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Abstract

The Topic Hypothesis posits that Chinese language learners progress through a developmental sequence
comprising five stages (Gao, 2009; Wang, 2011), which includes the Object-Subject-Verb (OSV) structure at
stage 4 and the ba-construct at stage 5. According to this hypothesis, learners typically master the OSV structure
before acquiring the ba-construction. However, the ba-construction is notably more prevalent in Chinese
discourse than the OSV structure. Consequently, extensive exposure to the more commonly used structure may
result in a developmental trajectory diverging from the predictions of the Topic Hypothesis. The present study
identified evidence from two heritage speakers of Chinese supporting the potential deviation from the predictions
of the Topic Hypothesis.
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YIntroduction

Lexical Functional Grammar (Bresnan, 2001; Kaplan & Bresnan, 1982) describes three distinct
and parallel levels of language structures: argument structure, functional structure, and
constituent structure. Argument structure delineates universal roles such as agent, experiencer,
locative, or patient. Constituent structure comprises fundamental units of a sentence, e.g., verb
phrases and noun phrases. Functional structure encompasses language-specific units like
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subjects and objects, serving as the bridge between argument and constituent structures
(Pienemann, 2007).

Drawing from Lexical Functional Grammar (Bresnan, 2001; Kaplan & Bresnan, 1982),
Pienemann, Di Biase, and Kawaguchi (2005) introduced the Topic Hypothesis (TH), an
“extension” of the Processability Theory (PT, Pienemann, 1989; Pienemann, 2005), an eminent
second language acquisition theory (Zhang, 2020) that posits language learners would produce
and comprehend linguistic structures that their current processing stage can handle.
Accordingly, the TH makes specific developmental predictions based on the interplay between
functional and constituent structures. Within LFG, TOPIC constitutes a grammatical function,
typically occupied by the subject in the initial position of a canonical structure (e.g., SVO in
Chinese). Pienemann (2007) suggests that non-canonical structures impose greater cognitive
demands due to the distinction between the grammatical functions of Topic and Subject,
resulting in linguistic non-linearity. Given that processing non-canonical structures incur
higher cognitive costs compared to canonical ones, the production of non-canonical structures
should be constrained by processability capacity. When applying these processing constraints
to learners of Chinese, the TH predicts several sequential stages of Chinese grammar
acquisition, which will be explained in detail below. This prediction has been tested in various
FL classroom settings (e.g., Gao, 2009; Wang, 2011; Zhang, 2007; Zhang, 2014) where
grammars are taught in a sequential fashion. However, to my best knowledge, the hypothesis
has not yet been tested in a naturalistic language learning setting (Zhang, 2021), in which
teaching and curriculum are not involved. Instead, language acquisition relies heavily on inputs
and interactions that are not pre-determined, which may or may not match the internal
developmental curriculum pre-set by PT and TH. The current study aims to examine if the
prediction of TH holds in the naturalistic setting, where the higher stage grammar ba-
construction is highly frequent as compared to the lower stage grammar.

Topic Hypothesis and Chinese

Li and Thompson (1981) suggested that Chinese is a topic-prominent language: "the
description of Mandarin [Chinese] must also include the element 'topic™ (p.15). Accordingly,
the topic of a sentence refers to the subject matter of a sentence it addresses, typically
introduced at the beginning of the sentence. They state that it "always refers to something about
which the speaker assumes the person listening to the utterance has some knowledge” (p.15).
Chafe (1976) elaborated that the topic establishes the temporal, spatial, or personal framework
for a sentence, while the rest of the sentence functions as the comment, providing details about
the topic.

Li and Thompson (1981) further noted that the syntax or word order of a sentence in
Chinese is primarily governed by semantic information rather than grammatical function.
Indeed, it has been argued that "the grammatical meaning of Subject and predicate in a Chinese
sentence is topic and comment, rather than actor and action™ (Chao, 1968, p.69). To illustrate
this concept, Example 1 below demonstrates an NP+NP+verb+NP structure, a unique
arrangement containing two subjects.
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Example 1

na pingguo Wo Xue pi le

AL IR E24 il B T

that apple I peel  skin ASP(aspect marker)

I have peeled the apple.

Describing Example 1 using the actor-action approach proves challenging; instead, the
sentence is more aptly described using the topic-comment orientation. The initial NP "pingguo,
apple" serves as the topic of the sentence, with the remainder of the sentence detailing what
happened to the topic. This topic-comment approach is widely adopted in analyzing Chinese
syntax (Li & Thompson, 1981).

