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Introduction: 

      Chinese and English are two kinds of quite different languages in that Chinese has no inflection, no tense, no article, no WH-movement, etc. When a Chinese English learner learns English, s/he will inevitably encounter more difficulties than those whose first language is similar to English. However, a Chinese English learner is not necessarily always in inferiority. Chinese content words and idioms may bring great advantage to the Chinese English learners. In this paper, I first introduce the background of my students, put forward the mistakes they make in learning articles and interrogatives. Then I try to explain the phenomena with Zobl’s “markedness” theory and also point out that language teachers should not be discouraged because according to the “Teachability Hypothesis” if we teach those the students are ready for we can succeed. In the end of this paper, I introduce some differences between Chinese and English content words and idioms to illustrate my point that Chinese English learners may learn the semantic concepts earlier and are more context sensitive than those whose first language is English.

I. My students 

      I taught in Hebei University of Trade & Economy before I came to NIE for PGDELT course. My University is a third class one in China and the students it enrolls in are not very competent in study. Their English is not good and most of them are of the lower intermediate level. My university provides them with only two years of formal English learning in their four-year university life. There are 17 weeks of teaching each term, and four English classes each week. Before they finish the study in the university they must pass the National English Examination Band 4 for the non-English majors, otherwise, they will be deprived of the chance of graduation. The written examination paper mainly tests the students three kinds of skills: listening, reading and writing. Speaking is optional for those who get high score in the written examination. I taught my students all four skills: listening, speaking, reading and writing. In order to help my students pass the exam I have to teach them almost from the very bottom of English with the traditional methods, that is, emphasizing on grammar. While teaching I observed some very interesting phenomena that mainly concern the using of articles and the word order in interrogatives. 

II. Articles
       Chinese students begin to learn to use articles the first year they start learning   English (Secondary 1). But when my students are in college they still cannot well grasp them. The article system comprises three concepts: the definite article (the), the indefinite article (a or an) and the absence of an article (the zero article). Their use affects the meaning of the noun phrases–in particular, allowing us to think of nouns in a specific way, referring to individuals (A/ the dog is eating) or in a generic way, referring to a general class or species (A/the dog is an interesting animal, Dogs are nice).

       2.1 Definite article

When we teach definite article “the”, we first teach four ways of using it. First, “the” can refer to the immediate situation or to someone’s general knowledge: Have you fed the dog? In the war( Secondly, “the” can refer back to another noun (anaphoric reference): She bought a car and a bike, but she used the bike more often. Thirdly, “the” can refer forward to the words following the head noun (cataphoric reference): I’ve always liked the wines of France. Lastly, “the” can refer to human institutions that we sporadically use, attend, observe, etc: I went to the theatre. I watched the news.

2.2 The indefinite article

The indefinite article “a” or “an” is mainly used in two ways. First, a (an) does not assume that a noun has been mentioned already. In “The book arrived”, the speaker assumes we know which book s/he is referring to; in “ A book arrived” s/he does not. Secondly, “a (an)” often expresses a general state of affairs, or a notion of quantity: I’m training to be a linguist, a hundred, six times a day.

2.3 The zero article

The zero article is often omitted in idiomatic usage when talking of human institutions and routines, means of transport, periods of time, meals, and illness, etc: go to bed, travel by car, at dawn, in winter, have lunch, got flu.

