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Abstract

The present study is intended to investigate the effects of semantic constraints and frequency upon L2
acquisition of English mddle construction by Chineselearners of English 90 Chineselearners of English and
24 native speakers of English participatedinthestudy An Accepta bility Judgnent Task AJT was devel oped
to elicit the partici pants acquisitional behavior Theresultsreveal that both semanticsand frequency operatein
L2 acquisition of English mddle construction In addition the contrastive behavior bet ween the advanced
learner group and the nati ve speaker group suggeststhat thetwo factors though both at work have different
I mpact upon L2 learners and the adult nati ve speakers It seemsthat frequency has astronger i mpact uponthe
native speakers than onthe learner groups
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1 Introduction

The acquisition of argument structure has long been recognized as a fundamental issue in|anguage
acquisition research Bower man 1988 Brooks Tomasello 1999 Fisher 1996 deitman et al 2005
Pinker 1989 A central question revolving around the issue is how the |anguage |earner is able to
become productivein his use of verb argument structure and yet avoid overgeneralization errors The
question is crucial in the sense that most syntactic constructions have constraints on their extensions

Br ooks Tomasello 1999 Levin Rappor port 2005 Pinker 1989 Wth the English mddle
construction e g The book reads well for instance verbs like close and read undergo mddle
for mation but verbslike fear and reach fail tolicensethe construction \Mat puzzlesresearchersisthat
howthelanguage learner comestothe awarenessthat only a portion of verbs can be usedin a particul ar
construction asshowninthecase of mddle construction A number of proposals have been put forward
that attempt to untangle this puzzle One proposal is that language learners are conservatives see
Bower man 1988 for a detailed comment on this proposal They never generalize beyond the positive
input t hey have been exposed to However thisis empirically false as both L1 and L2 |earners were
found to produce overgeneralization errorsin their acquisition of argument structure see Lord 1979
Pinker 1989 for L1 learners errors and see Juffs 1996 Mbntrul 2000 for L2 [earners errors Itis
logically i mpossible either asit is unlikely that for any verb language |earners wll encounter all its
possibl e syntactic framesin theinput neither are all syntactic possibilities of a particular verb properly
representedintextbook materials for L2 learners Juffs 1998

Anot her account isthat L2|earners make use of semanticstolearnthe argument structure of averb
The basic assumption behind this proposal is that there exists a strong correlation bet ween the |exical
properties of predicates and the syntactic structuresin which they may appear ldberg 1995 Hale
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Keyser 2002 Levin Rappoport 1995 2005 Pinker 1989 Language learners therefore need not
| earn syntactic structures of verbs on anitem byitem basis but rather make generalizations onthe basis
of theregular correlation Overgeneralization errors are caused by learners incomplete know edge of a
verb Oncetheylearn the semantic constraints on a particular construction and correctly establish t he
meaning of a verb these errors would disappear

Thethird proposal is a usage based account It argues that |anguage acquisition is a data driven
probabilistic earning process which“ reflect s the probabilities of occurrence of formfunction
mappi ngs” Elis 2002 144  Acquisition of argument structure like acquisition of any other linguistic
itens isregarded as an associative learning process of the distributional characteristics of thelanguage
input Frequency therefore isa crucial deter mnant and distributionally regular high frequencyitens
are among those acquired earliest Mithewset al 2005 Language learnersfirst learn howto use verbs
In syntactic constructions on a verb by verb basis Tomasello 1992 They use verbs only in syntactic
patternsin which they ve heard them used previously and do not generalize frequently to ot her verbs
They someti mes overgeneralize as“ one shot innovati ons created under discourse pressure” Brooks et al
1999 1326 These errors are overcome by using entrenchment and preemption Braine et al 1995
Brooks et al 1999 Brooks Tomasello 1999 The basic idea of entrenchment is that the frequent
encounter of averbin one attested construction causes thelearner to draw a probabilisticinference that
t he verb does not appear in ot her constructions see also Ambridge et al 2008 In other words the
mor e frequently the child hears a verb in a particular structure i e the more soidly its usage is
entrenched thelesslikely he wll extend that verbto any novel construction with which they have not
heardthe verb used Preemptionrefersto” theideathatif achild haslearnedto use a particul ar li nguistic
formto express a particular meaning this know edge will tend to block his usage of another formto
expressthe same meaning” Brooksetal 1999 1326 Forinstance if achild hears The magici an made
the rabbit disappear but never hears The magician disappeared the rabbit he may infer that disappear
does not occur in a si mple transitive construction COver ti me the repeated occurrence of disappear in
peri phrasti ¢ causative constructionsin situationsinvolving direction causation may prevent the child from
using disappear inthesi mpletransitive construction Entrenchment and preemption are assumedto worKk
together Theformer promotesthelatter® byincreasingthechilds awareness of howindividual verbs are
usedin alternative constructions” Brookset al 1999 1326

Wt h special emphasis onthe role of frequency the usage based account for ns a contrast with the
Ideas proposed by semantics approach Pinker 1989 In studies of L1 acquisition empirical evidence
|ends support to both proposals see Brookset al 1999 Mthews et al 2005 Theakst on 2004 for the
effects of frequency see Lidzet al 2004 WMarcotte 2005 for the effects of semantics  Previousresearch
on L2 acquisition of argument structure however is mainly conducted along the semantics approach
suggested by Pinker 1989 Levin Rappoport 1995 2005 and Hiae Keyser 2002 The effect of
frequency on L2 acquisition of argument structure on the other hand islessinvestigated Mbreover
mor e recent studi es suggest that the semantics approach and the usage based approach are not mutually

exclusive Brooks Tomasello 1999 Ambridge et al 2008 In L1 research of argument structure
acquisition it has been found that both semantics and frequency play a role in childs acquisition of
argument structure Brooks Tomasello 1999 Ambridge et al 2008 In L2 acquisition research