Given the significance of the topic in Chinese, it usually occupies the initial position in a
sentence. In fact, this initial position often reflects the focus of the sentence, with the specific
semantic information varying based on the speaker's intent. In other words, different sentence
constituents—such as the subject, object, or adverbial phrase—can take the initial position
(serving as the topic) to emphasize the element that the speaker wants to highlight for the
listener. This topic-prominent feature of Chinese grants the language a flexible word order. A
recent study by Liu, Di Biase, and Kawaguchi (2023) tested the predictions of L2 learning
based on LFG by tracking the L2 Chinese development of three adult beginning learners of
Chinese over a year-long period. The study found supporting evidence to confirm a predictable
L2 Chinese development trajectory. Connecting the feature of Chinese to the Topic Hypothesis,
Zhang (2007) formulated four L2 developmental stages of Chinese syntax as depicted below
(see Figure 1. Stage 1 is not given in the figure because it does not pertain to sentence-level
processing): (1) The second stage involves the canonical SVO structure, the most prominent
structure in Chinese. In this developmental stage, learners of Chinese are capable of processing
and producing SVO sentences. (2) The third stage involves the ADJ.+SVO structure, in which
the initial sentence position is taken up by an adverbial phrase such as a time phrase or a
locative phrase. (3) The fourth stage pertains to the OSV stage, at which learners can locate the
object to a sentence’s initial position. (4) The fifth stage, the ba-construction stage, was
formulated by Gao (2009) and Wang (2011). At this stage, the Topic is still the object. But the
object is moved between Subject and Verb.

Figure 1
Topic Hypothesis Hierarchy in Chinese
(1) Stage 2: TOP = SUBJ: TOPsus;j V(O)

e.g. Zoe ate anapple.

I I |
TOP=SUBJ vV OBlJ
(2) Stage 3: TOP = ADJ(unct): TOPagj SV(O)
e.g. Yesterday Zoe ate anapple.
I I |
TOP=ADJ SUBJ V OBJ
(3) Stage 4: TOP = OBJ: TOPw;j SV
e.g. An apple, Zoe ate.

| | |
TOP=OBJ SUBJ V
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(4) Stage 5: TOP = ba+OBJ: ShaOV
e.g. Zoe ba an apple ate

| | |
SUBJ TOP=0BJ %

The ba-construction represents a special case of object fronting in Chinese. Bender (2000)
viewed the ba-construction as a topic-comment structure and treated the ba-NP as the Topic
and the ba-VP as the complement of the predicate. According to LFG, the ba-construction
involves the movement of the object to the preverbal position. Inversion of the predicate and
the object calls for feature unification, which generates information exchange between the
object and the predicate at the sentence level.

How the ba-construction is regarded as the fifth stage structure is explained by Bender
(2000), who views the ba-construction as a topic-comment structure. Example 2 and Figure 2
describe how the ba-NP as the Topic is realized through “the functional control of the f-
structure” using LFG (Bender, 2000, p. 127):

Example 2

ta ba wan dapo le
fi 42 7 Tl T
ta ba bowl break ASP

He broke the bowl.

Bender treated the ba-NP as the topic, with the ba-VP acting as the complement of the
predicate. In LFG, the ba-construction involves moving the object to a preverbal position. This
inversion of the predicate and object requires feature unification, which requires information
exchange between the object and the predicate at the sentence level. As illustrated in Figure 2,
the ba-NP is both the object and the topic, serving as the complement of the verb. Gao (2009)
explains that the information exchange occurring in the ba-construction represents a second
stage of the S-procedure, specifically, the stage that demands information exchange between
clauses. In essence, the inversion of the object and predicate in the ba-construction necessitates
information exchange within the sentence: “further development of grammatical functions
consolidates the constituent boundaries within a sentence and allows information exchange
between internal constituents” (Gao, 2009, p.162).

Figure 2
The F-Structure of the Ba-Construction
The f-structure:

/~PRED ‘ba<(SUBJ)(OBJ)(COMP)>" ™\
SUBJ ‘ta’
OBJ ‘wan’
COMP PRED *dapo<(SUBJ)(OBJ)> ej
SUBJ

\_ OBJ ‘wan’ _J

Topic
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Gao (2009) and Wang (2011) presented empirical evidence indicating that learners
typically acquire stage 4 OSV structure, while mastering the ba-construction occurs at Stage 5
(Table 1). Per the PT, proficiency in ba-construction presupposes competence in OSV structure
for L2 Chinese learners.