        2.4 Discussion   

Because of the lack of exact analogues for English “articles” in Chinese, my students generally infer the definite or indefinite status of a noun based on context. And sometimes, for clarity or emphasis, my students use the cardinal number “one” and the demonstrative adjective “this, that, these, those” respectively to function as infinite and definite articles. For example, my students often produce sentences like: I like cat. I eat one apple. That cat is eating. I study English all time. They also often misuse phrases like: in front of and in the front of, out of question and out of the question. Huang (1970) has proved that with no article in Chinese the Chinese learners of English “initially employed deictic determiners, usually demonstrative adjectives, as the first approximation to definite articles in the L2”. From the Psycholinguistic point of view, my students’ application of the transitional use of deictic determiners for articles to avoid what would be more radical restructuring move, from zero marking to full grammaticization can be accounted for by the “markedness” theory. According to Larsen-Freeman, markedness refers to the characteristics exist in L2 are absent in L1. As we know there is no article in Chinese, the English articles are marked compared with Chinese.  In my students’ developmental continuum of acquiring “articles”, they struggle to cling to the use of deictic determiners “this, that, those, these” and numerical “one” because Chinese deictic determiners and “one” are used in a similar way to English articles. As Zobl claims “In traversing a developmental continuum, learners will strive to implement rule changes which permit a maximum degree of structural consistency with the preceding developmental forms”. However this will not change the developmental course, Zobl (Zobl, 1982) explains that“L1 influence may modify a developmental continuum at that point at which a developmental structure is similar to a corresponding L1 structure and where further progress in the continuum amounts to an increase in complexity beyond.” 
III. The word order in interrogatives 

3.1 The developmental stages of my students 

      From the first day my students have their college English class to the very last day they say goodbye to me, their improvement in using English is evident. Their developmental stages concerning word order in interrogatives can be easily seen. I divide the development into three stages.  Here I will describe them in two categories.
3.1.1 Yes/no question
      Yes/no question development can be divided into three stages. In the first stage my students use rising intonation as the only signal for inquiry (You play football?). In the second stage, SVO structure with rising intonation is still the common question form for yes/no questions, but there are also some chunk-learned questions using “do” (Do you go there?). “Can” questions with inversion (“Can I go home?”) also appear at this stage. The use of “be” in yes/no questions is variable. Sometimes the copular is omitted (“You the English teacher?”). Sometimes it is present but placed after the noun phrases (“He is the teacher?”). Other times it is inverted (“ Is he the teacher?”). By the third stage, “be” inversion stabilizes for all my students and more modals begin to appear inverted in question forms (will, could and should).

3.1.2 WH-question
      WH-question development also goes through three stages. In the first stage, the WH-word appears in SVO order (You want what?). In Stage 2 the most common form is OSV order (What you want?); however, “be” is now frequently inverted (What are they?). This inversion of “be” is then over generalized to embedded questions (“I don’t know who are you?”).  By the third stage, “be” is used correctly in WH-questions.

      “Do-support” appears in yes/no questions first. Shortly after that, it begins to appear in WH-questions as well. Again, tense is often doubly marked (“Where did you found the money?”).

3.2  Discussion

       Chinese is quite different from English in that Chinese has no tense form, no inversion and no WH-movement as far as interrogatives concerned. In the next part of this paper, I’ll compare the differences between Chinese and English in yes/no question and in WH-question, after that I’ll discuss why it is difficult for my students. 

3.2.1 Yes /no question

      When Chinese speakers make an inquiry, it is usually a statement with an empty word followed by question mark. In spoken language, rising intonation is used. For example, “Have you eaten your meal?” is expressed in Chinese “你 吃饭了吗?” “吗”is an empty word with no meaning. It is only used to be a marker of interrogative sentence. Furthermore, inversions do exist in Chinese sentences but they are used to achieve emphasis not for the purpose of inquiry. So here, I would like to borrow Huebner’s report of the early IL development of a naturalistic Homng acquirer of ESL (Huebner 1983 b) to illustrate the systematic variability of my students’ acquiring yes/no question. My students initially use a rising intonation after a declarative sentence that means an inquiry and then some inversions. Thus, while my students’ IL varied with respect to suppliance of the inversion only, the rule this time being semantico-pragmatic (non-target-like). “ Recognition” that this is wrong subsequently leads my students to neutralize the rule by “flooding” almost all interrogative environments with inversion. Later, my students gradually “bleed” inversions until the function of inversion closely matches target inversion.
       3.2.2 WH-Question 

      There is no WH-movement and inversion in Chinese interrogatives. The English sentence structure “Which book do you like?” is different from its Chinese equivalent                            “你 喜欢  哪本        书？ 
 You  like   which   book?” 

