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~ English Abstract

This project explores foundational issues in
inguistic aspects of the design of a web-supported
English language learning environment. One of the
main premises of this work is that learners need
feedback on their second language production which
takes into account the sources of their difficulties rooted
in Chinese L1 as well as their interlanguage
generalizations. From analysis of a learner corpus, it is
concluded that one of the most important areas of
linguistic analysis needed to support such learners is
their L2 lexical knowledge. The work reporied here
focuses then upon the contrast between English and
Chinese with respect to lexical aspect. Results reveal
that Taiwan leamer’s English production poses
substantial challenges to current SLA theory,
specifically to the Aspect Hypothesis.

Keywords: lexical knowledge, interlanguage, second
language lexicon

= -~ Purpose and Background

The purpose of the research projected reported
here has been to determine an area of contribution
where linguistic tools can support web-based English

learning environments for Taiwan’s EFL learners. The
assumption has been that the persisient difficulties of
learners and the limited success of traditional classroom
foreign language education call for new approaches to
the problem. The scope of this project is narrow: to
determine a concrete and constructive role where
linguistic analysis can support web-based language
learning. The results of this project have served as the
basis for the current project investigating the contrasts
between English and Chinese verbs. In what follows, I
describe one major locus of contrast that has shown
consequences in the English interlanguage of Taiwan
learners, cross-linguistic contrast with respect to
aspectual class. The learner data have important
implications calling into question fundamental claims
of the Aspect Hypothesis (Anderson 1991;
Bardovi-Harlig 1994, 2000; Shirai and Anderson 1994;
inter alia).

* Findings and Theoretical Implications

Mandarin and English exhibit fundamental
differences concerning the expression of lexical aspect
(Tai 1984; Chu 1979). Specifically, verbs which in
English yield accomplishment or achievement readings
(i.e., telic verbs) are in many cases in Mandarin
lexically atelic, requiring the addition of aspectual
morphology or resultative complements to render them
telic. For example, /earn in Chinese can be expressed
cnly by adding a resultative morpheme to the simple
verb xwe to yield xue-hui or xue-de or xu- dao.

These differences lead to a range of important
empirical and theoretical issues (See Wible 2001 for
some discussion.) The concern of this project, however,
is focused upon implications for second language
learners and eventually for web-based systems designed
to support them. Hence, the relevance of the
cross-linguistic aspectual differences for learners was
explored.

Interlanguage data  attributable to  this
cross-linguistic contrast were uncovered in a corpus of
learner English, data which have implications for SLA.
In recent years the Aspect Hypothesis has been called
upon to account for a range of phenomena concerning
the relationship between the acquisition of tense
distinctions and aspectual classes of verbs (Anderson



1991; Bardovi-Harlig 1994, 2000; Shirai and Anderson
1995; inter alia) More specifically, the Hypothesis
claims that learners treat telic and atelic verbs
differentially with respect to past tense marking,
specifically suggesting that learners will use past tense
on telic verbs before they use it on atelic verbs. This
claim relies upon the assumption that learners make
target-like distinctions between telic and atelic verbs.

Interlanguage data uncovered in the research
reported here call this assumption of the Aspect
Hypothesis into question, however. Attested learner
sentences such as / made the card for a week, when seen
in terms of English, show the past tense being used on a
telic verb make. Internal to the learner’s interlanguage,
however, the durative adverbial for a week suggests that
the verb make here is treated as atelic. This raises
fundamental questions about the Aspect Hypothesis.
Does the Aspect Hypothesis treat this data as a case of
past tense being used on a telic verb or on an atelic verb?
The question is central to the claims of the Hypothesis.

For example, one of the central questions that the
Aspect Hypothesis is concerned with is whether “verbal
morphology shows differential distribution across the
aspectual categories” (Bardovi-Harlig (2000:252). The
relevance of the NSC project reported here to this
question is that it has suggested the importance of a
prior question: How do learners construe the relevant
aspectual  categories in  their interlanguage
grammar/lexicon? That is, even though a verb such as
make is a telic verb in English, rather than assuming that
the learner who produces the verb form made in the
phrase I made the card is using the past tense form on a
telic verb, it is crucial to ask whether the verb is telic in
the eyes of the learner, not just in terms of the target
language. Indeed attested examples like { made the card
Jfor a week suggest that the learner who produced it is
treating this verb as atelic, since it can be modified by a
durative adverbial phrase, as mentioned above.

Without considering L1 aspect and interlanguage
data which exhibit aspectual distinctions different from
the target language, however, such questions never
arise. Based upon evidence for negative transfer due to
cross-linguistic contrasts in lexical aspect, it is
suggested that learners’ mastery of the lexical aspect of
English verbs must be investigated rather than
presumed.

The project reported here has been able to
uncover the theoretical implications of apparently
innocuous errors like the one cited above. There are
important theoretical and applied consequences. First,
SL.A work on lexical aspect must find ways to articulate
and test hypotheses about ‘the learners’ point of view’
or their interlanguage with respect to lexical aspect.
Second, a thorough and careful comparison of the broad
cross-linguistic differences in the encoding of lexical
aspect in Chinese and English must be pursued along
with the ramifications of these differences throughout
the respective grammatical systems. Current work
provides a promising foundation (Juffs 1995, Wible
2001 inter alia). Third, the implications of these
differences for the analysis of interlanguage of

Taiwan’s English learners must be taken into account in
analyzing the English production of these learners.
Future work will examine a wider range of data
and attempt to classify the sorts of verbs that learners
tend to use anomalonsly with respect to aspect. Results
promise to be important to the evaluation of the Aspect
Hypothesis and for the design of web-supported
English learning environments for Taiwan’s learners.
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