticality judgment task pose a challenge 
to it. Moreover, the Prototype Model requires data from authentic beginners; 
thus the results are inconclusive towards the Prototype Model. 

The data from the longitudinal task reveal the acquisition order of the 
markers to be -le>-guo>-zhe>zai-. This result is further supported by the data 
from the film and picture retelling tasks and the writing study.  

The results also demonstrate that the few anomalies in the learner produc-
tion data and the results of the comprehension and fill-in-the-blanks tasks 
may indicate that L1 transfer and structural markedness also influence the 
acquisition process.  

The results of this study have implications for Mandarin instruction in 
several respects. As a tenseless language, learners with an L1 with a tense 
system may be benefited by the instructor’s prioritizing explanations of the 
difference between the aspect markers and the tense morphology of their L1. 
The non-prototypical use of the aspect markers should be stressed by the 
instructor. The results of the comprehension and fill-in-the-blanks tasks have 
highlighted certain grammatical points and constructions that pose special 
problems for the learners. It could benefit learners if instructors make it a 
priority to teach these points of interest. 

In the field of second language acquisition of Mandarin aspect markers, 
much more can still be done to further explore the variables that influence 
the learners’ acquisition process. Special experiments could be designed to 
test the L1 influence and examine the differences between uninstructed and 
instructed learners. Limited by its scope, the study focuses on the distribu-
tion of the markers in the data acquired. A different analysis of the data that 
addresses the question of how each lexical aspect category is marked may 
shed more light on the acquisition of Mandarin aspect markers. 
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APPENDIX I: Diagnostic test for lexical 
aspect categories 

A diagnostic test for the lexical aspect categories has been used, which is 
mostly adapted from Shirai and Anderson (1995) and Jin and Henriëtt 
(2003). The examples are mine, and I added Step 3 for SEM.  
 
Step 1: State or Non-State (stative or dynamic)  
Can the predicate express state in a simple present statement without hav-
ing a habitual or vivid present interpretation? 
If yes, it is State. e.g. shu jia shang you hen duo shu. (There are many 
books on the bookshelf.) 
 
If no, it is non-state. e.g. tuzi zai chi huluobo. (The rabbit is eating carrots.)  
          Go to step 2. 
 
Step 2: Activity or non-activity (atelic or telic) 
If X stops in the middle of the action, does that entail that X has performed 
the action? 
If yes, it is Activity. e.g. youyong (swim) 
If no, it is non-activity. e.g.  xiu fangzi (build a house) 
           Go to step 3. 
 
Step 3: Semelfactive  
If it is Activity, does it indicate a repeated action? 
If yes, it is semelfactive, e.g. wo qiao men. (I knock on the door.) 

Go to step 4. 
 
Step 4: Accomplishment or Achievement (nonpunctual or punctual) 
Does Y zhinei ‘within’ X V -le (Y=time, e.g. 10 minutes)” entail that X was 
involved in V-ing during that whole time? 
If yes, it is Accomplishment, e.g. shi fenzhong zhinei ta hua le yi fu hua. 
(He painted one painting within ten minutes.) 
If no, it is Achievement. e.g. * xiaoniao shi fenzhong zhine feizou le. (*The 
bird flew away in 10 minutes.)  
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APPENDIX II: Learners’ background 
information questionnaire 

BAKGRUNDSINFORMATION 
 
 
Namn……………………………………  
 
Kön...................... 
 
Telefonnummer……………………………………………….. 
 
Epost.......................................................................... 
 
Adress.............................................................................................................. 
 
När är du född? (år, månad) …………………. 
 
Vilket land är du född i? Om du inte är född i Sverige, ange när du kom till 
Sverige. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Vid vilken ålder började du lära dig kinesiska? Hur? Var? 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Har du talat kinesiska hemma? 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Läser du kinesiska A, B, C eller D? 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
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Har du läst kinesiska på annat universitet eller skola (t ex gymnasium)? 
När? 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Har du vistats i något kinesiskspråkigt land? Vilket och hur länge? När?  
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Har du vistats en längre tid i något annat land? Vilket och hur länge? När? 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

 
Hur bedömer du din kinesiska språkfärdighet i jämförelse med dina andra 
språk? Det språk du bedömer som ditt starkare språk är en sjua.  
 
