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Abstract

Recent research on the acquisition of past tense in L2 has suggested that there
is a common developmental process for learners of disparate language
backgrounds. This universalist hypothesis claims that verbs which are lexico-
semantically more event-like are marked for tense first, followed in distinct
stages by the marking of increasingly less event-like verbs. In this study the
past tense marking of Chinese learners of ESL in Hong Kong was examined
in 120 narratives by students at three learning levels: Form 3 (age 12), Form
6 (age 15) and the second year of university (age 20). An initial quantitative
assessment of the data revealed that the above-described developmental
pattern does not properly describe the past tense acquisition of ESL learners
whose L1 is Cantonese. The data were re-examined using a less traditional,
qualitative mode of data analysis, which 1) gave significance to the individual
learner’s performance and 2) acknowledged the discourse context in which
the past tense marking was used, and the speaker intent it served to fulfil.
It was then found that across all three proficiency levels some learners use
the past tense to mark only foregrounded (that is, informationally salient)
situations. Other learners were found to use the past tense on all verbs, in
conformity to the target language grammar. It was found that the only
change, as these ESL learners advance in their academic career, is a gradual
increase in the number of students who use target-like marking. The idio-
syncrasy of this pattern of acquisition is interpreted as resulting from the
transfer from these learners’ tense-free L1 of a feature of its temporal system.
Two implications for L2 research and pedagogy are noted. It is suggested that
the potential role of L1 in L2 acquisition must be properly acknowledged.
It is also suggested that accurate assessment of learners’ syntax is achieved
via a qualitative analysis of the individual’s performance, which recognises
the communicative function the syntax serves in the discourse context in
which it occurs. 

Introduction
Current opinion holds that there is a common explanation for the way in
which the past tense is acquired in an L2 for all learners, irrespective of their
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L1. The body of data examined here shows that the learner’s L1 plays a signif-
icant role in his/her acquisition of the past tense in L2 and suggests that English
past tense acquisition by L1 users of Cantonese is not properly accounted
for by this so-called universal explanation, thus raising questions as to the
‘universal’ nature of such explanations. Highlighted by this finding is the
need, by both researchers and language educators, to acknowledge properly
the potential impact of L1 in the acquisition of L2. Two secondary impli-
cations for research and pedagogy emerge from the qualitative language-
analysis techniques employed in this study. First, insights emerge from an
analysis of individual learners rather than from the often exclusively col-
lective and quantitative evaluation of the performance of groups of learners
which is frequently used in similar studies. Second, a proper data assessment
depends on the examination of the learner’s use of past tense in the discourse
context in which it occurs, rather than in isolation from its context of use.
Of relevance hence to both research and classroom instruction is the notion
that learner syntax is only fully understood when there is an appreciation
of the role it plays in the bigger enterprise of text generation, and the fa-
cilitation of the speaker’s communicative intent. 

The universalist hypothesis about past tense acquisition in L2 claims that
the past tense is acquired in developmental stages, in which learners mark
verbs that are lexico-semantically more event-like (for example, ‘write a poem’
and ‘shut the door’) for tense first, and then follow in well-demarcated stages
in which they mark increasingly less event-like verbs (for example, ‘run’, ‘talk’,
‘feel’ and ‘know’) (see Andersen 1989, 1991; Bardovi-Harlig 1992; Bardovi-
Harlig and Reynolds 1995; Bardovi-Harlig and Bergstrom 1996; Kaplan 1987;
Klein 1986; Kumf 1984; Meisel 1987; Robinson 1990; Shirai 1991; Shumann
1987; Trevise 1987; Veronique 1987; von Stutterheim and Klein 1987;
amongst others). According to this hypothesis, in the process of acquisition,
the learner does not mark the past tense uniformly on all verbs denoting past
situations, as does the native speaker. In place of the native speaker’s uniform
marking, the learner selects a subset of the verbs denoting past situations
and marks the past tense on only the selected subset. This selective marking
in earlier stages singles out more event-like verbs, but over time gradually
allows for the marking of less and less event-like verbs. On the basis of the
study reported here, I argue that this developmental pattern does not describe
the past tense acquisition of ESL learners whose L1 is Cantonese. 

I will examine past tense marking in a large corpus of narratives by ESL
learners in Hong Kong at three different proficiency levels. I will show that
these learners do not move gradually from the selective marking of past tense
on verbs that are more event-like to the inclusion by stages of less event-like
verbs. Rather, across all three proficiency levels, some learners are found to
use selective marking to signal grounding distinctions (that is, differences in
informational salience) in the text. Others, however, use the uniform marking
of past tense on all verbs, in conformity to the target-language grammar. I
will give evidence to suggest that it is the number of students who use
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uniform marking over selective marking which changes at different levels
of proficiency. As might be expected, this number increases gradually as
proficiency increases. I argue that this pattern of acquisition results from the
transfer of a feature of the temporal system from these learners’ tense-free L1.