Chinese English learners have to learn not only the inversion but also the WH-movement. Therefore, they have to go through more sub-developmental stages and consequently they have more trouble. 
      Above are the striking examples of the systematicity of IL that consist of common ‘developmental sequence” through which, with only minor variations, all my Chinese students seem to pass in English interrogative learning. The sequences consist of ordered series of IL structures, approximations to a target construction, each reflecting an underlying stage of development. 

      Therefore, my students’ cases of acquiring interrogatives confirmed the proven developmental sequence of interrogatives (Huang (1970), Butterworth (1972), Ravem (1970), Young (1974), Wagner-Gough (1975), and Adms (1978), researchers in the famous Harvard Project (Cazden, Cancino, Rosansky and Schumann 1975).

IV. Is second language teachable?

      According to the developmental stages of acquiring articles and interrogatives, and Pienemann’s Multi-Dimensional Model and Teachability Hypothesis (Pienemann, 1989), “The learners add one rule at a time in a sequence; the structure of a given interlanguage can be described as the sum of all the rules a learner has acquired so far.” The L2 learners rely on simple processing strategies, which will eventually have to be overcome to learn the language adequately. But first the learners have to be “ ready” for the new rule, that is to say, at a stage when all the necessary preceding rules are already in place. When we teach something about English, we should teach it step by step. Only when one step is achieved, should another step be taken. According to Felix (1984: 135), “Language acquisition proceeds in developmental stages” and “ the sequence of stages is ordered”. “Definite and indefinite articles can be early system morphemes if they are conceptually activated by the nouns they occur with (for example, John asked me the same question as you did. He wants to buy a new computer.). (However, sometimes they are late system morphemes. (They are not conceptually activated, (they merely satisfy the grammatical requirements for well-formedness within their own maximal projection. Many of them occur in near-formulaic sequences (for example, in the hospital, in the future, in a bind, all of a sudden) (Wei, 2000).” Definite articles are acquired before late formulaic definite articles and definite article marking definiteness is early system morpheme while definite article in a set phrase is a late system morpheme (Wei, 2000). Therefore, when we teach articles, we should first teach early system articles, Later when the students are psycholinguistically ready, we begin to teach them late formulaic articles, articles in a set phrase (for example, we first teach: the sun, the book I bought, (when the students grasp this kind of usage automatically and correctly, we begin teach articles in set phrases: out of the question, at a loss, in front of, in the middle of (). It is the different levels at which morphemes become active in the production process (Levelt 1989; Bock and Levelt 1994; Wei 1996b; Jake and Myers-Scotton 1997b) that decide the degrees of learning difficulty and the nature of morpheme acquisition in SLA (Wei, 2000).

      The chief thread in the learners’ development is the modification of canonical order by moving elements within the sentence (Cook, 1993). In developmental stages, yes/no question is prior to WH-question. According to Pienemann and Johnston (Pienemann and Johnston 1987), there are five stages in the second language developmental stage. As for interrogatives, in Stage X canonical order strategy is used (SVO): You are student? In Stage X+1, initial “do”, initial “WH-words” and yes/no questions appear: Do you have apartment (Do- FRONTING)? Why do you study English (WH-FRONTING)? In Stage X+2, yes/no inversion begins to appear in sentences: Have you job?  In StageX+3, WH-Inversion is seen in the learners’ language:  Why did you go (AUX SECOND, with agreement)? In Stage X+4 embedded clauses and tag questions are used: Did you say you are leaving (EMBEDDED CLAUSE)? He did not leave, did he (QUESTION TAG, with agreement)? So when we teach Chinese ESL learners interrogatives, we should first teach SVO statement: I’m a student, you are a teacher; then we teach do-fronting and why-fronting questions in “chunk” sentences: Do you like English? Why do you laugh? After that we teach the learners yes/no questions: Are you a student? Do you go home today? Only when the students have already been able to use yes/no questions correctly, can we begin teaching them WH-question structure. It is later when they are ready for learning embedded clause in interrogatives that we teach them.