however few attempts have been made to take se mantics and frequency into account in explaining L2
acquisition of argument structure The present study therefore represents an effort along thisline of
research It ai mstoinvestigate the effect of frequency and semantics upon L2 acquisition of English
mddle construction henceforth MC by Chineselearners of English English Mds chosen asthetarget
structure for the following two reasons For one thing L2 learners of English were shown to have
difficulty in their acquisition of the structure Balcom 1995 1997 1999 2003 Connors  Quellette
1994  but empirical studies of L2 acquisition of English MC arerelatively scant The question asto how
L2 learners acquire English MC remains answered For another some properties of the construction
enabl e usto dissociatethe effect of semanti cs and frequency upon L2 acquisition of English MC as wll be
showninthe follow ng sections Mbre specifically the present study attemptsto addressthe foll ow ng
t wo questions 1 Do semantic constraints upon English MC have any i mpact upon Chinese |learners
acquisition of English MC 2 Does frequency have any i mpact upon Chinese |earners acquisition of
English MC
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To address the two research questions we first provide a brief introduction to the linguistic
properties of English MC wth particular emphasis onthesemantic constraints uponitsfor mation Then
t he predictions based either on the effect of semanti c constraints or frequency wll be discussed Thisis
followed by the formulation of the specific research hypotheses Fourthly an empirical study was
conductedtotest these hypot heses Andfinally we will discussthefindings obtained

2 Mddle Constructionin English

2 1 Properties! of English Mddle Construction
Typical examples of what are commonly regarded as MC are presentedin 1 below

1 a This book reads easily Goldberg Acker man 2001 799

b Thelake fishes well Yoshi mura  Taylor 2004 295

¢ The pen witesfluently  Adapted from Hoekstra Roberts 1993 218
d This kind of glass breaks easily = Rappoport 1999 149

e This kind of glass breaks often  Rappoport 1999 150

f

No Latintext translates easily for Bill  Stroik 1992 131

It can be seenfromthe examplesin 1 that English MC at |east displaysthe foll owi ng properties

—It usually appears in si mple present tense and denotes generic events That is it either has a
property capacity reading e ¢ lad or ahabitual reading asin le 2

— It takes active for m but has passivelike meaning

— The subj ect of the constructionis a non agent argument that would nor mally be mapped to the
object eg 1 a d or adjunct positions eg 1 bc

— MCsformed with agentive verbs usually denotes an arbitrary agent that issemantically present but
syntactically suppressed

—It generally requires the modification of certain adverbs like easily and well or other types of
adj unct

—It can contain afor sb prepositional phrase asin 1f which introduces the agent of the event
concer ned

Astothe classification of English MCs Lemmens 1998 draws a distinction bet ween transitive and
ergative mddles The former refersto MCsformed with agentive verbs e g read cut whereasthe
latter refersto MCs formed with transitive ergative verbs e g open drown The differenceliesin
the fact that transitive mddles necessarily suggest an agent whereas ergative mddles may create
confusioninter ns of whether thereis an agent asshownin 2

2 a The book reads easily
b The cat drowns easily  Adapted from Lemmens 1998 6

In 2a readingimplies an agent e g a human being in 2b however drowning may not
necessarily involve an agent

2 2 Semantic Constraints upon English Mddle Construction

At hough English MOs extensivelyinvestigated no consensus has been reached asto the semantic
constraints upon English MC Affectedness for instance is argued to be a semantic constraint upon
English MC Hoestra  Roberts 1993 Levin 1993 Pinker 1989 This constraint stipulates that only
verbsthat signify aneffect i e change of |ocation or state undergo MCfor mation However thereis
subst antial evidence show ngthat aff ectednessis neither a necessary condition nor a sufficient condition
for an MC to be legitimate As shownin 3 verbs denoting affectedness may not undergo mddle
construction onthe one hand and verbs without i ndication of affectednessindeed make good MC onthe
other see Gao 2008 Yoshimura Taylor for a detailed discussion of the problens with affectedness
constraint

3 a Small cities destroy easily  Rappoport 1999 150
b The car handles well even on wet roads (adsby 1995 645
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Though the views on the semantic deter mnants of English MC are divided the follow ng two
semantic constraints are argued to bethe necessary conditionsfor an M2t o belegiti mate Thefirstisthe
aspectual constraint Aspect concernstheinternal temporal structure of an event a verb denotes It has
been recogni zed that verbs individuate and name events Levin Rappoport 2005 Vendler 1967
Events are essentially temporal QG oft 1998 and verb meani ngs have aspectual and temporal structures

Vendler 1967 Accordingto Vendler 1967 verbs or the eventsthey denote can be dividedinto four
typesinterns of their internal temporal structure These include stative activity accomplishment and
achievement Vendler sfour waytypology accordingto Comie 1976 can be characterized by three
pairs of semantic properties stative vs dynamc telic vs atelic and punctual vs durative The first
pair is about whether thereis any action or change The second pair is about whether an action has a
natural endpoint andthethird oneis about whet her an action or change can last for a period of ti me
These are summarizedin Table 1

Table 1 Semantic Features of Aspectual Classes

Dynamc Telic Punct ual

Statvies STA
Activities ACT

Acco mplish ments ACC
Achievements ACH

It can be seen fromthe Tabl e that statives are non actions that lack dynamcs or change e g I

know hi m  sharing the semantic features Dynamc Telic and Punct ual Activities
represent ongoi ng events without any definite ter mnation e g John is pushing the cart with the
features Dynamc Telic and Punct ual Accomplishment refersto an ongoing event with a
termnation e g John repaired the machi ne yesterday indicative of the features dynamc

Telic and Punctual Achievements denot e eventsthat have aninstantaneous endpoint e g  The
cup broke wththe features dynamc Telic and Punct ual

Following Vendlers 1967 classification of verbs not a few researchers propose that verbs of
activity and accomplish ment undergo mddle for mation whereas stative and achievement verbs do not

Fagan 1992 Klingvall 2003 Zwart 1997  This explains why the sentencesin 4 are acceptable but
thosein 5 areill for med

4 a Thecar handles well even on wet roads
b This bread cuts easily  Pinker 1989 106

5 a The answer knows easily  Hoekstra Roberts 1993 194
b Anni versaries forget easily  Hoekstra Roberts 1993 201

Verbslike handle and cutin 4 are verbs of activity or accomplishment and |icense grammatical
MCs while verbs such as know and forget in 5 are stative or achievement verbs which fail mdde
formation Insum for a verbto undergo MC formation it should share the follow ng two semantic
properties Dynamc Punct ual