The study

In this study, past tense marking was examined in a total of 120 narratives,
40 from each of the three learning levels investigated: Form 3 (age 12), Form
6 (age 15) and the second year of university (age 20). Students from all three
classes started learning English as a school subject at about age four, and from
about age 12 were required to use it for many, though by no means all, of their
courses. Like almost all other groups of language learners, these students had
been encouraged to write narrative prose in their early exposure to English.
Therefore, Form 3 students were still required to write narrative prose. By high
school, however, the emphasis was on expository and argumentative prose,
and more generally on different forms of academic writing. 

The narratives used in this study were all produced as in-class written
assignments on topics set by the class teacher. Students were given approxi-
mately 50 minutes to write the narrative, and the written samples were all
first drafts, since there was really no time given for revision of any sort. 

The initial examination of these data was carried out as part of a project
funded by a Baptist University Faculty Research Grant. In the initial phase of
the study, the data were assessed for their conformity to selective marking
of past tense according to the lexical–aspectual category of the verb, as had
been done in previous studies (see Andersen 1989, 1991; Bardovi-Harlig 1992;
Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds, 1995; Bardovi-Harlig and Bergstrom 1996;
Kaplan 1987; Klein, 1986; Kumf 1984; Meisel 1987; Robinson 1990; Shirai
1991; Shumann 1987; Trevise 1987; Veronique 1987; von Stutterheim and
Klein 1987; amongst others). 

Researchers using the lexical–aspectual approach differentiate between
verbs of different lexical-aspectual classes: states, activities, accomplishments
and achievements (see Table 1). These four lexical–aspectual categories of
verbs are characterised, and differentiated from each other, by the use of
three semantic features: punctility, telicity and dynamism. Punctility is the
property of occurrence at a single point (as in ‘begin to sing’), and it contrasts
with its opposite condition, durativity (as in ‘sing’). Telicity is the property of
having an end point (as in ‘sing a song’), and it contrasts with its opposite
condition of having no end point (as in ‘sing’). Finally, dynamism (as in ‘play’,
‘read’, and ‘talk’) is distinguished from its opposite condition, stativity, which
is the condition of being nondynamic (as in, ‘seem’, ‘know’, and ‘be’). 

Using the three semantic features of telicity (end-point property), punctility
(single-point-of-occurrence property) and dynamism, it is possible to charac-
terise, and distinguish between the four categories of verbs referred to in Table 1:
states, activities, accomplishments and achievements. Table 1 shows that verbs
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that are states (for example, ‘know’ and ‘be’) are nonpunctual, atelic and non-
dynamic. Table 1 shows that verbs that are activities (for example, ‘run’, ‘talk’
and ‘walk’) are nonpunctual and atelic, but dynamic. It shows that verbs that
are accomplishments (for example, ‘build a house’ and ‘compose a sym-
phony’) are nonpunctual, but both telic and dynamic. Finally, verbs that are
achievements (for example, ‘shut the door’ and ‘flip the switch’) are punctual,
telic and dynamic. Achievements and accomplishments, which are both telic
and dynamic, are regarded as being the most event-like verbs and are often
together referred to as events, to the exclusion of other verb-types. 

Table 1: Semantic features of aspectual categories

Lexical–aspectual categories
Features States Activities Accomplishments Achievements

punctual – – – +
telic – – + +
dynamic – + + +

(Source: Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds 1995: 109)

Researchers have shown that the marking of past tense in L2 begins with
verbs that are achievements (‘I shut the door’). It later extends its scope to
encompass accomplishments (‘I built a house’), activities (‘I slept’) and
states (‘I knew it’), in that order. The aim of the study reported here was
to test the validity of this claim for Chinese learners of ESL. In order to do
this, the marking of past tense on verbs of different lexical–aspectual cate-
gories was assessed, noting both target-like use as well as nontarget-like use.
But, as is customary in lexical–aspectual studies of past tense acquisition, this
initial examination of the data then ignored all instances of target-like use and
focused only on the pattern of nontarget-like use. In computing group
averages for the marking of past tense on each lexical–aspectual category of
verb, for each of the three levels of learning, it was found that the nontarget-
like use of verbs did appear to reflect selective marking according to lexical–
aspectual categories: nontarget-like use was more apparent in states and activ-
ities than in achievements and accomplishments, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2: Percentage of nontarget-like forms