Table 1
An Extension of L2 Chinese Developmental Stages (Gao (2009) and Wang (2011))
Stages  Processing Procedure Information Exchange Syntax
5 S-bar procedure Main and sub-clause The ba-construction
4 S-procedure Inter-phrasal information ~ Topicalization: OSV, SOV
3 Phrasal procedure Phrasal information XP SV(O): adv-fronting
Adverbial
Subordinate clause
Wh-adverbial
2 Category procedure Lexical morphology Canonical SV(0):
Declarative
interrogative
1 Word /Lemma Words Formulaic expressions
Purpose

According to Gao (2009) and Wang (2011), learners of Chinese follow a developmental path
that consists of 5 stages (Figure 1 and Table 1). Following this path, learners would first acquire
stage 4 OSV structure and then stage 5 ba-construction. However, ba-construction is more
common in Chinese compared to OSV structure (Li & Thompson, 1981). Ellis (2002)
underscores the significance of input frequency in L2 acquisition. If PT holds true, external
factors like input frequency, which are non-cognitive, should not influence the developmental
sequence of L2. However, if input frequency does play a role, it could impact the trajectory of
L2 grammar development. This study aims to investigate whether individuals exist who can
adeptly process ba-construction without proficiency in OSV grammar. Such cases may
manifest among heritage Chinese speakers, as they often lack formal L2 instruction yet are
exposed to abundant L2 inputs in their environment, which promote implicit knowledge (Ellis,
2002). The research question associated with the main goal of the study is:

RQ1: Are there learners of Chinese who can process ba-construction without proficiency in
OSV grammar?

Method

Participants

Six heritage Chinese speakers were recruited to participate in the study. Their dominant
language was English. They could speak some Chinese. They also had a large Chinese
vocabulary. Among the six participants, only two heritage Chinese speakers qualified for the
current study based on the pre-test result, which determined that these two speakers could not
process or produce OSV structure. The detail of the pre-test is given below.

Instruments
The study employed five tasks: a timed grammaticality judgment task (GJT) gauging implicit
grammar knowledge by having participants judge sentence correctness, three speech

www.EUROKD.COM
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production tasks (described below) designed to capture spontaneous language use, aligning
with Pienemann's (1998) emphasis on spontaneous production as the most valid way to test his
theory, and a final interview.

The timed grammaticality judgment task

Administered orally, the GJT featured 60 sentences spanning Stage 2 to Stage 4 grammar
structures (with 20 sentences per stage), alongside thirty ungrammatical sentences and twenty
distracter sentences. Sentences were randomly presented, and participants were asked to decide
within three seconds whether each sentence was acceptable or not. Since it is a timed task, this
task was intended to measure the implicit knowledge (Ellis, 2005).

The elicited imitation task

The elicited imitation task contained 82 sentences (48 SVO sentences, 12 Adj.+SVO structure
sentences, 12 OSV structure sentences, 10 ba-construction sentences). Participants listened to
blocks of three consecutive sentences, with the target structures (ba-construction, OSV, and
Adj.+SVO) incorporated in the middle sentence. After each block, a question about the content
of the three sentences was asked to reduce the likelihood of participants memorizing the
sentences. Following this, participants were asked to repeat all three sentences from the block.
All EIl sentences underwent validation by five native Chinese speakers, affirming their
effectiveness in reproducing target structures.

The cartoon description task

Five short silent clips from a Tom & Jerry cartoon were selected, each lasting approximately
one minute. Participants watched each clip two times before describing the cartoon. To
encourage spontaneous speech, questions or hints were provided if participants produced a
limited number of sentences. Some of these questions or hints were “What did you see?”,
“What did Jerry do?”, and “Can you talk a little bit more about what Tom did?”.

The question & answer task

Participants responded to five to ten questions posed in English to avoid comprehension issues.
Both the cartoon description task and the Q&A task elicited spontaneous speech (Pienemann,
1998). Although the elicited imitation task may be debated for its validity in measuring
spontaneous performance, it was employed in the Teachability study conducted by Y. Zhang
(2007).

The final interview

A final interview was developed to ask the participants’ attitudes towards the study. The goal
was to evaluate how they learned Chinese in the past and how they felt about the instruction
procedures in the study. Some of these questions included: What have you learned in the study?
Could you describe the concept of topicalization in Chinese? Have you learned these concepts
before?
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Procedure

At T1, Participants took all four tests, including the elicited imitation task, the Q&A task, the
cartoon description task, and the timed GJT in the pre-test. The elicited imitation task included
sentences with Adj.+SVO, OSV, and ba-constructions to evaluate the participants' ability to
process the OSV structure and ba-constructions. After completing the elicited imitation task,
participants engaged in a Q&A activity that required them to describe a process. Following the
Q&A, they provided a description of a cartoon.