Anot her i dentified constraint concernsthe nomnal argument a verbtakes Thestandard view onthe
nomnal subject of Mdsthatitistheinternal argument whichis moved out of the origi nal object position
intothesubject position for casereasons Stroik 1992  Thus the nomnal subj ect remains a patient like
t he nom nal subject of passive However anumber of researchers Fagan 1992 Go 2008 osten 1977
van Voorst 1988 Yushi mura Taylor 2004 argue that the patient argument in MC appearsto play an
agent likeroleinthe sensethat theinherent properties of the nomnal argument haveto be construed as
responsible for the occurrence of the event involved This explainsthe asymmetrical behavior of buy and
sell Sell forns alegiti mate mddle but buy does not asshownin 6

6 a The book sells well
b The book buys well Yoshi mura Taylor 2004 298

Theill for medness of 6b is attributed to the fact that the inherent properties of book though
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facilitative of itsselling are not responsible for its buying Responsibility therefore is arguedto be a
constraint upon MC for mation

The above discussion summari zes the major properties of English MC and explores the constraints
uponthe construction It is suggested that for a MC to be legiti mate it has to satisfy two semantic
constraints The aspectual constraint indicates that only verbs of activity and accomplishment undergo
MC for mation Mbreover the responsibility constraint suggests that the inherent properties of the
nom nal subject haveto beresponsible or conducivetothe occurrence of the event invol ved

3 HEfects of Frequency and Semantics upon L2 acquisition of English MC

3 1 Effects of Frequency upon L2 acquisition of English MC

Gventhat the goal of the present studyisto explore whether semantics and frequency infl uence L2
acquisition of English MC itiscrucially i mportant for usto dissociate the effects of verb semantics and
verb frequency Thatis we haveto provide clear evidencethat somelearner behavior can be attributed
onlytothe effects of semantics while some ot her behavior is mainlytheresults of frequency effect Only
inthis way can we be able to characterize the relationship bet ween the two factors This section
therefore ainstoexplorethe potential |earner behaviorsthat can be predicted onthe basis of either the
influence of frequency or influence of semantics

The common practice of research ontherole of frequencyinlanguage acquisitionistoinclude verbs
of different frequency and examne whet her verbs of high frequency are acquired earlier than verbs of
low frequency |n somestudies nonce verbs areincludedto serve as words of zero frequency Ambridge
et al 2008 However this practiceis not without problens It has been shownin the previous studies
t hat t he children use some verbsin a construction earlier and more frequently than ot her verbs alt hough
t hese words frequencylevel issi mlar ol dberget al 2004 forinstance examnedthe datafromthe
Bates Cor pus and found that childrens early use of a specific construction was domnated by use of the
construction with a particular verb For instance use of theintransitive motion construction VL verb
location asin thefly buzzedintotheroom is mainly domnated by use of the construction withthe verb
go accounting for 54  of childrens use of the construction This cannot be explained by word
frequency al one because the three verbs go get and cone are all high frequency words 0 500 word
level  Thereason for this accordingto Goldberg et al 2004 isthat the verb gois used by parents
most frequently 39 in VL construction and children thus associatethe meaning of the verb go wth
VL constructi on

Nai gl es Hoff Ginsberg 1998 found that syntactic diversity is another factor that influences
children s acquisition of argument structure Syntactic diversity referstothe fact that some verbs can be
usedin more syntactic structuresthan others Language |learners usually first extend the verbs they hear
usedin many different syntactic environments Thereasonforthis accordingto Naigles Hoff G nsberg

1998 is that “ each additional syntactic frame has the potential to provide additional semantic
infor mation” p 101 and* the moreframesin whichaverbis heard the more distinctiveit wll befrom
other relatedverbs andthe earlier or moreeasily it wll beacquired” p 117 Insum more diverse
frames provide more opportunitiesfor alearner tolearnthe shades of meaning of averb Inthissense
syntactic diversity can be vi ewed as an aspect of frequency orin Naigles Hoff swords 1998 113 “in
order to appear in multiplesyntactic frames a verb must be produced multipl eti mes”

The above menti oned acquisitional behaviors suggest that frequency is more than word frequency
level itself Factorssuch as consistent use of certain verbsin a construction and syntactic diversity may
cause averb or some verbs appear more frequentlyin certain construction s than other verbs Inthis
respect English mddle construction provides us with an ideal testing ground in which the effect of
frequency inter ms of syntactic diversity can beinvestigated Frequency therefore is operationalized as
syntactic diversityinthe present study English mddle asdiscussed above can be dividedintotransitive

I e MCs for med with agentive verbs and ergative mddles i e MCs for med with ergative verbs
Unli ke agentive verbs transitive ergative verbs can also undergo anticausative construction 7c as
shown by t he contrastive behavior of the verb break and cutin 7 and 8
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7 a John brokethe w ndow
b The wndow breaks easily mddle
¢ The wndow broke anticausative

8 a John cut the bread
b The bread cuts easily Mddl e
C The bread cut anti causati ve

Interns of syntactic diversity the ergative verbsallow moreintransitive constructionsthan agentive
verbs Mbreover it can beseenthat MC and anticausative construction share a surface si mlarity That
Is thesubject of both constructionsis a non agent argument and the main verbisinthe active form
And bot h were encoded by usingthestructure Subj non agent V active Since ergative verbs undergo
bot h anticausative and mddle constructions it is plausible to argue that ergative verbs are more
frequently usedin Subj non agent V active structure than transitive verbs For instance although
read and open are verbs of the same frequency level the frequency for the verb opento gointo Subj

non agent V active structureis much higher thanthe verb read Logically l|anguagelearners would
have more contact with thisstructure formed with ergative verbs Followng Naigles Hoff Gnsbergs
1998 clai mthat verbs usedin a more diverse set of structures are acquired earlier than verbs usedin
fewer structures it can be predicted that L2 |earners especially less advanced learners would acquire
MCs for med with ergative verbs earlier than MCs formed wth agentive verbs provided that the word
frequency for the two types of wordsis kept the same Longitudinally speaking as L2 |earners move
towardsthetarget language grammar they would acquire MCsformed wth agentive ver bs as well