Form 3 Form 6 Year 2 of university

Accomplishments 27 27 25
Achievements 20 22 18
States 41 44 39
Activities 38 39 35
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There did not, however, appear to be clear corroboration for the develop-
mental sequence. That is, since the percentages of nontarget-like marking
remained relatively constant from Form 3 to Year 2 of university, there was
not clear support for the hypothesis that learners mark events in early stages
and then gradually include less event-like verbs. This raised doubts about the
validity of the universalist hypothesis of past tense marking for this group
of learners. It was difficult to believe that in spite of the improvement clearly
evident (both in writing skills and general knowledge of target grammar)
in the learner narratives of Year 2 university students compared to Form 6
students, and of Form 6 students compared to Form 3 students, the acqui-
sition of past tense could remain relatively unchanged over some eight to
nine years of continuous study and exposure to the English language. More-
over, these quantitative findings were at odds with my personal knowledge
of these learners as a teacher in Hong Kong. A significant number of my
university students had no difficulty at all with the use of the simple past
tense. In addition, the impression I was left with after a simple reading of the
narratives, was that there was a noticeable improvement in the use of past
tense at the different levels of proficiency, despite the quantitative assess-
ment described above. It seemed likely, therefore, that the analytical tools
used in the assessment of these data were at fault: assessing the past tense
marking for sensitivity to lexical-aspectual differences in the verb was in some
way inappropriate, or at least inadequate, for a proper evaluation of what
was happening to the marking of the past tense. 

There are some inherent problems with the way in which previous lexical–
aspectual studies have been conducted. First, noting nontarget-like use, but
ignoring the many instances of target-like use, seems to constitute a form of
tampering with the data, and, as will be seen, does have a significant impact
on the interpretation of what is going on. Second, failing to acknowledge
and properly allow for the differences in the system of usage of individual
learners precludes an accurate assessment of learner behaviour, since this
type of analysis garners all cases of nontarget-like usage from all the writing
samples at a particular learning level, and generates a collective assessment
in the form of group averages. Finally, in this type of analysis there is no
recognition of the potential impact of the discourse context on learners’ use
of tense marking, and this distorts our understanding of the data. 

To investigate further the apparent lack of clear progress from Form 3
to Year 2 of university found in the data, I re-examined the data using a
modified approach to the analysis of tense marking. Three specific changes
in methodology were made: target-like as well as nontarget-like data were
analysed, individual learner narratives were examined, and the discourse
context of the marked and unmarked verbs was considered. The insights
from these innovations are discussed below.
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The examination of target-like as well as 
nontarget-like data

Once both nontarget-like and target-like data were included in the analysis,
it was found that the data did not show consistent patterning for any cate-
gory of verb. If it is true that learners mark more event-like verbs for past
tense before they mark less event-like verbs, then verbs of a particular lexical–
aspectual class should be either uniformly marked for past tense or uniformly
unmarked, since verbs of any one lexical–aspectual class will be regarded as
either sufficiently event-like or insufficiently event-like at any given point
in the developmental process. However, for the three groups of learners in
this study, this is not the case. As can be seen in Table 2, although more
event-like verbs were found to be tense-marked more frequently than less
event-like verbs when tense marking was assessed by computing group
averages, it was nevertheless found that verbs of every category were some-
times tense-marked and sometimes unmarked. For all levels of proficiency,
although accomplishments and achievements are marked for past tense in
larger numbers, some accomplishments and achievements were in fact not
marked for past tense. Similarly, although fewer activities and states were
marked for past tense at all levels of proficiency, some activities and states
were past tense marked. While some of the inconsistent marking for verbs of
a given category can be accounted for by the fact that some learners at every
level demonstrated strict conformity to target grammar for past tense mark-
ing (see next section), this cannot explain every case of inconsistent marking. 

The examination of individual learner narratives 

When both target-like use and nontarget-like use was examined, and all cases
of tense marking were examined in the context of individual learner nar-
ratives, it was found that 77 learners who used selective marking did mark
a larger number of more event-like verbs, but that they did not limit this
marking of the past tense to any particular lexical–aspectual class. In fact, all
verbs which required past tense marking were sometimes marked for past
tense and sometimes unmarked, irrespective of their lexical aspect. 

Grounding: the examination of past tense marking in its
discourse context

The Chinese learners used selective marking of past tense, which was evident
in all the lexical–aspectual categories, but consistent for none of them. This
variability was not random. Though it cannot be explained by simple refer-
ence to lexical aspect, it was found to be consonant with the grounding of
the denoted situation. The learner who used selective marking differentiated
verbs which qualify for marking with past tense from those which do not, by
gauging the grounding of the situation. This notion is explained below.
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Hopper’s notion of grounding
Although the earlier studies have made assessments of L2 learners’ past tense
marking in terms of grounding (Kumf 1984; Veronique 1987; von Stutterheim
and Klein 1987), in this study the notion of grounding is perceived in some-
what different terms. Here, the term is used as a discourse construct that
acknowledges an informational dichotomy between salient and nonsalient
components of the narrative (Hopper 1977, 1979), and thus includes dimen-
sions of systematicity that were not addressed in assessments of grounding
used in previous studies. 

