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First Language Transfer in Mandarin Compositions

Written by Learners with English as Mother Tongue
Rui Liu
Tianjin Normal University

Abstract

To help Mandarin learners express their ideas in compositions is one of the toughest
jobs for teachers of Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) who frequently find that
their students’ works are rife with inappropriate expressions as well as grammatical
errors. Mother tongue transfer, which is an important part of second language
acquisition study, has always been used to account for the various problems occurring
in second language learners’ study process. This study carries out both quantitative
and qualitative analyses on the errors in compositions made by Mandarin learners
with English as their mother tongue. Four categories of errors are identified, and the
cognitive mechanisms that lead to these errors are studied. The results reveal that the
compositions made by Mandarin learners are subject to the influence of the learners’
mother tongue (i.e., English) both in sentence structure and choice of words. The
influence can be categorized into two types. First, learners transfer the English
grammars (e.g., lexical, semantic, syntactic rules) to Mandarin compositions. Second,
due to the linguistic differences between the two languages, learners have difficulty in
mastering some Mandarin grammars, thus making various mistakes.

Keywords: first language transfer, written Chinese as a second language,
grammatical errors, inappropriate expressions

1 Introduction

Language transfer is considered as a significant factor that influences second
language (L2) learning based on the assumption that the process of second language
acquisition is distinct from first language (L1) learning (Cook, 2000). For one thing,
L2 learners begin their learning with L1 already acquired in a competent way. If one
has learned one set of materials in a certain context, these acquired materials and the
context will affect the learning of another set of materials (Perkins & Salomon, 1994).
This is why students with English as mother tongue find that French is much easier to
learn than Chinese (Odlin, 1989). Generally speaking, L1 transfer has two sorts of
effects: positive transfer and negative transfer, whereas positive transfer plays a
facilitating role in second language (L2) acquisition, and negative transfer is an
impediment to L2 acquisition (Odlin, 1989). Research indicates that negative transfer
happens in grammar, syntax, pragmatics, and semantics (lonin & Zubizarreta, 2010),
and the results of negative transfer manifest themselves in the form of
underproduction, overproduction, production errors, and misinterpretation (Odlin,
1989).

In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in learning Chinese as a
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second language among people outside China. According to a report by Goldberg,
Looney, & Lusin, (2015), enrollment in college level Chinese language classes has
already made Chinese as one of the most widely taken foreign languages. However,
compared with Spanish, French and German, Chinese is still one of the less
commonly taught languages (Ke & Li, 2011). This is partly due to the substantial
differences between Chinese and English in terms of syntax, semantics, grammar, and
pragmatics. These significant differences pose a great difficulty for students with
English as mother tongue to acquire Chinese as a second language, and consequently
undermine their interest and motivation. In the current research of Chinese as a
second language, mother tongue transfer is insufficiently researched. This research
attempts to fill the gap.

This research analyzes Chinese compositions written by students whose mother
tongue is English. The mistakes in these compositions are studied and the aim is to
address the following question: how does the students” mother tongue (i.e., English)
influence their study of Chinese? The result of this research will not only provide
reference for future studies in L2 acquisition (especially Chinese), but also enlighten
Mandarin teachers and help them understand the causes of students’ mistakes.

2 Literature Review

As a significant phenomenon in L2 acquisition, language transfer has been
studied by many researchers from different angles. According to Odlin (1989), the
similarities and distinctions between languages are responsible for different language
transfers; similarities produce positive transfer and distinctions lead to negative
transfer. Positive transfer can facilitate second language learning by accelerating the
development of interlanguage, while negative transfer will hamper second language
acquisition. Because the differences in some language forms and regulation systems
between two languages may be mistaken as similarities by some L2 learners (Tang,
1997), repetitive mistakes occur in L2 learners’ use of second language. Such
distinctions and the resulted negative transfer occur in phonetics, lexicon, and
grammar (Li, 2016), and also manifest itself in syntax and pragmatics (lonin &
Zubizarreta, 2010), as well as discourse (Schachter & Rutherford, 1979). The errors
caused by negative transfer are categorized into four types: underproduction,
overproduction, production error, and misinterpretation (Odlin, 1989). lonin and
Zubizarreta (2010) further proved through their study that transfer could be found at
internal and external interfaces, and it is possible for L2 learners to recover from
negative transfer at the syntax-semantics interface.