3 2 Effects of semantics upon L2 acquisition of English MC

As suggestedinthefirst section MCIor mationis susceptibletothe aspectual constraint Stative and
achievement verbs fail tolicense English MC Comparatively speaking however the former are more
semantically incompatiblethanthelatter with English MC Recall that for a verbtolicense grammatical
MC it hastosatisfytwosemantic properties Dynamc and Punctual  Stative verbs have neither
of the properties but achievement verbs shares one of them i e Dynamc If the semanticsis at
work in L2 acquisition of English mddle construction one would expect that MCs formed with stative
verbs are morelikely to be rejected by L2 learnersthan MCs for med wth achievement verbs provided
t hat t he tokens of the t wo types of verbs aresi mlar in word frequency By contrast if frequencyis at
wor k and frequency of thetoken verbs of statives and achievementsis manipulatedto bethesi mlar L2
| earners would judge MCs for med withthetwo verb types equally unacceptable

Anot her constraint on MC for mationistheresponsibility constraint which stipulatesthat for an MC
to belegitimate theinherent propertiesof the nomnal subject haveto be construed as responsible for the
occurrence of theeventinvolved In other words the nomnal subject hasto be construed as an agent li ke
argument A closer ook at English MC will showthat theinherent properties of some no mnal subject are
mor e easily construed t o be agent likethan others O all MCtypes instrument MC | e MCs whose
subj ect playstheinstrument role is morelikelyto be construedto beresponsibleforthe occurrence of an
event asshownin 1c repeated belowas 9 for the convenience of exposition

9 The pen wites fluently

Compared with other non agent nomnals instrumentis more agent like Schlesinger 1989 *“ acting
asanintermediaryinthe event named by the verb” Levin 1993 81 asin 10 below

10 a The craneloadedthetruck
b The hammer brokethe wi ndow Levin 1993 80

The foll owing prediction thus can be madeif semantics guide L2 learnersin their acquisition of
English MC Crosssectionally one would expect that L21earners especiallyless advanced|earners are
morelikely to judge instrument MCs acceptable Longitudinally their acceptance of MCs including
instrunent MCs  wll increase with advancenent of their English proficiency However a usage based
model would make no such prediction since no evidence suggests that thistype of MCis more frequent
than MCsfor med with other agentive verbs
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4 Research Hypot heses

Recall that two research questions are put forwardin Section Oneto examne whether L2 acquisiti on
of English MC is susceptible to the influence of both semantics and frequency In reference to the
predictions madeinthe previoussection thetwo research questions can be for mul ated as two particular
research hypot heses

Hypothesis1 L2 |learners are susceptible to the influence of the semantic constraint upon English
MC Mre specifically they are morelikely to reject MCs formed wth stative verbs than MCs
formed with achievement verbs For thesamereason they are morelikelytoacceptinstrument MCs
than MCsfor med with agentive verbs

Hypothesis2 L2learnersaresusceptibletothefrequency effect inthesense of syntactic diversity
Mbre specifically they are morelikelyto accept MCsformed with ergative verbsthan MCs for med
with agentive verbs

5 The Empirical Study

5 1 Participants

90 Chinese learners of English and 24 native speakers of English participated in the study Al
(hinese partici pants were students from two universities in China Among them were 30 freshmen
majoringin English 30 sophomores majoringin biology or chemstry and 30juniors majoringin English
At theti me of investigation they had beeninthe university for about one month freshmen one year
and a half sophomores andtwo years and a half juniors respectively

Since L2 proficiency was one of the variables for investigation the Chinese partici pants English
proficiency was measured by using a test consisting of two components a 30item Vocabulary and
Structure component and a20item Coze component Each correct choice was awar ded one point and no
point wasgiventoincorrect choice Thus the maxi mumscore one coul d obtain was 50 points All thetest
takers wererequiredto completethetest wthin 35 mnutes e way ANOWVA was run to test whether
the mean difference bet ween groups were significant The results indicate that the three groups were
significantly different fromeach otherin L2 English proficiency F 413 17 df 2 87 p 000
The results of post hoctest Scheff shows that Advanced G oup scored significantly higher than both
I nter mediate Goup Mean Dfference 11 33 p 000 and Lowlevel Goup M©Mean Dfference
21 73 p 000 and Inter mediate G oup scored significantly higher than Lower |evel group Mean
Dfference 10 40 p 000 It can be concluded that the partici pants represented three distinct
levels of L2 English proficiency

Twenty four native speakers of English were recruited as controls Among them 19 were either
students or staff membersfroma universityin British Columbia Canada andtherest 4fromthe United
States and 1from Britain wereteachers of Englishin the researcher s school

5 2 Instrunentation

An Acceptability Judgment Test AJT was developedtoelicit the partici pants know edge of English
MC The partici pants were asked tojudge the acceptability of atotal of 106 sentences Their responses
were measured on a 5 point Likert scale ranging from 2 totally unacceptable to 2 completely
acceptable with 1 mostly unacceptable O sounds odd but acceptable and1 mostly acceptable in
bet ween The order of sentence presentation wasrandomzedsothat sentences of asi mlar type would not
appear sequentially

Of the 106 sentences 64 sentences arethetarget sentences i e mddle therest of 42 arefillers
These fill ers consist of a variety of English structures such as expletive structure adjectival structure
compound structure and complex sentence frames These fillers were includedtoincrease the structural
diversity of the test itens which inturn would help to disguise the target sentences It has to be
pointed out that AJT was designed to investigate the i mpact of a number of factors upon L2 |earners
acquisition of English MC e g L2learners sensitivity towards arange of verb classes with respect to
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English MC  However consideringthe purpose of the present study istotest the effects of frequency
and se mantics upon L2 acquisition of English MC test itensin AJT which are used to examne other
factorsthan semantics and frequency wll be discussed here Thetest itensrelevant tothe present study
are categorizedintothe foll ow ngtypes

Totest L2 learners judgment of illicit MCs formed with stative verbs and achievement verbs 12
MC i ke sentences were created Thesesentences were further dividedintothree categories twotypes of
stative verbs and onetype of achievement verbs Mbrespecifically STA and PSYSUBstand for t wotypes
of stative verbs The for mer consists of three cognitive verbs e g know as in 1la and one
possession verb i e own Thelatter e g Ilikeasin 11b arefour verbs of stative psych verbs

Ei ght achievement verbs are putintwo categoriesinthisstudy PER e g hear asin 1lc refers
to English perception verbs verbs denoting sight sound touch taste and smell of achieve ment type
and ACH represents ot her achievement verbsthan perceptionvrbs e g reachasin 11d