After the pre-test, learners qualified for this study were given a teaching session targeting
the concept of topicalization in OSV and the ba-construction. The instructor used Systemic
Theoretical Instruction (Gal’perin, 1970; Gal’perin, 1992; Lantolf, 2011) to introduce the
concept of topicalization. STI has been found to be very effective in teaching Chinese (Al,
2021; Kao, 2023).

To implement STI, participants were first given the cognitive learning tool called the
Schema for the Orienting Basis of Action (SCOBA). These SCOBAs involved animated
presentations of the conception of topicalization in Chinese to emphasize the topics that are
fronted. Afterward, the participants were asked to verbally describe the concepts and practice
topicalization through various learning activities. Given their relatively large vocabulary size,
the participants practiced the target grammar structures in free talks, process descriptions,
translation exercises, cartoon descriptions, etc.

One week after the first session, participants took a post-test to assess their ability to
produce the OSV structure. One month after the post-test, they completed a delayed post-test
designed to elicit both the OSV structure and the ba-construction. After the delayed post-test,
the final interview was conducted.

Results

The Grammaticality Judgment Tasks

Tables 2 and 3 present the results of the GJT. Both participants rejected 83% of the
ungrammatical sentences. This high accuracy rate indicates that their Chinese proficiency was
quite advanced. Both participants indicated in the final interview that they received no formal
training and they learned Chinese through daily conversation.

Cathy accepted all 20 SVO sentences as grammatical, while Evan judged 18 SVO sentences
as grammatical, suggesting that the SVO structure is integrated into their grammar. Cathy also
accepted 12 Adj.+SVO sentences, and Evan accepted 14, indicating that the accuracy rates for
these structures, although not very high, were above chance. This suggests that the Adj.+SVO
structure is processable, though it may not be highly systematic in their grammar.

www.EUROKD.COM



Language Teaching Research Quarterly, 2024, Vol 46, 233-259

Table 2
GJT Results of Cathy

Pre-test (T1) Delayed post-test (T4)

Topic Hypoth  Structure n  Acc  Accep unaccep Unanw Acc% accep unaccep unanw
%

4 Top=0bj osv 20 10% 2 18 0 100 20 0 0
3 top=Adj. Adj. 20 60% 12 8 0 100 20 0 0
SVO
2 top=Subj. SVO 20 100 20 0 0 100 20 0 0
%
ungrammati 30 83% 5 25 0 90 3 27 0
Table 3
GJT Results of Evan
Pre-test (T1) Delayed post-test (T4)
Topic Structure n  Acc% Accep Unaccep Unanw Acc accep unaccep unanw
Hypoth %
4 Top=0bj osv 20 15% 3 17 0 65 13 7 0
3 top=Ad;. Adj. 20 70% 14 6 0 80 16 4 0
SVO
2 top=Subj. SVO 20  90% 18 2 0 90 18 2 0
ungrammati 30 83% 4 25 1 90 2 27 1

Tables 2 and 3 also present the results of the GJT task from the delayed post-test. Compared
to the pre-test, the OSV structure was deemed grammatically acceptable by these learners.
Cathy considered all the OSV and Adj.+SVO sentences to be grammatically acceptable,
marking a significant increase in her accuracy rate. Evan accepted 13 OSV sentences. Although
this accuracy rate was not particularly high, it was well above chance and significantly
improved from the pre-test results. The instruction systematically taught the concept of
topicalization, which not only facilitated the participants' understanding of OSV grammar but
also helped consolidate their implicit knowledge of structures like Adj.+SVO. A further
discussion of this issue will be provided in the discussion section.