 
Svenska 
 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 
Kinesiska 
 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 

Engelska 
 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 

Annat (skriv vilket språk) 
 
1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 
Annat (skriv vilket språk) 
 
1 2 3 4 5          6         7 
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Talar du kinesiska utanför undervisningen? Med vilka? 
 
Mycket ____  Lite____  Inget____ 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
Tittar du mycket på kinesisk TV eller filmer? Lyssnar du på kinesisk mu-
sik? 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
Ringa in det svarsalternativ som ligger närmast. En etta innebär lägst nivå 

och sju högst.  

 

Bedöm din nivå i förståelse av talad kinesiska. 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 

Bedöm din nivå i att själv tala kinesiska. 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 

Hur bra läser du på kinesiska? 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 

Hur bra skriver du på kinesiska? 

1 2 3 4 5          6         7 

 

Ytterligare upplysningar 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 
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Ringa in på en skala från A till F hur många timmar per vecka du läser, 
skriver, talar och lyssnar på Kinesiska. Antalet timmar ska omfatta både 
undervisningen och utanför. Försök uppskatta ett genomsnitt för hösttermi-
nen. Värdena på skalan betyder följande: 
 
A = 1–2 timmar/vecka  
B = 2–5 timmar/vecka  
C = 5–8 timmar/vecka 
D = 8–11 timmar/vecka 
E = 11–14 timmar/vecka 
F = 14 eller fler timmar/vecka  
 
 
Läsa A B C D E F 
       
Skriva A B C D E F 
       
Tala A B C D E F 
       
Lyssna A B C D E F 
 
 
 
Försök uppskatta din totala användning av Svenska och Kinesiska i pro-
cent. Tycker du t ex att du använder kinesiska väldigt lite kan du skriva 
“Svenska 90% och Kinesiska 10%.” Använder du din Kinesiska mycket, t 
ex både i undervisning och tillsammans med kompisar/familjen kanske du 
kan skriva “Svenska 45%” och “Kinesiska 55%” eller liknande. Försök 
ange det som är ett genomsnitt.  
 
 
 
Svenska _______________ Kinesiska_________________ 
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APPENDIX III: Experiment booklet 

Task I Film-Retelling  
You will watch a short cartoon film of about 5 minutes. Then please retell 
the story in Mandarin. The main characters and some important vocabulary 
that might come useful are on the separate sheet that you can consult if 
needed. Your retelling will be recorded with a tape-recorder. 
 
Task II Picture-Retelling  

You will look at 3 sets of pictures. Each set tells a short story. Tell each sto-
ry in several sentences. Some important words that might come in useful are 
on the separate sheet and you can consult them if needed. What you say will 
be recorded with a tape-recorder. 
 
Task III Grammaticality Judgment  

You will look at 10 sets of sentences, each containing 6 sentences. 
Read each sentence and concentrate on how you feel about it. Ask yourself 
if it would sound natural to a native speaker of Mandarin and how sure you 
are about the feeling.  
For example,  

1) She is likely to see the movie. 
2) She is probably to see the movie. 
You might feel that sentence 1) sounds natural in English while sentence 

2) is unnatural. 
 

After reading the sentence, please check one of the four boxes in the follow-
ing table to show your judgment of it.    