11 a Thetruth knows easily STA
b Holl ywood fil mslike easily PSYSUB
Cc Eiffel Tower sees most clear fromthis window PER
d The top of the mountainreaches wth great difficuty ACH

Moreover to examne whether L2 |earners are sensitive to the responsibility constraint 15 MC
sentences were created which can befurther dividedintothreetypes Mrespecifically fourlegiti mate
MCs for med with agentive verbs are put inthe category of AGENTI another four for med with ergative
verbs areinthe category of ERGATI still another four areinstrument MCs henceforth I NSTRU  as
exemplifiedin 12a 12b  and 12c

12 a The book sells easily AGENTI
b The window opens easily ERGATI
¢ The knife cuts well | NSTRU

The word frequency of thetarget verbsis manipulatedin the AJT design since frequencyis a major
factor under investigationinthe present study \erbs of high frequency were chosen as thetarget verbs
bel ow 2000 word frequencylevel Morespecifically STA ACH and PER each containthree verbs of
0 500 word frequency |l evel and one verb of 500 1000 word frequency level PSYSUBconsists of one verb
of 0 500 word frequency two verbs of 500 1000 word frequency and one verb of 1000 2000 word
frequency ERGATI and | NSTRU each contain one verb of 0 500 word frequency one verb of 500 1000
word frequency andtwo verbs of 1000 2000 word frequency AGENTI iscompromsed of t wo verbs of O
500 word frequency one verb of 500 1000 word frequency and one verb of 1000 2000 word frequency
Admttedly although all the target verbs are verbs of high frequency the four groups do not exactly
match with each other interns of word frequency Compared wth other threeillicit Mis PSYSUB
contains one verb of 1000 2000 word frequency which makesthistypelower infrequencythanthe other
threetypes However as wll beshownin5 3 inclusion of this verb does not confound t he frequency
effect Wthregardtothethreelegitimate MCtypes AGENTI appearsto be higher in frequency than
ERGATI and | NSTRU because it contains more verbs of 0 500 word frequency This manipulationis
made deli berately totest the effect of word frequency and t he effect of frequencyin ter ns of syntactic
diversity cf 3 1

5 3 Procedures

Chi nese Participants A proficiency test wasfirst admnisteredto alarger sampl e of Chineselearners
of English than the subjects participating in the study two weeks prior to the data coll ection sessions
Then the students who met our subject selection criteria participated in the tests It took them
approxi mately 20 mnutesto finish all theitens

Native speakers of English Thetest for the native speakers was admnistered by t he researcher and
hisresearch assistant Mbrespecifically theresearcher admnisteredtheteststothefive partici pants who
taught Englishin a university in west China at the ti me of investigation and his researcher assistant
admnisteredthetesttothe other 19 native speaker partici pantsin Canada All the partici pants completed
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thetest at their residence office or a quiet study room in the school library accompanied by the
researcher or his assistant It took partici pants approxi mately 20 mnutesto complete all thetest itens

5 4 Results

V¥ first report ontheresults of the partici pants perfor mance on four illicit MCtypes i e STA
PSYSLUB ACH PER to examne the effect of semantics Then the results concerning their
perfor mance on three legitimate MC types i e ACENTI ERGATI and | NSTRU would be
presented to test the eff ect of frequency and semantics

Table 2 below presents the mean scores and standard deviations obtained by the four partici pant
groups for judgingthe acceptability of the MCsfor med withstative and achievement verbs It can be seen
that in general the three Chinese groups were reluctant to accept these types of M Mre
specifically thelowlevel groups mean scores for PSYSWB PER STA and ACH are around zero
show ng that t hey are not certain about their grammaticality Theinter mediate group scored |ower than
thelowlevel group on STA PSYSWB and ACH all below zero  but higher than them on PER The
advanced | ear ners and the native speakers scored below zeroin all these MC types showi ng that they
correctly rejected all theillicit MCs

Table 2 Means and standard deviations of the AJT perfor mance on 4 subtypes of MC by four partici pant

groups
Low I nter mediate Advanced Native
Means SD Means SD Means SD Means SD
STA 0583 6813 208 9937 7167 7507 1 656 3745
ACH 1333 5443 0750 9029 4167 7232 1 313 4848
PSYSUB 0417 7908 1000 1 014 7222 7223 1 6354 4543
PER 0667 8855 2593 9144 3917 8296 1 500 5265

To further examne if the observed differences were statistically significant a two way ANOVA
mxed design with proficiencylevel as a bet ween subj ect variable and aspectual constraint as a wthin
subj ect variable wasrun Theresults are presentedin Table 3

Table 3 Effects of Proficiency and Aspectual Constraint on Perfor mance on Four Types of MCs Results
for Two way ANOVA Mxed Design

Sour ce SS df VB F p
Aspectual constraint A 4 823 3 1 608 4 831 003
Proficiency Level B 160 108 3 53 369 40 264 000
AxB 4 455 9 495 1 487 151

As can be seen fromthe Table theinteraction between aspectual constraint and proficiencylevel is
not significant F 9 110 1 487 p 151 indicatingthat the pattern of perfor mance acrossthe
four types of MCs wassi mlar inthefour partici pant groups

The main effect of proficiencyissignificant F 3 110 40 264 p 000 Post hoc Tukey test
see Table 4 showsthat the native speaker group perfor med significantly better than all three learner
groups and that the advanced group performed significantly better than |owlevel and inter mediate
groups Thelowlevel andinter mediate groups did not differ significantly from each ot her

Table 4 Tukey Test for Judgment of MCsin AJT by Four Partici pant G oups

| nter mediate Advanced Native
Low 0518 583 1 547
| nter mediat e 531 1 495
Advanced 964
p 01 p 000
The eff ect of aspectual constraint is also significant F 3 110 4 831 p 003 Pai r wise
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comparisons of the means see Table 5 reveal that the mean scores obtained by |owlevel and
inter mediate groups on these verb types do not differ significantly the only exception being the
inter mediate learners performance on PER and STA the mean difference reaches the level of
signifi cance The inter mediate learners better performance on STA than on PER suggest that
inter mediate learnersstarted to realize t hat stative verbs are more unlikely wth MCsthan achieve ment
verbs