Besides the above-mentioned theoretical studies, some empirical research and
case studies have been made about first language transfer and the results are mixed. In
one study, White (1986) found that native speakers of Spanish (a pro-drop language in
which subjects are optional) are more tolerant of sentences without subjects, while
native speakers of French (a non-pro-drop language in which subjects are
compulsory) invariably make English sentences with subjects. This indicates that the
first language setting does have effect on second language acquisition. However, in a
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research about “binding” — the relationship between subjects and reflexive pronouns,
Cook (1990) found that L2 (i.e., English) learners who speak Japanese, Norwegian,
and Roman languages respond to this language phenomenon with similar levels of
difficulty and speed.Later, Hayes (2003) collected speech data from 124 L2 adult
Russian learners with English as mother tongue and conducted a quantitative analysis.
He concludes that mother tongue transfer could happen to learners of all levels, and
most mistakes in lexicon and syntax could be attributed to negative transfer. Guo, Liu,
and Chen (2014) by analyzing the mistakes in 54 English papers written by ESL
students who speak Chinese, also found the negative influence of the students’ mother
tongue (i.e. Chinese) on their English study.

From the above-mentioned research, it can be seen that mother tongue transfer
has drawn extensive attention from L2 theorists and researchers. However, up till now
few studies have been conducted about the effect of English as a mother tongue on the
acquisition of Chinese as a second language. This is a great pity as Ellis (1994) claims
that no second language acquisition theory could be considered complete without
describing the mother tongue transfer.

To study the transfer effect of English on Chinese learning, some knowledge
about the differences in syntax, lexicon, discourse structure, and pragmatics between
English and Chinese is essential. Many studies have been conducted on these
differences. By reviewing the previous studies, Tsao (1982) summarizes the
differences between English and Chinese. (1) Chinese is more tolerant of deletion,
while in English pronouns must be used to indicate coreferentiality. (2) the Chinese
equivalent of English it (ta) is mainly used to refer to animals, while in English it can
be used to refer to all inanimate things. (3) In English, passive construction is used to
indicate that object of the verb is used as the topic of the sentence, while in Chinese it
is a way to express bad experience (Chu, 1979). (4) English paragraph structure is
direct and Chinese paragraph structure is indirect (Kaplan, 1966).In addition to these
studies from linguistic perspective, many researchers have studied the differences
between English and Chinese from the perspective of translation. In a book about
Chinese-English translation (Lv, Yu, Zhang, Li, & Zhang, 1982), some differences
between English and Chinese in the use of words and sentence structures are listed.
(1) In Chinese, some sentences can go without subjects, but in English subjects are
indispensable parts. (2) Possessive pronouns are used more often in English than in
Chinese. (3) In Chinese attributes are usually put before the nouns or noun phrases
that they modify, while in English attributes may appear before or after the nouns or
noun phrases. (4) In Chinese, adverbial modifiers usually appear between subjects and
predicates, but in English adverbial modifiers may appear at many different positions.
(5) In Chinese narratives are put before attitudes and opinions, while in English the
order is reversed. Later, Lu (2010) summarizes the differences between English and
Chinese in lexicon and syntax. The differences are listed below: (1) There is no article
in Chinese. (2) There is no classifier in English. (3) In English, the order of events and
the logic relation are indicated by connectives, while in Chinese they are indicated by
sentence orders. (4) In English, inflections are used to indicate the tense and number,
but in Chinese time adverbs and affixes are used.
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There are also some studies about Chinese compositions. Zou & Yu (2009)
studies the compositions written by foreign students in their university and lists some
mistakes that the students were prone to make in punctuation, character, vocabulary,
and grammar. Bo & Zhang (2017) studies the textual time cohesion in CSL students’
compositions and finds the following mistakes: overuse of time cohesion, lack of time
cohesion, misuse of time cohesion, misplacement of time cohesion. Although these
studies reveal various problems occurring in CSL students’ compositions, few studies
focus on the mother tongue transfer effect. Therefore, this study is conducted to fill
the gap identified.

3. Research Method

3.1 Research Questions

Based on the previous studies, this study intends to answer the following
questions. (1) How does the students’ mother tongue (i.e., English) influence their
study of Chinese? (2) What is the mechanism of the transfer?