 
For example, if you feel that sentence 1) above is natural but you are not 
very sure, then you check the box that combines Natural and Unsure as fol-
lowing 
 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                X  
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A. 1. ta yanjing dai shang. 
         他眼镜戴上.                                                                          眼镜 yanjing  ‘eyeglasses’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      2. ta ba yanjing dai. 
          他把眼镜戴. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     3. ta dai yanjing. 
          他戴眼镜. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      4. ta yanjing dai. 
          他眼镜戴. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      5. ta dai shang yanjing. 
          他戴上眼镜. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      6. ta ba yanjing dai shang.  
          他把眼镜戴上. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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B.  1. wo deng le ta.  
         我等了他.                                                                                              等 deng ‘to wait’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     2.   wo zai deng ta. 
           我在等他. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
3.  wo deng zhe ta. 
     我等着他. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
4.  wo deng le ta yi tian. 
    我等了他一天. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
5. wo deng guo ta. 
    我等过他. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
6. wo mei deng le ta. 
      我没等了他. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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C. 1. wo xiu hao le fangzi. 
         我修好了房子.                                                                                修好 xiu hao ‘to fix’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     2. wo xiu hao guo fangzi. 
        我修好过房子. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     3. wo mei xiu hao le fangzi. 
         我没修好了房子. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     4. wo zai xiu hao fangzi. 
         我在修好房子. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     5. wo xiu hao zhe fangzi.  
         我修好着房子. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     6. wo mei xiu hao guo fangzi.  
         我没修好过房子. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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D.  1. ta shou li na le yi ben shu. 
          他手里拿了一本书. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      2. ta shou li zai na yi ben shu. 
          他手里在拿一本书. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      3. ta shou li na zhe yi ben shu. 
          他手里拿着一本书. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      4. ta shou li na guo yi ben shu. 
          他手里拿过一本书. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      5. ta shou li mei na le yi ben shu. 
          他手里没拿了一本书. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      6. ta shou li mei na guo le yi ben shu. 
          他手里没拿过了一本书. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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E.   1. ta zai qiao men. 
           他在敲门.                                                                                          敲 qiao ‘to knock’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       2. ta mei qiao le men. 
           他没敲了门. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       3. ta mei qiao guo le men. 
           他没敲过了门. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       4. ta qiao zhe men. 
           他敲着门. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       5. ta qiao guo men. 
          他敲过门. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       6. ta mei qiao men. 
           他没敲门. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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F. 1. ta zai wang. 
        他在忘.                                                                                               忘 wang ‘to forget’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
2. ta wang le. 
    他忘了. 

 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
3. ta wang guo. 
    他忘过. 

 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
4. ta mei wang zhe. 
    他没忘着. 

 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
5. ta wang zhe. 
   他忘着. 

 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
6. ta bu zai wang. 
   他不在忘. 

 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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G. 1. ta zai pa. 
        他在爬.                                                                                                     爬 pa ‘to climb’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     2. ta pa le. 
         他爬了. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     3. ta pa guo. 
         他爬过. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     4. ta mei pa le. 
         他没爬了. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     5. ta pa zhe. 
        他爬着. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
     6. ta mei pa guo le. 
         他没爬过了. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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H.  1. ta ba shou ca. 
          他把手擦. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      2. ta shou ca. 
         他手擦. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      3. ta shou ca ganjing. 
          他手擦干净. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      4. ta ca ganjing shou. 
          他擦干净手. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      5. ta ba shou ca ganjing.  
          他把手擦干净. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      6. ta ca shou.  
          他擦手. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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I.    1.ta you che. 
          他有车. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       2.ta you guo che. 
           他有过车. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       3. ta zai you che. 
           他在有车. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       4. ta mei you guo che. 
           他没有过车. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       5. ta you le che. 
           他有了车. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
       6. ta you zhe che. 
           他有着车. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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J.   1. ta hen pang le. 
         他很胖了.                                                                                                    胖 pang ‘fat’ 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      2. ta hen pang. 
          他很胖. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      3. ta pang guo.  
         他胖过. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      4. ta pang le. 
          他胖了. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      5. ta zai pang. 
          他在胖 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 

                  

 
      6. ta pang zhe.  
          他胖着. 
 
 

Natural  Unnatural 

 
Sure 

  

 
Unsure 
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Task IV.  Fill in the blanks  
   

Please fill in one of the following characters in each blank: “了 
le,” “是 shi,” “着 zhe,” “过 guo,” “给 gei,” “在 zai” Only when it 
is necessary. 
(pinyin and necessary translations are given. You can write either in 
Chinese characters or pinyin) 
 
1. zuotian wanshang wo ____laoshi xie____yifeng xin. jintian ta 
lai___wen___ji ge wenti. 
 
昨天晚上我____老师写____一封信.  今天他来___问___几个问

题.                              
一封信 yifengxin  ‘a letter’ 

 
2. wo renshi ____ta chabuduo yi nian ____. Ta gaosu ___wo ta yi-
jing younanpengyou le. 
 
     我认识____他差不多一年____. 他告诉___我他已经有男朋友

了. 
认识     renshi       ‘know’    
差不多 chabuduo ‘almost’ 

 
3. Zhe li ____li laoshi de bangong shi. Qiang shang gua ____liang fu 
zhongguo hua. Sha fas hang zuo ____ji ge xue sheng ____he li laoshi 
liao tian’r. xue sheng men gang qu ____zhong guo. Ta men zai Bei-
jing chi ____Beijing kao ya, pa ____Chang Cheng, hai mai ____ 
dong xi. Beijing tai da____. Li laoshi shuo ta yi qian ____beijing zhu 
____yi nian.  
 