In Hopper’s terms, grounding relates to a discourse-based conception of
aspect, which he defines in terms of a conglomerate of features of the denoted
situation (see Table 3 for a listing of the relevant features). Those features
in Table 3 which contribute to informational centrality (or foregrounding
status) in the narrative are listed under the category ‘perfective’, while those
which contribute to situation backgrounding are listed under the category
‘imperfective’.

Table 3: Grounding

Perfective Imperfective

Constraint 1 (the telicity feature)
View of the event as a whole, whose View of a situation or happening whose
completion is a necessary prerequisite completion is not a necessary prerequisite
to a subsequent event (cf 1) to a subsequent happening (cf 2)
1. We completed the drive in 8 hours. 2. We drove for hours.

Then in the early evening we stopped We passed a series of small towns.
at a small hotel.

Constraint 2 (the givenness feature)
Unmarked distribution of focus in clause, Marked distribution of focus, eg subject
with presupposition of subject and focus, instrument focus, focus on sentence
assertion in verb and its immediate adverbials (cf 4)
complements (or other unmarked focus)
(cf 3)
3. Most of us felt exhilarated. 4. But Sam did not enjoy himself.

Constraint 3 (the dynamism feature)
Dynamic, kinesic events (cf 5) Static, descriptive situations (cf 6)
5. We drove for 8 hours. 6. It was a long journey.

Constraint 4 (the saliency feature)
Foregrounding. Event indispensable to Backgrounding. State or situation necessary
narrative (cf 7) for understanding motives, attitudes, etc

(cf 8)
7. We drove for 8 hours. 8. We passed a series of small towns.

Constraint 5 (the realis/irrealis feature)
Realis (cf 9) Irrealis (cf 10)
9. He was sick. 10. It may have been something he ate.

(Adapted from Hopper 1979: 216)
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Thus, whereas the key defining features of the semantic-feature assess-
ment of event-hood, telicity and dynamism (see Table 1) are retained in the
form of Constraints 1 and 3 of Table 3, additional features are assessed,
including the givenness in Constraint 2, overall informational salience in
Constraint 4, and the realis or irrealis realisation of the situation in Constraint 5.
Therefore the notion of discourse aspect which determines the grounding of
the denoted situation is not entirely different from that of a lexical con-
ception of aspect, but subsumes the key semantic features which distinguish
lexical–aspectual categories. 

As shown in Table 3, clauses central to the narrative tend to denote events
rather than states; they are likely to be happenings that are telic rather than
atelic, those that are informationally new rather than given, and those that
are realis rather than irrealis. The ultimate grounding status of any one
situation, however, is a function of the discourse context in which it occurs.
Thus, a denoted state may be foregrounded in a context in which accom-
panying denoted states have fewer perfective features. This is true in Example 1,
since the verb of every clause denotes a state, but only the first clause carries
new information. The other clauses merely expand the information of the
first clause. The denoted state of Clause 1, therefore, has one perfective feature
that the states of the other clauses do not (that is, newness), and it is conse-
quently foregrounded in the context of these accompanying states.

Example 1

She was by far the best candidate for his job. Her credentials were
outstanding, and she had the requisite experience. In fact, she seemed
to have no shortcomings at all. 

The data in this study show that it is this ‘relative grounding’ that governs
past tense marking in the writing of those students who use selective marking.
That is, in gauging the grounding of any one denoted situation, students
assess whether it has more or less perfective features than co-occurring
denoted situations. If the denoted situation does in fact have more perfective
features than its co-occurring denoted situations, then it qualifies as being fore-
grounded in its discourse context, and is therefore marked for past tense. 

Selective marking in learner narratives was 
closely examined

In the analysis given below, the notion of relative grounding is used to
interpret the selective marking of past tense used in three samples of narra-
tive, randomly selected from the total body of narratives from Form 3, Form 6
and Year 2 university, respectively. Clauses with tense-marked verbs have
been underlined. 

Example 2: Form 3 narrative

1) On the 24th of December at 10 o’clock. The suspects went to the National
Bank. 2) Their robberyed many money and other things 3) The suspects was
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two man and the robber dog. 4) The one man is tall and thin and the one
man is fat and short. 5) The dog is very big. 

6) On the 20th of december, the two robber read newspaper. 7) Suddenly,
they saw the one advertisement. 8)The advertisement was wanted a watch-
dog. 9) So they called the Banker Philips. 10) They went to the National Bank
to visited the Banker. 11) The Banker gave the money to them. 12) So the dog
in the bank for work, but the dog was accomplice, it helped the robbers for
robbery the Bank.

13) On 24th of December, the Bank was 4 o’clock closed. 14) But only the
Banker and watch-dog here in the Bank. 15) At the nine O’clock, the Banker
went to home 16) So the robber went to Bank robberyed money and many
old vases. 17) They put the all things in the van.