3.2 Subjects

Altogether 104 Chinese compositions are collected from two teachers of Chinese
working in a college in the U.S. After close scrutiny, three compositions are excluded.
Two of them are excluded because they are not written by students with English as
mother tongue. The third composition is excluded due to illegible handwriting. The
students who are second generation of immigrants from China were born and grew up
in the U.S., and are thus considered English native speakers. Eventually 101
compositions are used in the study, among which 48 are class essays and 53 are
application essays for the 9-week intensive summer language program, designed to
improve American study-abroad high school and college students’ Chinese language
skill in China.

The compositions are of varied types including narratives, argumentations,
letters, reports, and fictions. The topics are diversified, such as self-introduction,
college life, family life, animal protection, environment, technology, history, and
social problems in U.S.

3.3 Procedure

First, a native-speaking teacher of Chinese picked out the grammatical mistakes
and inappropriate expressions in the 101 compositions. Later, a Chinese-speaking
teacher of English was asked to identify those mistakes that might be related to
English way of expression. The mistakes were then categorized and counted to see
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their significance. A mistake that appears more than once in one composition is
counted as one. Finally, these mistakes were analyzed to reveal the cognitive
mechanism behind them.

4 Results

The problems found in the compositions can be classified into four categories.
“Redundancy” is found in 82 compositions (81.2%); “structural inappropriateness” is
found in 80 compositions (79.2%); “misuse of words” is found in in 55 compositions
(54.5%); “other inappropriate expressions caused by differences between Chinese and
English morphology” is found in 34 compositions (33.7%).

Table 1

Problems identified in the compositions
Problems Occurrence Frequency  Percentage
Redundancy 82 81.2%
Structural inappropriateness 80 79.2%
Misuse of words 55 54.5%
Inappropriate expressions caused by 34 33.7%

morphological differences

The following part of this paper will take a close look at each of the problems.
Problem 1: Redundancy

“Redundancy” means the unnecessary use of certain words in sentences. For
instance, “wJd” (the pronoun in Mandarin meaning I) was found to be overused in 53
compositions. Here is a typical example: wo shang gaozhaong de shihou, wo gen wo de
tongxue qule zhonggud (F& b v, FRERFLIIE 2 7 ). When | was
in high school, I went to China with my classmates.). Although there is no severe
grammatical error in this sentence, a native speaker of Mandarin will consider it an
inappropriate expression as one will say “wo shang gaozhong de shihou, gen tongxiie
qule zhonggud” (F& L&y R e, BRIFI2% 2% 1 A ). In another word, the second
and the third “w¢” are thought of as unnecessary in Mandarin, while they are
necessary in English as the sentence is grammatically wrong if they are omitted from
its English translation as following: * When | was in high school, went to China with
classmates. “Wo” is not the only word that tends to be repeated by Mandarin L2
learners. The repetition of other parts of sentences are also noted in this study, such as
subjects, predicates, and modifying adjectives. The following sentence may illustrate
this point: jin’guan sanguoé yihou you jinchao hé suichdo, dan zhéxie chdaodai dou
méiyou handai you name qidngda de guoli (X =B UL J5H &AM FERE, (Hixit
AR ER A DA R4 38 K I 1E /7). Although there were Jin Dynasty and Sui
Dynasty after Three Kingdoms, Jin Dynasty and Sui Dynasty didn’t have the strong
national power as Han Dynasty had.). Here, the second “you” (meaning have) is
deemed unnecessary by Mandarin L1 speakers but the English equivalent “had” fits
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well in the English version. Altogether, such kinds of repetitions amount to 47 cases.

Besides unnecessary repetition, the redundancy is also identified in the
unnecessary use of some function words, among which connectives are the most
salient. Take this sentence for example: wo xtian lai laisT daxtie yinwéi laoshi dou
hénhdo hé xuesheng dou hén congming (F% >R 58 Hir K 2 K A 22 I A AR 4 A1 22 A= 6
1RHERA). | choose to come to Rice University because the teachers are all good and
the students are all smart.). In this sentence, “hé” (meaning and) is inappropriately
used here as it obstructs the flow of discourse. Here is another example, ta jiiedé naer
de dongwii shénti bithdo, sudyi tamen méiyou hudli, bu xihuan dong ({51578 )L
) GEALF, FTLVEATE BTG /1, AEXRS). He thought that animals there are
in bad health, so they lack vitality and don’t like to move.). A native speaker will
choose to omit the connective “sudyi” (meaning so), while the English equivalent
“s0” is an indispensable part in the English version. Thirty-one compositions are
found to have such unnecessary use of connectives.