Advanced | earners perfor medsignificantly better on STA and PSYSUB“than on PER and better on
STAthan on ACH as shown by the positive mean differences No significant difference was found
bet ween STA and PSYSUB and between PER and ACH Thissuggeststhat advanced|ear ners were more
accurate at stative verbthan at achievement verb

Nati ve speakers perfor med well in all four types i e al means are below 1 Co mpar ati vely
speaking they perfor med significantly better onthetwo stative verb typesthan onthetwo achieve ment
verb types

Table5 Mean Dfferences of L2 Learners Perfor mance on Four illicit Types of MCs

Low Level | nter mediat e Advanced Nati ve
PER vs ACH 200 334 025 188
PER vs STA 125 468 325 156
PER vs PSYSUB 025 359 331 135
ACH vs STA 075 133 300 344
ACH vs PSYSUB 175 025 306 323
STA vs PSYSUB 100 108 006 021

p 001 p 01 p 05

To summarize the followng patterns emerged from the above analysis of the four partici pant
groups performance on AJT First of all although all [earner groups werereluctantto acceptillicit MCs
they wereless accuratethanthe native speakersintheir perfor mance asshown bythe higher scoresthey
obtainedin STA PSYSUB PER and ACH Second advanced|earners perfor med more accuratelythan
lowlevel andinter mediatelearners suggestive of the effect of L2 proficiency Thirdly of allillicit MC
types MCs formed wth stative verbs appear to be more easily rejected than those formed wth
achievement verbs Athough no significant difference was found between lowlevel learners
perfor mance on the four types of MC intermed ate learners started to realize that stative verbs were
mor e unlikely with MCsthan achievement verbs Thistendency was more obviousin the perfor mance of
t he advanced|earners and native speakers Thislendsstrongsupporttotheclai mthatthe partici pants be
the L2learners or the native speakers were sensitive to the semantic deter mnants of English MC and
awared that statives were moreincompatible with MC han achievement verbs

Table 6 shows the partici pants perfor mance on AGENTI |ISTRU and ERGATI It isclear that
there are both si mlarities and diff erences bet ween thelearner groups andthe native speaker group The
most obvious simlarity is that all the four groups scored higher in | NSTRU and ERGATI than in
ACENTI The striking differenceis that the threelearner groups scored highest in | NSTRU second
highest in ERTATI and lowest in AGENTI By contrast the native speakers scored highest in
ERGATI second highest in| NSTRU and|owest in AGENTI

Table 6 ©Means and Standard Deviations of the AJT Perfor mance on Three Subtypes of MC by Four
Partici pant G oups

Low I nter mediate Advanced Native
Means SD Means SD Means SD Means SD
ACGENTI 2583 1 0494 7000 1 003 1 2083 7659 1 1563 6115
| NSTRU 8167 8904 1 0417 8810 1 6083 6252 1 4792 3721
ERGATI 7750 6136 1 0333 7761 1 2333 7683 1 7604 3721

To further examne if the observed differences were statistically significant a two way ANOVA
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mxed design with proficiency as a between subject variable and frequency as a within subject
variable wasrun It hasto be pointed out that there areindeedtwo within subjectindependent variables
involved here The first is frequency with two levels ERGATI represents high frequency interns of
syntactic diversity while AGENTI and | NSTRU represent | ow frequency since transitive ergative verbs
can license both mddle and anticausative constructions while agentive verbs only alow mdde
construction Another factor is semantics wth two levels | NSTRU represents MCs whose nomnal
subj ect is more easily construed t o be responsible for the occurrence of event whil e the other t wo types
represent ©MCs whose subjects are |ess easily construed to be responsible for the occurrence of event
Therefore the effect of semantics wll also be investigated although our major interest hereisin the
effect of frequency Theresults were presentedin Table 7

Table 7 FEffects of Proficiency and Frequency on Perfor mance on Three Types of MCs Results for Two
way ANOVA Mxed Design

Sour ce SS df VB F p
Frequency A 11 394 2 5 697 20 088 000
Proficiency Level B 38 694 3 12 898 10 274 000
A x B 4 132 6 689 2 428 027

It can be seenthat main effect of proficiencylevelissignificant F 3 110 40 264 p 000
Post hoc LSD test see Table 8 shows that the native speaker group and the advanced |earner group
perfor med significantly better thanthelowlevel andinter medi ate groups MNosignificant difference was
found bet ween the native speaker group and the advanced |earner group between the |owlevel and
inter mediate groups

Table 8 LSD Test for Judgment of MCsin AJT by Four Partici pant G oups

| nter mediate Advanced Native
Low 3083 7333 8486
| nter mediat e 4250 5403
Advanced 1153
p 05 p 01 p 000

The effect of frequency is alsosignificant F 2 110 20 088 p 000 indicating that the
participants performance on the three MC types are significantly different The interaction of
proficiency by frequencyisalsosignificant F 6 110 2 228 p 027  Furt her post hoctests were
conductedto investigate the interactive effect Athough the results in general patternin the same
direction for all groups some bet ween MCtype comparisons did not reach significancefor all groups see
Table 9 The advantage for high frequent ERTATI over low frequent ACGENTI did not reach
significance for the advanced learners Mbreover the difference between high frequent ERGATI over
low frequent | NSTRU was not significant for lowlevel group inter mediate group andthe native speaker
group Thissuggeststhat althoughfrequency hassignificant i mpact uponthe partici pants perfor mance it
cannot account for all |earner behaviors The participants better perfor mance on | SNTRU than on
ACENTI can be attributed to the effect of semantics indicating that the participants come to the
awareness t hat instrument argument can be more easily construed as responsible for the occurrence of
event concer ned t han patient argu ment

Table 9 M©Mean Dfferences of L2 Learners Perfor mance on Three MC Types

Low Level | nter mediate Advanced Nati ve

ACGENTI vs | NSTRU 558 342 400 323

ACENTI vs ERGATI 517 333 025 604

| NSTRU vs ERGATI 0417 0083 375 281
p 001 p 01 p 05

To summarize the partici pants better perfor mance on ERGATI t han on ACGENTI constitutesstrong
evidence for the clai mthat frequency syntactic diversityin this case hassignificant i mpact upon the
partici pants judgment of English MC However their better perfor mance on | NSTRW han on AGENTI
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| ends support tothe argument t hat t he partici pants weresusceptibletothe effect of semantic constraint of
English MC as well These findings seemto suggest that both frequency and semantics have significant
| mpact upon the partici pants judgment of English MC which wll be discussedin great detail inthe next
section