18) On next day, the banker called the police.

In this narrative by a Form 3 student, clauses with verbs marked for past
tense relate the key events of the storyline, and those which are unmarked
relate subsidiary, noncentral detail. These have been separated below, with
the marked verbs shown in the left-hand column, and unmarked verbs shown
in the right-hand column. 

On the 24th of December at 
10 o’clock. 
The suspects went to the National 
Bank. 
Their robberyed many money and 
other things  
The suspects was two man and the
robber dog. The one man is tall and thin and the

one man is fat and short. 
The dog is very big. 

On the 20th of december, the two 
robber read newspaper. 
Suddenly, they saw the one 
advertisement. 
The advertisement was wanted a 
watch-dog. 
So they called the Banker Philips. 
They went to the National Bank to 
visited the Banker. 
The Banker gave the money to 
them. So the dog in the bank for work, 

but the dog was accomplice, it 
helped the robbers for robbery the 
Bank.
On 24th of December, the Bank was 
4 o’clock closed. But only the Banker and watch-dog 

here in the Bank.
At the nine O’clock, the Banker 
went to home.
So the robber went to Bank 
robberyed money and many 
old vases.
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They put the all things in the van.
On next day, the banker called 
the police.  

When we assess the past tense marking in this passage, we find that
whenever there is an unmarked verb it is the verb ‘to be’, a state. But it is
not true that the verb ‘to be’ is consistently unmarked. Rather, it appears to
go unmarked only in informationally backgrounded clauses. By assessing the
information status of the denoted situation in terms of the notion of relative
grounding defined above, it becomes evident that in Sentence 3, the verb ‘to
be’ is marked for past tense even though it is a state because it constitutes
new information in its context of appearance, that is, it qualifies it for fore-
grounded status under Perfective Feature 2. In Sentences 4 and 5, the same
denoted state is now given information. Hence Sentences 4 and 5 qualify as
backgrounded information, and the verb ‘to be’ in each of these goes un-
marked for past tense. 

In this Form 3 passage there is not a lot of information that can qualify
as supplementary detail, that is, that which serves merely to amplify the
account of the principal event sequence. For this reason, there are only a few
contexts where unmarked verbs can be appropriately used in conformity
to the learner’s selective-marking hypothesis. It is noticeable, however, that
as the learners’ narrative skills improve as they progress through their aca-
demic career from Form 3 to second year university, they provide more
supplementary information in form of comments on the central events of
the story-line. Ironically, this creates more opportunities for use of un-
marked verbs.

Example 3: Form 6 narrative

1) When I look back at that time in my life, I am surprised that something
so small should have been so important to me. 2) Although it was happened
in three years ago, I remembered this clearly.

3) When I was 14, once time I cleaned my bedroom. 4)During this time, 
I found out so many useless things. 5)Then I put them in a rubbish bin.
6) Useless thing — in my mind, there are some of my primary school’s
friends letters and Christmas cards because of its dust. 7) So, I have taken a
very stupid action and threw them all away.

8) I have met one of my primary school friends afterward. 9) It was totally
five times. 10) But we were missed all the chances that we can gather together.
11) It is possible that both of we are afraid of the other side have already
forgotten ourselves. 12) In fact, I am sure that he remembered me and I also
remembered him. 13)I was regretted (the missed opportunity)...

In the extract from a Form 6 narrative given in Example 3, clauses with
marked verbs can again be differentiated from those with unmarked verbs
on the basis of whether they refer to key events of the story-line (left-hand
column, below) or subsidiary, noncentral detail (right-hand column).

When I look back at that time in 
my life, I am surprised that 
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something so small should have 
been so important to me. Although 
it was happened in three years ago, 
I remembered this clearly.
When I was 14, once time I cleaned 
my bedroom. During this time, I 
found out so many useless things.
Then I put them in a rubbish bin.

Useless thing — in my mind, there 
are some of my primary school’s 
friends letters and Christmas cards 
because of its dust. So, I have taken a
very stupid action 

and threw them all away. 
I have met one of my primary 
school friends afterward. 

It was totally five times (that I met 
my primary school friend). 
But we were missed all the chances 

that we can gather together. It is 
possible that both of we are afraid of
the other side have already forgotten
ourselves. In fact, I am sure that

he remembered me and I also 
remembered him. I was regretted 
(the missed opportunity). …

In this extract, the stative verb ‘to be’ was again sometimes marked for
past tense and sometimes unmarked. As in the preceding passage, it was
found that when the state denoted by the verb ‘to be’ is informationally
new and therefore foregrounded, it was tense-marked (for example, Sentence 3).
When, on the other hand, it was given information (for example, Sentence 6),
it was backgrounded and hence unmarked for past tense. 