Apart from connectives, two particular function words were found overused. One
is the modal particle de (meaning of), which was found in 30 compositions. Some
examples are listed in Table 2, and the unnecessary words and their English
counterparts are marked in bold.

Table 2
Examples of "de" being overused

Wei shénme zhdongguoérén de kanfa yu méiguoérén de feéichang bu ytyang?
At 2HEANNEESREANIFES—H?

Why are Chinese people’s ideas different from American people’s?

Tamen lai wo de jia canjia shéngdan juhui.
AIRBEI XS INERER L.

They come to my home for the Christmas party.

Qunian de xiatian, wo wéi yigé ziifing gongsi gongzuo.
EEHER, BA—MHBEAFLIE.

Last year’s summer, | worked for a house rental company.

Another one is “shi” (the Mandarin linking verb meaning be), found in 10 cases.
The following sentences can illustrate the point.

Table 3

Examples of ““shi’” being overused
Wade ke dou shi you yisi.
LAJERA A E

My classes are all interesting.

Zheénzheng de ai shi xiang yige méiguihua.
HIEMZ RGN B

Real love is like a rose.
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To sum up the first problem, we use Figure 1 to show the different types of
redundancy and their frequency.

60

50

40
30
20
10
. H B u N

overuse of “wo”  unnecessary unnecessary use unnecessary Use unnecessary use
repetition of connectives of “de” of “shi”

Frequency of Occurrence

Redundancy Types

Figure 1. Types of redundancy and their frequency

Problem 2: Structural inappropriateness

Here, the term “structural inappropriateness” is used instead of “structural error”
because the sentences involved do not generate ambiguity and are not grammatically
wrong, but a native speaker will immediately identify them as having “foreign tone”
due to the inappropriate organization and arrangement of parts in the sentences. Six
categories of this problem were noted. The typical examples, the corrected versions,
the English counterparts, and their frequency are listed in Table 4.

Table 4

Types of structural inappropriateness and examples
Problem Examples & English translations Corrections Frequency
types
Improper CET yao rang wo fazhan wode liuli CET kéyi rang wode 40
nominalization CET ZEilR A& AR A zhongwén géng liuli.

(CET can let me develop my fluency.)  CET aJ LLik gz
FERA .

Incorrect Women déi kanshi hé xi€zuo meizhou.  Women meizhou déi 33
positioning of A E BAMEIER . kansha hé xi&zuo.
adverbial (We have to read and write every BV ASREBME
modifiers week.) fEo
Inappropriate W0 rénwéi ragud buqu Zhonggud wo W0 rénwéi xuéhdo yige 26
order of jiu bunéng hénhaode 1iji¢ zhongguo yuyan, lidoji€ wénhua
propositions wénhua hé féngsu. Dui wo 14i shud, tébié zhongyao. Dui wo
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Problem Examples & English translations Corrections Frequency
types
(Lyons, 1977)  xuéhdio yige yiiyan, lidoji¢ wénhua 141 shuo, ragué buqu
tebié zhongyao. Zhdnggud wo jiu bunéng
BN IMEAL P EHEHABERI M hénhdode 1iji€ zhonggud
HE A E SO R XS . XTERORIE, %% wénhua hé fengsu.
F—MEE, TR EE. TN K2 —MES,
(I think if T don’t go to China, I can’t TR BT . X
understand Chinese culture and custom  F R, R A L
well. To me, knowing about the culture  Fat ANEEAR f-ith BE AR
is vital to learning a language.) [ SCAL D XU -
Overuse of W6 dédaole wode daxué rang wo dao W0 cong daxué dédaole 15
attributive Zhdnggud litxué de jidngxudéjin. yibi jidngxuéjin, kéyi
adjectives T2 r PRI BT EE M rang wo dao Zhongguo
Wirgy, liuxué.
(I have got the scholarship granted by ~ FRMKZEIGE] T —8L
my university, which allowed me to 4, AlLhkmEF
study in China.) B,
Wrong choice W6 hé wode hiopéngyodu de W6 hé wade 11
of subjects xmgongzud rang women chuan baiséde  hdopéngydu huanle yifen
chénshan. X’ gdngzud, Xiyao
AT AR TARERATF B chuan baisede chénshan.
AR WA I A T —
(The new job that my friend and T have  3#f T/F, TEZF A
got requires us to wear white shirts.) ISR
Unnecessary  ZFTUINAZ AN EVRELHOREEZE  ZHUBAZHIEY 4
use of passive B HH2EEE ...
voice Zhisudyi namedud yout shiwu shi béi  Zhisudyi namedud yduj1
chitkéu dao M¢&igudde...... shiwu chiikéu dao
(The reason that many organic foods M¢éigud. .. ...

are exported to America...)