5 5 Discussion and Concl usions

It has been pointed out in Section Onethat the semantics approach and t he usage based account are
not mutually exclusive Mrerecent studies Ambridge et al 2008 have shown that neither the usage
based account nor the semantics approach can provide a satisfactory account for | earners acquisitional
patterns The findings of the present study strongly support this clai m®

Consistent withthe prediction based onthe effect of semantics the participants particularlytheless
advanced | ear ner groups were more accurate at | NSTRU than at ACGENTI Further they were |ess
tolerant of illicit MCsformed wthstative verbsthan MCsfor med with achievement verbs These effects
can be due onlytothesemantics First of all if semantics were not afactor one would expect that the
partici pants judgment of all MCsfor med with agentive verbs would bethe same regardless of whether
the nomnal subject is the patient or instrument Second if overgeneralization errors were mainly
overcome by using the mechanism of entrenchment as argued by the usage based approach the
partici pants would judge all illicit MCs equally unacceptable Since the target verbs of stative and
achievement inthe present study are si mlar interns of word frequency their usage would be si mlarly
entrenched andinturnthe well attested usage woul d equally bl ock t he partici pants use of these verbsin
MC As a result their judgment of theseillicit MCs would be simlar Contrary to this prediction
however the advanced|earners and the native speakers were more accurate at illicit MCs formed wth
stative verbs than MCs formed wth achievement verbs These findings lend strong support to the
assertion t hat the partici pants were sensitive to the semantic deter mnants of English MC The strong
correl ati on bet ween semantics and argument structureis not only a descriptive fact but also afactor that
plays asignificant rolein acquisition of argument structure Both L2 |earners andthe native speakers of
English were shown to make use of the semantic constraints upon English MCto deter mne whether a
particul ar verb can undergo English MC

Consistent with the prediction based onthe effect of frequency syntactic diversity all participants
judged MCsformed with ergative verbs ERGATI more grammatical than MCs for med with agentive
verbs AGENTI Recall that although these target verbs are simlar in terns of word frequency
ergative verbs allow moreintransitive structures than agentive verbs L2 learners therefore had more
frequent contact with ergative verbsin Subj non agent V active structure whichinturnliedthemto
be more accurate at MCs formed wth ergative verbs Thisis consistent wth the usage based assertion
that distributionally regular high frequency itens are among those acquired earliest NMathews et al
2005

Not eworthyis also the contrastive behavior betweenthe advanced | ear ners and t he native speakers
Among thethree legiti mate MCs the advanced |earners scored highest at | NSTRU second highest in
ERGATI andlowest in AGENTI By contrast the native speakers scored highest at ERTATI second
highest in | NSTRU and lowest at AGENTI Analysis of two way ANOWVA suggests that t he advanced
|earners perfor med significantly better on | NSTRU than on ERGATI However no significant
difference was found between | NSTRU and ERTATI for the native speakers although the latter was
scored numerically higher than the former This finding indicates in a sense that semantics and
frequency exert differenti mpact upon L2 |earners and native speakers |t appearsthat the native speakers
are more susceptible to the frequency effect The tendency demonstrated on the part of the native
speakersis consistent with previousstudies Forinstance previousstudies Featherston 2005 Kempen
Har busch 2003 have found that when rating sentences that are equally grammatical native speakers
Were more accurateinsentencesthat contain highfrequencyitens Thisfindingis alsoconsistent withthe
previous studies which found that L2 [earners and the native speakers empl oyed different strategiesin
their grammaticality judgment Davies and Kaplan 1998 for instance found that L2 learners were
morelikely to make use of strategies such as guessing operationalizing learned rules translation and
anal ogy
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The pedagogical i mplicati ons of the present study for English teaching andlearning aretwofold For one
thing our finding reveals that some errorsthat L2 [earners commtted can be attributed to their inaccurate
understanding of the semantic constraints uponthe English MC Itis therefore suggestedthat theinstructors
shouldtake a more careful consideration of the syntactic properties of verbs and hel p | earners sensitize the
semantic deter mnants of particular structures For another it has been shown that thelearners reluctancein
accepting MCs for ned with agentive verbsis partially due to their infrequency in L2 input [Instructors are
suggested to provide thelearners with more opportunitiestolearnthe mddl e usage of these verbs

To conclude the findings show that both semantics and frequency operate in L2 acquisition of
English mddle construction If only semantics has an effect on this process then participants should
perfor m better oninstrument MCsthan ot her types of MCs and better onillicit MCsformed wth stative
verbsthan MCs formed wth achievement verbs Conversely if frequency isthe only factor at work
partici pants should perfor mbetterin MCsformed wth ergative verbsthan other types of MCs However
their better perfor mance oninstrument MCs and ergative MCs than on agentive verbs provides strong
evidence t hat bot h semantics and frequency wereat workin L2 acquisition of English MC Mreover the
contrasti ve behavior betweenthe advanced|ear ner group andthe native speak group see nsto suggest that
thetwo factors though both at work have different i mpact upon L2 learners and the adult native
speakers Comparatively speaking frequency has astronger i mpact uponthe native speakersthan onthe
| earner groups However morerigorousresearch designshould be employedtotease apart the respective
I mpact of semantics and frequency upon thelearner group and the native speaker group

Not es

1 The sentences used to exemplify particular constructionsin this dissertation come from two sources Mbst of
them are quoted fromliterature whose sources are usually indicated in the bracket follow ng the examples
However whenthe same example appearsthe secondti meinthe dissertation itssource wll not be mentioned
any more Another number of examplar sentences were made by the author However the grammaticality of
these sentences was consulted with at |east t wo native speakers of the language Further more most Engish
made up examples are the testingitensin the acceptability judgment task used in the empirical study Their
grammaticalityis based upon theintuitivejudgment of 24 native speakers of English

2 Mddles usually appear inthe present tense with a generic reading but this does not mean that they can never
express specific events For instance thefollowingsentenceis regarded as acceptable and expresses a specific
actual event G andpa went out to kill a chicken for dinner but thechicken he selected didnt kill easily The
present study does not take these exceptions into account and assumes that the English mddle construction
denotes genericity