     这里____李老师的办公室. 墙上挂____两幅中国画. 沙发上坐

____几个学生____和李老师聊天儿. 学生们刚去____中国. 他们

在北京吃____北京烤鸭, 爬____长城, 还买____东西. 北京太大

____.李老师说他以前____北京住____一年.  
 
挂 gua                            ‘hang up’  
聊天 liaotian                  ‘chat’ 
北京烤鸭 Beijing kaoya ‘Beijing Duck’ 
长城 chang cheng           ‘the Great Wall’ 
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4. wo xue ___zhongwen xue ____ yinian ____. Jiao___wo zhong-
wen de laoshi jiao de hen hao. 
 
我学___中文学____一年____. 教___我中文的老师教得很好. 
 

5. zheli yiqian ____yige gongyuan. gongyuan hen ____da. You 
____hen duo hua. 
 
这里以前____一个公园. 公园很____大____. 有____很多花. 

 
6.  caidan shang xie ____mei ge cai de jiaqian. 
  
    菜单上写____每个菜的价钱. 
菜单 caidan ‘menu’ 
价钱 jiaqian ‘price’ 

 
7. ta ku ____dadianhua____wo deshihou, wo ____chifan. Mama 
zhengzai   chuangshang tang ___. 
 
他哭____打电话____我的时候,我____吃饭.  妈妈正在床上躺

___. 
哭 ku ‘cry’ 
的时候 de shihou ‘at that time’ 
躺 tang ‘lie (in bed)’  

 
8. wo congxiao jiu ____xiaqi, bisai____zheme duo nian, yici ye mei-
you ying____. 
 
   我从小就____下棋,比赛____这么多年, 一次也没有赢____. 
从小 congxiao ‘from childhood’ 
下棋 xiaqi        ‘play chess’ 
比赛 bisai        ‘compete’ 
赢    ying          ‘win’ 
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Task V. Comprehension 
    Please select the one of the three choices that best explains the 
sentence according to your understanding. (pinyin and necessary 
translations are given. You can write A, B, or C in front of the sen-
tence number) 
 
1. xiao wang de shu bei wo nong diu le. 
小王的书被我弄丢了. 
 
A. My book is lost. 
 
B. Xiaowang’s book was lost. 
 
C. Xiao Wang is responsible for the loss of his book. 

 
2. wo tai xiang shuijiao le,  he le yi bei kafei. jiu hao le.  
我太想睡觉了,喝了一杯咖啡.就好了.  
 

A. I did not want to sleep. 
 
B.  I can sleep if I want to. 
 
C. Now I do not want to sleep anymore. 
 
3. wo shuai duan guo tui. 
我摔断过腿.                                                摔断 shuaiduan ‘break’ 
 

A. My leg was broken before.  
 
B. I have a broken leg now. 
 
C. The injury has given me permanent damage. 
 
4. ta ba shui di gei wo, wo ba qian gei le ta. 
他把水递给我, 我把钱给了他.                          递 di   ‘pass on’ 
 

A. I bought water. 
 
B. He bought water. 
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C. He gave me money. 
 
5. xiao wang kai le men, kanjian lu shang ting zhe yi liang zixingche. 
Hai you ge xiao hai zai wan. 
小王开了门,看见路上停着一辆自行车. 还有个小孩在玩. 
 
A. The bicycle has been parked there for a long time. 
 
B. The child is playing when Xiao Wang opens the door. 
 
C. Xiao Wang opened the door because he heard someone. 

 
6.  Ni yao da po le beizi zenmeban? 
     你要打破了杯子怎么办?                                 打破 dapo ‘break’ 

 
A. The glass is broken. 
 
B. You will break the glass. 
 
C. The glass is not broken yet.  
 
7.   ta paobu yijing pao le liang ge xiaoshi le. 
      他跑步已经跑了两个小时了. 
 
A. He has finished running. 
 
B. He must be tired but is still running. 
 
C. He likes to run. 
 
8. Xiao Wang xue le yingwen  
     小王学了英文. 
     
A. Xiao Wang can speak English. 
 
B. Xiao Wang took some English lessons in school. 
 
C. We do not know if Xiao Wang’s English is good or not. 
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