There is also another context in which verbs were unmarked for tense
in this passage. Verbs representing irrealis situations were backgrounded (see
Perfective Feature 5), and these were therefore unmarked for past tense in
this narrative. In Sentence 10, the narrator states that s/he and his/her
primary school classmates missed all the occasions when they could have
gathered together. This irrealis realisation of the event of gathering together
was represented by the unmarked verb ‘can’.

It is important to notice that, relative to the Form 3 narrative, this Form 6
narrative has more instances of unmarked verbs. Thus 22 per cent of the
total number of verbs used are unmarked in this Form 6 narrative, whereas
only 13 per cent of the total number of verbs used were unmarked in the
Form 3 narrative. This is because this Form 6 writer’s greater facility at
developing his/her story (by providing supporting detail to flesh out the repre-
sentation of the principal event-sequence) created increased opportunity for
use of unmarked verbs. 

Example 4: Year 2 university narrative
1) When I was about ten years old, I started to play the piano. 2) I love playing
the piano and so do my mother. 3) She put many pressure on me and have
great expectation on me. 
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4) One event that I won’t forget was happened in Form seven in Secondary
school. 5) I have to face with the Advanced Level Examination as well as
the Advanced Piano Examination. 6) I don’t know how to use my time, for
studying or playing the piano. 7) Finally I put much effort on studying
instead of playing the piano.

8) In August, I have to participate in the piano Examination. 9) It was really
unfortunately that I was severely sick on that day. 10) It may be due to too
much nervous and stress and thus made me sick. 11) I cannot play the piano
well, even the easiest part, I made mistakes. 12) All the theories, musical
histories were gone. 13) I feel totally beaten by disappointment. 14) After
the examination, I cannot stop crying. 

15) Two months later, I received the result. 16) Both performance and
theories were fail. 17) Although I have enough preparation for the result I
still very upset about this. 18) My mother didn’t scold me. 19) She sug-
gested me to participate in the examination next year again only.
20) Until now, I still haven’t participate in the exam, may be I’m afraid of
the failure. 21) This was an unforgettable event that make me a shadow
effort. 22) It may erase by the passing of time. 

In this narrative by a second-year university student, the separation of
clauses with marked and unmarked verbs once more clearly differentiates
between the key events of the story-line (left-hand column, below) and the
writer’s comments on these or on her/his state of mind at the time of the
events (right-hand column, below). 

When I was about ten years old I
started to play the piano.

(I love playing the piano and so do
my mother.)

One event that I won’t forget was
happened last two years when I
was studying in Form seven 
in Secondary School.

I have to face with the Advanced Level
Examination as well as the Advanced
Level Piano Examination. I don’t 
know how to use my time, for 
studying or playing the piano.

(Finally I put much effort on 
studying instead of playing the 
piano.)

In August, I have to participate in 
the piano Examination.

It was really unfortunate that I was
severely sick on that day.

It may be due to too much nervous 
and stress and 

thus made me sick.
I cannot play the piano well, even 
the easiest part,

I made mistakes. All the theories,
musical histories were gone.
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I feel totally beaten by disappointed. 
After the examination I cannot stop 
crying.

Two months later I received the
result. Both performance and
theories were fail.

Although I have enough preparation
for the result I still very upset about 
this.

My mother didn’t scold me or
condemn me, she suggested me to
participate in the examination next 
again only.

(Until now I haven’t participate in 
the exam, may be I’m afraid of the 
failure.)

This was an unforgettable event
that make me a shadow effect.

The thematically noncentral comments (in the right-hand column) tend
to be descriptions of feelings and therefore states, as in ‘I feel totally beaten’,
and ‘I don’t know how to use my time’. As in the preceding two narratives,
it is clear that here, too, the marking of past tense makes no simple differ-
entiation of verbs on the basis of their aspectual category. Rather, verbs that
are states are marked for tense in some contexts of their occurrence, for
example, ‘It was unfortunate that I was severely sick on that day’, and un-
marked in others, as in ‘I feel totally beaten’. This marking correlates with
their grounding status in the narrative. Being ‘severely sick’ is highly salient
in this narrative, since it precipitates the bad performance; ‘feeling totally
beaten’, on the other hand, is merely an amplifying statement describing
the narrator’s disappointment on the occasion of the key event, the bad
piano recital. 

Unmarked verbs in this passage are also irrealis realisations of situations,
which are a part of the background (under Perfective Feature 5). For example,
the writer says in Sentence 5 that s/he ‘had to face the Advanced Level
Examination’, not that s/he actually faced it; in Sentence 10, the writer states
that the sickness ‘might have been due to too much nervousness’, not that
it was actually due to it; in Sentence 8 that s/he ‘had to participate in the
piano examination’, not that s/he actually participated in it; in Sentence 11
that s/he ‘was not able to play even the simplest piece’, not that s/he did
not actually play even the simplest piece; in Sentence 14 that s/he ‘was not
able to stop crying’, not that s/he did not actually stop crying; and in
Sentence 17 that s/he ‘was given ample opportunity to be prepared for the
results’, not that s/he was/was actually not prepared. In all these irrealis real-
isations of the situation, the verb was unmarked for past tense. 