By comparing the Mandarin sentences listed above with their English
equivalents, it can be seen that all these six structural problems have their roots in the
students’ mother tongue. (1) “liuli” (i F) in Mandarin is an adjective, but in English
there is a nominal counterpart of it—fluency—which can be put in the object position
together with possessives. (2) In Mandarin, adverbial modifiers usually appear
between the subjects and predicates (Lv, Yu, Zhang, Li, & Zhang, 1982), so
“méizhou” (55 )#) can only appear after the subject “women” (FA]). In contrast, its
English counterpart “every week” can be put at the end of the sentence. (3) The
proposition “rugud buqu Zhdngguo wo jiu bunéng hénhaode 1iji€¢ Zhonggud weénhua
hé fengsu” is the main point of this whole discourse, so in Mandarin it should be put
after “wo rénwéi xuéhao yige ylyan, lidoji€¢ wénhua tebié zhongyao,” which is the
background information. On the opposite, since English tends to “start with climax”
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(Lu, 2010), the order of the two propositions is reversed in the English version. (4)
The attributive part “wode daxué rang wo dao zhongguo liuxué” is too long for
Mandarin since sentences in Mandarin are usually short, while by using past participle
and attributive clause, we can make it an attributive part in the English version. (5)
When expressing the impact of something on people, especially when people are
driven to take some action by this something, in English we usually use the thing as
the subject of the sentence and use the word about people as the object. For example,
“The new job that my friend and | have got requires us to wear white shirts.” Such
structure is unacceptable in Mandarin because in Mandarin usually “human” is the
subject and the “thing” is in the explanatory proposition. (6) In Mandarin, passive
voice is usually used to express some negative feelings or ideas, so “bei” is
unnecessary in the sentence “*Zhisudyi namedud youji shiwu shi bei chiikou dao
méiguode...”. Differently, in English passive voice must be used as long as the object
of the verb is used as the topic of the sentence (Chu, 1979).

Problem 3: Misuse of words

“Misuse of words” means two kinds of problems. One is that a wrong word is
used due to the misunderstanding of a word’s meaning, function, or the context in
which it should be used. The other problem is that although the right word is used, the
way that it is used is wrong.

For the first problem, it has been noticed that many wrong words are used
because they have the same English equivalents with the right words and are close in
meaning to the right words. Therefore I term this problem “misuse of synonyms.”
This sentence may illustrate the point: ta hén pidoliang, y& hén tian (M iRE+, IR
). In Mandarin, we usually say a girl is tianméi (& 32) or k&’ai (7] %), while tian
() is used to indicate the taste of food. In contrast, in English, they can be expressed
by just one word —*sweet.” Such misuse of synonyms occurred in 29 cases.

Besides the misuse of synonyms, several particular words have drawn my
attention as they were mistakenly used by more than one student due to the
misunderstanding of these words’ function or the context in which they should be
used. | identified five such words. (1) shi (&, be) occurred in 15 cases. An example is
“*wode mingzi shi Gaosheng” (I 4 T7-J& = 2E), which is a direct translation of the
English version “My name is Gaosheng.” jiao (") would be used instead by the
native speaker. (2) yaoshi (%4, if) occurred in 15 cases where riguo (U154, if) are
usually used. An example is “*yaoshi wo gén péngyou chifan, wo jiu hén gaoxing”
(BRIRIIA AN, AR E ). This is caused by the fact that yaoshi and riguo
have the same English counterpart “if,” but in Mandarin they have a subtle difference
in usage. (3) zhén (H, really) occurred in 16 cases where hén (1R, very) should be
used. An example is “*wo zai Zhonggud néng rang wode zhongwén zhenhio” (FK1E
[ e P o SCEAT). This is caused by the fact that zkén () and the adjective it
modifies can only be used as predicate in Mandarin (Lu, 2011), while its English
counterpart “really” (though similar in meaning) has broader functions and can be
used as predicate, attribute, or adverbial modifier. (4) ta (', it) occurred in 9 cases
where other words such as na (I, that) should be used. An example is “*w zhisudyi
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xidng qu Yunnan shi yinwéi duiyt wo laishuo ta shi gé xin difang” (2 FrAME 2 =
R A2 RO T3k 1350 /2 it /7). This is caused by the fact that 7z in Mandarin
is chiefly used to refer to animals (Tsao, 1983) while its English equivalent “it” can be
used to refer to all the other inanimate things. (5) you (5, have) occurred in 10 cases
hanli zai naer” (IR LEFH W (145 4L E T L), which is a direct translation of the
English expression “My cousin had her wedding there.”