      Knowing that there are stages in the language developmental continuum, we are able to teach step by step and predict what problems our students are likely to meet. Therefore we can give instructions before hand so that the students may avoid making unnecessary mistakes. Teaching may affect the variational dimension or may speed up the learners’ progress through developmental sequence itself. Pienemann claims that instruction is capable of achieving considerable reductions in the omission rate of items and this can be done as soon as they can be produced (Pienemann 1984, 1988; Pienemann and Johnston 1987). Understanding these rules when we teach we have an object in view.

      Pienemann also maintains that it is necessary to postpone the systematic teaching of inversion until the earlier rules in the natural sequence have been acquired; when there is need to use questions at the beginner’s stage one should resort to simplified syntactic patterns (even though these have a stylistically somewhat special status in the target language) rather than use the normal question pattern with inversion. The reason for this is that the acquisition of inversion is assumed to require the structure-processing capacity that is developed at the earlier stages. Therefore when we teach the basic level students yes/no questions, we practice the following drills: (1) you like flowers? (2) Do you like flowers? (3) Does she like flowers?

      In fact, “articles” and “interrogatives” acquisition is a restructuring process. Here I’d like to take WH-question acquisition as an example. In the process the components of a task are coordinated, integrated, or reorganized into new units, thereby allowing the procedure involving old components (You want what?) to be replaced by a more efficient procedure involving new components (What you want?). The restructuring is a transitional shift that occurs between two stages in the process of form-function mappings. In the first stage of this progression there is non-systematic variation because new forms are assimilated that have not yet been integrated into the learner’s form function system. The variation occurs in the second stage when the new forms have been accommodated by a restructuring of the existing form-function system to give the new forms their own meanings to perform. Eventually, learners restructure their knowledge until they sort out form-function relationships (what do you want?). My students still make some mistakes when they finish English class in college which are the same as what they made when they began learning in college, because as Lightbown pointed out that restructuring is in non-linear way. An increase in error rate in one area may reflect an increase in complexity or accuracy in another, followed by overgeneralization of a newly acquired structure, or simply by a sort of overload of complexity which forces a restructuring, or at least a simplification, in another part of the system (Lightbown 1985:177).

V. Content Words

      English word is defined as a “minimum free form” which is the union of a particular meaning capable of a particular grammatical employment. And English words are an important unit in the perception, comprehension, and memory of text (Clark& Clark, 1977; Miller & Johnson-Laird, 1976).  They are divided into content words and function words. While the minimum free form in Chinese is the single character ideogram or pictogram or the combination of the two (形 声 字). There are no regular or systematic relationships between Chinese orthography and phonology for ideogram or pictogram characters. Mostly, a Chinese morpheme is a conceptual and semantic ‘unit”.  Chinese morphemes (or words to be easy to compare with English words) consist of full words and empty words. Chinese full words (n. v. adj. num. measure words and pronouns, adv is a half full word) can fulfill almost all the functions of English words (both content and function words). However, sometimes, Chinese linguists do divide Chinese full words into content words (nouns, verbs, adjectives) and function words (pronouns, prepositions, adverbs, etc.). Here I will briefly make a comparison between Chinese and English content words.

5.1 Amount of Meaning per unit 

      Chinese words generally consist of a single root morpheme, with no inflection to indicate case, tense, and so on, what linguists term “grammatical meaning” is often not inherent in individual content words (Aaronson, 1987). For instance, Chinese adjectives contain no features to distinguish degrees of comparison or gradations of intensity in their meaning (In English a simple word “ bigger” have to be expressed in Chinese with an entire phrase “big compared with somebody /something”). “Thus, the amount of meaning generally associated with a single English content word is often spread over several Chinese “words”, resulting in less meaning per word” (Forrest, 1973).