3 Acloser scrutiny of thelinguistic data however providesclear evidencethat thetwoidentified constraints are
only necessary but not sufficient conditions as shown in the sentence English acquires easily The verb
acquireis an accomplishment verb andthe properties of English e g phonology lexis and syntax may
facilitat ethe process of acquisition However theill for medness of t he above sentence suggeststhat t here exists
further restriction upon MCfor mation Thefocus of the present studyisto examnethe effects of thetwo well
attested constraints upon L2 learners |eavingthe exploration of other constraints for further research

4 Asdiscussedin Section 5 2 PSYSUBIis a hitlowerinter ns of frequency than other threetypes Thefact that
the partici pants perfor med si mlarly on PSYSUB and STA twotypes of stative verbs indicatesthat the slight
frequency difference does not significantly i mpact t he partici pants behavior

5 The two anony mous reviewers pointed out that L1 mght play arolein Chineselearners acquisition of Engish
NMC There wasindeed some evidence for L1influencein our study For instance even some of the advanced
learners accepted illicit MCs whose Chinese counterparts are grammatical indicative of L1 influence
However sincethe primary goal of the present studyistoexamnethe effects of semantics and frequency the
effect of L1 would not be discussed in further detail in the present article Mbreover L1 influence failsto
provide a satisfactory account of the |earner behaviors under investigationin the present study For instance
MCs for med with stative verbs are ungrammatical in Chinese |f L1 influence were a maor factor Chinese
| earners shoul d have correctly rejected them But thefact isthat they tendto accept them In addition MCs
formed with agentive verbs are grammatical in Chinese If L1 influence were overriding Chinese |learners
should have correctly acceptedthem Theresults however showthat some of Chineselearners were uncertan
about the grammaticaity of thistype of MC In our view theselearner behaviors can be better characteri zed
by taki ng se mantics and frequency into account This also explains why L1 was not takento be a maor factorin
the present study
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Mary never goes nowhere
1
1
1 2
Peter didnt the entire bottle of wine drink
1 2
2 2
106 (1 17 i 17w
17 17 115
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1
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01 It would be niceto have asw mmng pool In our garden
02 Hssuggestion doesnt help much
03 Chocolateice cream melts quickly
04 The ceiling of the house touches easily for atall man
05 Fil mstars recognize easily evenif they disguise t he nselves
06 Thetruth respects easily

07 It is agessince | saw you

08 These shirts sell quickly by this clever salesgirl
09 It works very well

10 Such books wite with no effort

11 The work has been done by Bob

12 The book reads passionately
13 1 was angry of mssing

14 The bike rides well

that fil mat the cinema
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15 The answer knows wit hout any difficulty

16 The bike rides well by youngsters

17 The wi ndow opens easily

18 Hs explanati on sounds reasonabl e

19 He spokeso quicklythat I didnt listen what hesaid

20 He will be given anot her chance

21 Thisstory believes easily

22 \Wienthelight turns green you can wal k acrossthe street
23 \Wird noises hear well at night

24 Thetop of the mountainreaches with difficulty

25 The bus drivers strike made it i mpossible for usto get to work
26 The match wins easily for the Chineseteam

27 Englishlearns easily

28 Mbneyloses easily onthe bus

29 These booksread well for mddleschool students

30 The car drives smoothly for experi enced drivers
31 | have never known her to arrive onti me

32 The suitcase carries well

33 The shaver shaves well

34 Such houses buil d easily

35 These books buy easily for me

36 Hs words doubt easily

37 It rained so hardthat we couldnt go out for a wal k
38 Cotton shirts wash easily by everybody

39 This answer finds easily

40 Nght falls earlierin wnter

41 The car drives easily

42 Unpleasant things forget quickly

43 She s fond at taki ng snacks bet ween meals

44 The book reads well

45 E mails receive very conveniently for people

46 The course book teaches well

47 Unpleasant thingsforget quickly for hi m

48 The stroller pushes well for young mothers

49 By no means will I allow hi mto go sw mmng al one

50 These mstakes notice easily
51 These shirts sell quickly

52 Holl ywood fil nslike easily

53 John s tal ent envi es easily

54 The boat sinks easily

55 Paris has been well known about its famous monuments beautiful music and

wonderful restaurants
56 The bread cuts well
57 The car drives smoothly
58 The house was built last year
59 ©Mbney spends quickly in homebuil di ng
60 Little kids amuse easily
61 The songs of Bob Dylan are very popular among young people whoregard hi mas more superior
to ot her musicians
62 Chickens frighten easily

63 These stamps coll ect easily for us
64 The ceiling of the house touches easily
65 This guitar plays well by professional players

66 The sun appears earlier insummer thanin wnter
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67 My father hastried manyti mesto give off smoking but hecant seemto giveit up
68 Mary fears easily

69 This article understands well

70 Hslife has never been changingthese years

71 This kind of hard cheese cuts easily for skillful cooks
72 The shi p si nks pur posefully

73 It was bet ween 1830 and 1835 when the modern newspaper was born
74 These mstakes correct easily

75 The ball kicks well

76 This mstake arises from a msunderstandi ng

77 The knife cuts well

78 The price of TV set drops qui ckly t hese days

79 The t wo coins|ooked so much alikethat it was difficult totell one fromthe ot her
80 Thetrouble was caused by your sister

81 The car drives skillfully

82 It will freeze quickly oncethe air temperature drops below zero
83 He angers easily

84 The house cleansto welcome guests

85 G ass cups break easily

86 The pen wites well

87 Thestroller pushes well

88 (hildhood friends dont meet easily

89 This article understands well for mddle school students

90 These books buy easily

91 Such things happen every month

92 John annoys easily

93 E mails receive very conveniently

94 This guitar plays well

95 Cotton shirts wash easily

96 ©Mbney spends quickly for everybodyin homebuil di ng

97 Wt clothes dont dry very quicklyinthese rainy days
98 These stamps collect easily

99 The match W ns easily

100 The Mbuntain sees most clear after rain

101 Aluxuriousvilla doesnt own easily

102 Theroomsmells bady

103 Small t owns destroy easily

104 This Canon printer prints well
105 The cake tastes sweet

106 The book reads easily
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