For the second problem, one particular word drew my attention. In 6 cases,
suiran (5%, although) was found being used without its partner danshi ({€,2, but),
as in this sentence “suiran wo ai wode daxué, wo bu xihuan yuanli wode jiarén” (B4R
RERIKE, BAEIGEEIKFIZ ). This is because its English equivalent
“although” is used alone.

To summarize this part, Table 5 presents the examples and corrected versions.

Table 5
Words misused and examples
Words Examples Corrections Occurrence
misused frequency
Misuse of Ta hén piaoliang, y& hén tian. Ta hén piaoliang, yé& hén 29
synonyms AR,  WARE. ké’ai.
(She is pretty and sweet.) AR, WIRAE.
shi Wode mingzi shi Gaoshéng. Wode mingzi jiao Gaoshéng. 15
(72, be) W24 PR A F 2
(My name is Gaosheng.)
yaoshi Yaoshi wo gén péngydu chifan, Rdgué wo néng gén péngyéu 15
(E, if) w0 jiu hén gaoxing. chifan, wo hui hén gaoxing.
BRI A, B RN AR, R
%o R,
(If I have a meal with my
friend, I will be very happy.)
zhen W6 zai Zhdonggud néng rang W6 zai Zhonggud néng rang 16
(&, really) wode zhongwén zhenhio. wode zhongwén hénhio.
WP EFEER BT R AE P E gL A SR
it it
(Staying in China can make my
Chinese really good.)
ta W0 zhisudyi xidng qu Yinnan W0 zhisuoyi xidng qu Yunnan 9
(e, it) shi yinwéi duiyu wo laishuo ta  shi yinwéi duiya wo laishud
shi gé xin difang. na shi geé xin difang.
WL BB R UL i 2 B ext
TRV A F T TR AR E AT .

(The reason that | want to go to
Yunnan is that to me, it is a new
place.)
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Words Examples Corrections Occurrence
misused frequency
You (B, have) Wode bidojié you tade hiinli zai  Wdde bidoji€ zai naer jibanle 10

naer. tade hanli.

AR AEA b B USALAE TR AR AHAEAS ) L2 TP 1 At

Lo 48 4L.

(My cousin had her wedding

there.)
sutran (24X,  Suirdn wo ai wode daxué, wo Sutran wo ai wode daxué, 6

although)

bu xihuan yuanli wode jiarén.
BARLERI KT, A=
KOz BN o

(Although I love my university,
I don’t like to be away from my
family.)

danshi wo bu xthuan yuanli
wode jiarén.

AR ERAR Y, (ERIK
AEVGE B H N .

Problem 4: Inappropriate expressions caused by morphological differences

Besides the above-mentioned problems, also noticed were two sorts of
inappropriate expressions. One is related to the expression of tense (having occurred
in 33 cases). The other is about the use of measure words (found in 14 cases). A close
study reveals that they are both caused by the morphological differences between
Chinese and English, so | put them into one group. They have led to inappropriate
expressions in varied forms which are depicted in Table 6 and Table 7.

Table 6

Problems in expressing tense

Types of error

Examples

Corrections

Unnecessary Wode tongxué bi wo congming le. Woade tongxué bi wo congming .
use of auxiliary — FRA[EZHLRIEA T . B F 2 L FREE I
words (My classmate is more intelligent than
1)
Lack of Suiran Qinshihuang tongyi zhongguo, ...  Suiran Qinshihudng tongyT le

auxiliary words

BRRBES —HHE, ..

(Although Qinshihuang had united

China, ...)

zhongguo, ...

BARKBES - THE, ..

Incorrect
positioning of
auxiliary words

Wdde zhongwén laoshi gé&i wo nage

mingzi le.

AL IMEG TIBAN 2 TFT -

Wode zhongwén laoshi géi le wo
nage mingzi.

i scE e T MY

(My Mandarin teacher gave me that

name.)

Wrong choice
of auxiliary
words

W6 yigian xuéle fayt hé ladingyu.

AR TR RS T 5.