      However, it is not easy to decide the part of speech of a Chinese word and because of that difficulty, one Chinese word may have several English equivalents. For example, Chinese 鸿 (1) n.: swan or swan goose (鸿雁传书: swan geese take messages for the lovers), (2) adj.:  great（鸿图: great plan） or (3) n.: letter（海外来鸿: letters from overseas）”. Thus, per Chinese word has more meaning than an English one.

5.2 Context Dependency 

      English words usually have a fairly well defined meaning associated with a particular orthographic representation, whereas a Chinese Character may have several meanings that are content-dependent. Sometimes a Chinese morpheme may combine with another Chinese morpheme to have a totally different meaning. Let’s take English word “ocean” and its Chinese equivalent as an example. 
	English   Word                                     
	                    Morpheme added to the word                          
	The new English word
	Its Chinese
equivalent
	Morpheme added to the Chinese equivalent
	The new   Chinese word

	ocean
	-ic
	oceanic
	 洋
	 海(sea)
	海洋ocean and sea)

	
	
	
	
	 人(person, people, human being)
	洋人(foreigner)

	
	
	
	
	 芋(taro)
	洋芋(tuber crops)

	
	
	
	
	  房(house)
	洋 房(villa)


From the above table it is easily seen that when an English morpheme is attached to a content word to produce a new word, this new word has a related meaning to the root (the content word). Whereas a Chinese word combining with a morpheme may have a completely different Chinese word.

5.3  Reduplication
      Some Chinese concepts are formed as reduplications of individual characters, thus yielding an even higher frequency of occurrence for these characters. For example:  人＝person, 人 人＝everyone, 好＝well, good, 想＝think, 好 好 想 想＝think …over

Thus, Chinese forms many verbal concepts from far fewer, but more frequently used, single characters.
5.4  Idioms
      Chinese idioms are far more complicated than English ones. Almost all Chinese idioms have both a superficial meaning (literal meaning) as well as a deep meaning. In addition to that, many idioms derive from an ancient story or anecdote. Some even make use of homophones. Here are some examples to show what I mean.

       一  鸣 惊 人 (1) literal meaning: a chirping amazes people; (2) deep meaning: (of an obscure person) amaze the world with a single brilliant feat 

五 湖 四 海(1) literal meaning: five lakes and four seas (2) deep meaning: all corners of the land

 黔 驴 技 穷(1) literal meaning: ( a story by Liu Zongyuan: a busybody brought a donkey to Guizhou where there had been no donkey. The donkey was useless so he put it at the foot of the mountain. A tiger saw the enormous donkey and wanted to find out if the donkey was very capable. However, it was proved that the donkey could only shout and kick.) The Guizhou donkey has exhausted its tricks (2) deep meaning: at one’s wits end; at the end of one’s rope

(东 边 日 出 西 边 雨，) 道 是 无 晴却 有晴 (1) literal meaning: It’s clear in the east though it’s raining in the west (2) deep meaning:(晴 (clear, fine) has the same pronunciation as情 (love, passion)) Though the two people (a male and a female) appear to be indifferent or hostile to each other, they love each other.

      From above it is easy to see that Chinese is much efficiently accuracy, parsimonious, context-dependent and less transparent. Therefore, Chinese English learners can benefit a lot from their L1: (1) The Chinese English learners may benefit from the well-organized semantic system in Chinese, where large word groups are formed in relation to common roots or radicals. The fact that Chinese content words represent broad semantic concepts that are used over and over again in the same lexical form, regardless of their grammatical category, may lead to earlier acquisition of those concepts. (2) As Chinese is much more context based, a greater sensitivity to context by the Chinese English learners may lead to better comprehension and integration of information in English when he or she communicates with others. 

VI. Conclusion

      All in all, the differences between Chinese and English can lead to both advantages and disadvantages in the Chinese learners’ learning process of English. The “articles” and “interrogatives” may lead to some disadvantages but according to the Teachability Hypothesis we can teach the ESL learners successfully if we teach them one stage after another when they are ready, though the restructuring process is non-linear.  While the characteristics of Chinese content words and idioms may lead to great advantages such as language acquisition and social communication.
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