As is shown in Table 4, the percentage of the total number of verbs which
are unmarked increases as the year of study increases. Thus in the Year 2
University narrative, 31 per cent of the total number of verbs used were un-
marked, compared to 22 per cent of the total number of verbs used in the Form
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6 narrative and 13 per cent of the total number of verbs used in the Form 3
narrative. This increase is because the writer is better able to provide supple-
mentary information to develop the core event sequence, which provides
greatly increased opportunity for use of unmarked verbs. Indeed, if this study
were not an assessment which acknowledged the key role played by dis-
course context in the selective marking hypothesis, it would appear that these
learners were regressing (as far as past tense marking is concerned) with
academic advancement. 

Table 4: Percentage of marked and unmarked verbs

Total number Number of Percentage of
of verbs used unmarked verbs unmarked verbs

Form 3 23 3 13
Form 6 22 5 22
Year 2 32 10 31

Overall assessment of data

The overall assessment of this corpus of narratives reveals that for students
at all three levels of learning, whenever there is selective marking of past
tense, without exception it marks grounding distinctions in the manner
exemplified in the above analysis. What changes across the three academic
levels is that there is progressive increase in the number of learners using
uniform marking (in conformity to target-language syntax) rather than
selective marking. As stated earlier, in the 120 narratives examined here (each
written by a different student), 40 narratives were taken from each of the three
proficiency levels: Form 3, Form 6 and Year 2 of university. Out of the 40
narratives, in Form 3, only 15 per cent use uniform marking. This number
increases to 55 per cent in Form 6, and to 75 per cent in Year 2 of university,
as shown in Table 5. 

Table 5: Percentage of marked and unmarked verbs

Total number Number using Percentage using
of narratives uniform marking uniform marking

Form 3 40 6 15
Form 6 40 22 55
Year 2 40 30 75

Those learners who retain the selective marking, however, show an
increase in the number of unmarked verbs as they improve as writers. As
has been suggested in the above analysis of the examples from each of the
three levels, this is because an improvement in writing skills means that the
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learner is better able to provide more auxiliary, non-thematically central
detail in the narrative, and this creates increased opportunity for use of un-
marked verbs signalling backgrounded information. So, while there are in
fact fewer learners using selective marking in Form 6 relative to Form 3, and
in Year 2 university relative to Form 6, since the opportunity for use of un-
marked verbs increases significantly for users of selective marking, it appears
that the overall percentage of unmarked cases generated remains relatively
constant across these three levels of learning. 

Cases that cannot be explained by lexico-semantics

It is interesting to note that the grounding-based interpretation of these data
presented here is able to explain two patterns of past tense marking that
cannot be addressed at all in the lexical–aspectual approach used in previous
studies: 1) the nontarget-like use of past tense marking on modals, and 2) the
failure of learners to mark both the verbs of a compound structure denoting
what can be interpreted to be a single real-world event, as in ‘I got up and
left’ or ‘ She opened her mouth wide and shouted loudly’. 

There are significant numbers of unmarked modal verbs in these data.
There are also many compound constructions in which only one of the
successive main verbs is marked for past tense (for example, ‘He unlocked
the box and open the lid’ and ‘He opened his eyes wide and stare hard’).
These unmarked verbs cannot be accounted for using the lexical–aspectual
approach. However, as the discussion above has demonstrated, the current
approach explains the failure to mark modals as the result of their inter-
pretation as irrealis events and hence backgrounded information, by learners
who use selective marking. Thus the learners mark only one of two main
verbs of a compound structure denoting only one real-world event, since
they are attending to events rather than to individual verbs and their aspect-
uality. The learner who uses selective marking views the event that both
verbs denote together as a single event, and therefore marks just one of the
two verbs if the event is salient. 

The role of transfer 

It is relevant to consider why the data analysed here fail to conform to the
so-called universal developmental sequence, in which more event-like verbs
are marked before less event-like verbs, and why they show selective marking
that is responsive to grounding, which is a discourse perception of aspect,
rather than to lexico-semantics. This deviation from a pattern of acquisition
which is argued to be universal appears to result from the transfer of a
grounding-marking principle from these learners’ L1. Language judgements
elicited from my Chinese colleagues suggest that, in Chinese, the perfective
particle ‘-le’ is used to signal foregrounded situations in narrative. It is the
existence of this phenomenon in their L1 that appears to encourage the
grounding-sensitive selective marking of English past tense seen in the nar-
ratives of some Chinese ESL learners in the study. 
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Hopper argues that grounding is a universal, text-organisational phenom-
enon, and that across languages, therefore, information saliency-distinctions
are overtly marked in narrative prose. However, they are formally marked
across languages in different ways (Hopper 1977). 