W6 yiqian xuéguod faya hé ladingy.
AR R R TG

(I have learned French and Latin.)
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Table 7

Problems in using measure words

Types

Examples

Corrections

Unnecessary use

M¢gigéci womama hé wo qu shangdian...

M¢ici womama hé wo qu

of “ge” (1) AR RIS FIFR ST S .. shangdian...

(Each time my Mom and | go to shops...) FFR IR S AR Z R .
Lack of measure ~ W0¢ you san tongwil. W0 you san gé tongwi.
words BE=F)Z. BE AR

(I have three roommates.)

Unnecessary use
of “yige” (—1%)

Wo dadud chiiqu zuo zuoye, yinwéi wo déi
yong yige dayinji.

FRZHEMAEA, FFAH—AMTH
Hlo

(I don’t usually do my homework at home,
because | have to use a printer to do it.)

W¢ dadud chiiqu zuod zuoye,
yinwéi wo déi yong dayinji.
FTRZ HEfrEL, By
FHHTEHL.

Wrong choice of
measure words

W zai yigeé hénhdo de daxué du dasan.
AL AMRIF IR AR =

(I’m a junior student in a very good
university.)

W0 zai yisu6 hénhdo de daxué
du dasan.
AL — PR ARG B R 228K

o

English is an inflected language, which means that the time of an action is
conveyed by varying the form of the verb involved. In contrast, Mandarin “has been
known to be a language without much inflectional morphology” (Li, 1999), so the
time of an action in Mandarin is shown by the use of time adverbs and affixes (Lu,
2010) such as le (1) and guo (iZ). This difference in expressing time poses a great
difficulty for Mandarin learners with English as native tongue and it is common that
they make mistakes related to the use of affixes as listed in Table 5.

Other factors that lead to problems for Mandarin learners with English as native
tongue are that there is no measure word in English and there is no article in Mandarin
(Lu, 2010). The errors related to the measure word problem usually manifest
themselves in unnecessary use of gé (%), lack of measure words, and wrong choice of
measure words. The mistakes related to the article issue are usually unnecessary use
of yige (—1), as the article in English “a” (or “an”) is thus translated.

5 Conclusion and Discussion

This study focuses on the grammatical errors and inappropriate expressions in
Mandarin compositions made by Mandarin learners with English as their mother
tongue. The data is collected from class essays and application essays for CET-
Kunming Summer Language Program. Both quantitative and qualitative methods are
used. Some common problems and mistakes that occurred with high frequency are
identified and they are categorized into four groups. A comparison between these
mistaken expressions and the relevant English expressions reveal the mechanism
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leading to these errors: the writers either transferred the English ways of expressing
and organizing some ideas to their Mandarin compositions, or made mistakes due to
the difficulties in mastering some Mandarin grammars which are essentially different
from English. This result provides solid answers to the research questions raised.

Due to the small size of the sample, the result of this study needs to be further
proved by a larger corpus, which may reveal more problems caused by mother tongue
transfer. However, this study can enlighten the Chinese teachers about the causes
behind some errors occurring frequently in students’ compositions. Further studies
may be conducted on the teaching approaches to solve these problems. Besides, a
study is also worth being made about the cultural, philosophical, and psychological
factors lying behind these language differences, as it will shed light on the differences
between Chinese people and people in western countries concerning mentality, thus
enhancing mutual understanding, facilitating language teaching and learning, as well
as promoting cultural exchange.
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PATGE A EHERIDUE B2 IE IMET R EHEE BRI R

pak
KA K

LS

PO 1 3 AT P R IE R DUE U — TBONIR EAESS . EHH
F, BUMEH RIAEN 2 2 ) B L SRR R A ANVE 2 RIETT
o BHEEMZ IR IR — DR, 28 Rt 155>
HAESE S I RE A L AP (R o ASHIE U DASETE N BRE (0 D0E 1852 2
VEH I S P GRIEAT T 8 B BT RE MRS AT, A6 H DU R 2 2 AR 5 Xt
FEOX LR AP HEAT TIRTT. SR B, XL DLSE A BRI PUE %
2B AEDOE B AR Aot T ) SRS AR (IR AR 2 52 B BHE I . X 25y
Wi 73 PR RS I — SRR, BRI B SO A)9RSEIE RS BT
BB ERE T B RIONAIE S -IE S RN EN ER, SEE
B e DL E AR — B POER A FIEE RN, AT R
Ktgig: FHEITLR, DUETIESE, EEERR, AaERik
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