In Chinese the marking of grounding appears to be the job of the perfective
particle ‘-le’. It has been claimed that ‘-le’ carries the meaning of completed
action (Chao 1968), and also that it refers to a situation in its entirety, with
no assessment of its internal structure (Li and Thompson 1981), as in the
event in Example 5, below:

Example 5

qiche zhuang-dou -le daqiao

car   hit-down    -le bridge

‘The car knocked down the bridge’

(From Li Ping 1989: 21)

In an attempt to assess whether ‘-le’ plays a grounding-marking role in
Chinese narrative, I used the English transliteration of a passage shown below
which was first used by Hopper (1977) to show the role of the particle ‘-lah’
to mark grounding distinctions in Malay narrative. I gave this passage to
five native speakers of Chinese and asked them to translate it into Chinese,
underscoring any ‘-le’-marked verbs. They consistently used ‘-le’ to mark the
underlined verbs in the passage below. Interestingly, there was complete cor-
relation with the use of ‘-lah’ in the original Malay passage. (It is relevant that
both languages are tense-free.)

One day Mr. raffles was talking with this secretary about wishing to send a
reply to Prince Rambas, and suddenly arrived a Malay man bringing six
pieces of durian, thinking Mr. Raffles wanted to buy durians, and brought
them into the house. He stood at the door and Mr. Raffles got the smell of
the durians, and immediately held his nose, ran he upstairs. And amazed
all people to see this thing of running; they didn’t know he could not take
the smell of durian. And after a moment he called to the sepoy who guarded
the door, saying who brought the durian here? And he pointed to the Malay
man and he ordered him outside quickly, and he gave order to the sepoy,
no one allow to bring durian through this door. And from that day no one
bold enough to bring durian again. And only then did I realise that Mr.
raffles at that time under no circumstances could eat durian. And a moment
later came down he downstairs, saying: Mr. head aches from the odor of the
durians; a most evil food is that. And smiled all of us to hear his words
because different his habits from other people. A thing which was liked by
people was hated by him. And because of that, whenever there were people
bringing durian, they were sent away by the sepoy. 

As Hopper notes, if we separate out the clauses with particle-marked
verbs, we get all of and only the crucial information of the narrative:

Suddenly there arrived a Malay man bringing durians. 
And Mr. Raffles caught the smell of the durian. 
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And he ran upstairs.
And everyone was amazed to see this thing of him running. 
And a little later he came downstairs again.
And we all smiled to hear his words.

The parallel between the use of ‘-le’ to mark foregrounding, and our
students’ past tense marking is unmistakable. 

It is also relevant to note that in Chinese only one of the verbs used in
compound syntactic constructions denoting a single real-world event (as for
example ‘I opened my mouth wide and shouted loudly’) is marked with ‘-le’,
when that single denoted event is salient. The suggestion is that the complete
grounding-signalling system of L1 is brought to bear to the task of past tense
marking in English, and transferred in its entirety. 

Conclusion

These data suggest that grounding, rather than lexical-aspect, explains the
Chinese learners’ selective marking of past tense, and that the hypothesis
which monitors this selective marking derives from the transfer of a ground-
ing-marking principle from the learners’ tense-free L1. Learners use selective
marking to signal grounding distinctions in conformity to the transferred L1
system until they, at some point in the acquisition process, reassess this tense-
marking hypothesis. At this point, appreciating its difference from the target-
language system, they switch to uniform marking. There is nothing in these
data which would suggest a developmental sequence. 

As far as the implications for instruction are concerned, Bardovi-Harlig
and Reynolds (1995) suggest that learners must be given positive evidence of
the appearance of past tense marking with verbs which are lexico-aspectually
low on the event-like scale (activities and states) as a means of enhancing
their learning of English past tense. However, if, as suggested by this study,
other factors are at work, then this method will not be particularly helpful
to Chinese learners of English. For Chinese learners, positive evidence must
demonstrate that verbs in backgrounded clauses are as well qualified as
those in foregrounded clauses for past tense marking, so that the learner’s
hypothesis that English past tense is used to show grounding distinctions
can be dislodged.

The relevance of the findings reported here to the larger community
of learners — L2 users of a variety of different languages — is that their L1
should not be ignored in our efforts to understand and serve their needs as
L2 learners. Also, the method that served to facilitate an effective assessment
of past tense marking here — a discourse-based, qualitative assessment of
the individual’s performance — needs to be incorporated into existing more
quantitative and collective assessments of learner syntax. The system under-
lying learners’ use of L2 syntax can only be properly gauged when its textual
role is appreciated, in the fulfilment of learners’ communicative goals. 
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