The Spontaneous Speech Production Tasks

The pre-test result: ba-construction was produced without OSV being produced

In the elicited imitation task in the pre-test (Table 4 and Table 5), Evan reproduced 13
Adj.+SVO sentences, and Cathy reproduced 6 Adj.+SVO sentences, suggesting that the
Adj.+SVO structure was processable. However, both learners could not produce OSV structure
as they could not reproduce any OSV structure in the elicited imitation task. Neither did the
two participants produce any OSV sentence in the other two spontaneous speech production
tasks in the pre-test. Excerpt 1 and Excerpt 2 gave some example sentences produced by Cathy
and Evan.
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Excerpt 1, Cathy’s speech in the EI (pre-test):
The interlocutor read three sentences:

Ii 1a0 shi lai wo jia
2 Kk TFK
Mr. Li come  my house

Mr. Li came to my house.

wo lildaoshi hén leji¢
¥, =EJm B TR

I Mr.Li very know
Mr. Li knew me well.

ta zhidao woO xihuan shu
fih ZE F =W P

He know | like book
He knew that | like books.

Cathy repeated after a question:

Ii 1a0 shi lai wo jia
A= M ok HTFxK
Mr. Li come  my house.

Mr. Li visits my house.

ta zhidao woO xihuan shu
fth FE H =X $
He know I like books

He knows | like books.

wo men lejié, ta zhidao wOmen
el TR, M A FAT]
We know, he know we

As we all know, he knows we like books.

Excerpt 2, Evan’s speech in the EIl (pre-test):
The interlocutor read three sentences:

tian qi Jin tian hén hao
K EES i
Weather today nice

The weather today is nice.

shu
1

books

www.EUROKD.COM
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wo jia xido li bu ren shi
¥z hE ~ AR
home Xiao Li not know

Xiao Li doesn’t know the way to my home

hé ta lai
N fi 2k
and he come
I come with him.

_‘2_\:95(

Evan repeated after a question

Jjin tian tian qi hén hao
EPN K= R4t
Today weather nice

The weather today is nice.

wo bd rén shi xido ...xido zhang
£39 A AR b UK

I not  know Xiao... Xiao Zhang
I do not know Xiao Zhang.

wO ba ren shi ta
3% T~ AR fth,
| not know him

I don’t know him.
In the cartoon description task of the pre-test, the two participants produced a number of
sentences with ba-construction. Excerpt 3 and Excerpt 4 provided evidence to suggest that

Cathy and Evan could process and produce ba-construction.

Excerpt 3, Cathy’s ba-construction sentences in the cartoon description task (pre-test):

ta ba zhi zhang na chi lai
fit, o AR 2k
He ba paper take out

He took out the paper.

How to say “open”? (the interlocutor provided the word “¥JJ1-)
ta ba zhizhang di kai
fitl #8 ZK5K FTHF

He ba paper open
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He opened the paper.
xido lao shu  ba mao zi fang shang ....fang shang ta de tou

/NER o e ek L Hk it A9 Sk
Little mouse ba cap put put on his head

The little mouse put a cap on his head.

ta ba dian hua na le qi lai
fit, i BBi& ETHRSR
He ba phone pick up

He picked up the phone.
Excerpt 4, Evan’s ba-construction sentences in the cartoon description task (pre-test):

na ge ldo shu ba nagémao de niundigéile xido lao shu
AR B IR Ry AT ER
That mouse ba thatcat’s milk gave the little mouse

That mouse gave the cat’s milk to the little mouse.

ta ba pan zi fang dao zhuo zi shang mian
it i B A L A |
She ba plates put on the table

She put the plates onto the table.

Results of the pretest indicated that the ba-construction was part of the participants'
grammatical knowledge system. To confirm this, spontaneous language production tasks were
administered, providing supporting evidence. Tables 4 and 5 present the number of sentences
produced in each task. Both participants demonstrated the ability to produce ba-constructions
across all three spontaneous tasks. Cathy reproduced 7 ba-construction sentences in the elicited
imitation task and 23 in the combined Q&A and cartoon description tasks. Evan reproduced 8
ba-construction sentences in the elicited imitation task and 32 in the other two spontaneous
speech production tasks. Excerpts 5 and 6 provide example ba-construction sentences produced
by Cathy and Evan, respectively.

Excerpt 5, Cathy’s ba-construction sentences in the pre-test:
In the elicited imitation task, the interlocutor read three sentences:

wo mdi le hén dud dong x1
£39 KT (S 2 RV
I bought a lot of things

I have bought a lot of things.

wo ba gidn dou  yong wan le

www.EUROKD.COM
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w w # HET

I ba money all use up.
I ran out of my money.

wO bl néng madi dong x1 le
e N KARW T
I can’t buy things.

I can’t buy anything else any more.

Cathy responded after a question:

wo mai  hén dud dong x1 le
H X RBZ N
I bought a lot of things

I have bought a lot of things.
wo ba gian dou yong wan le
H o % W HET

I ba money all use up.
I ran out of my money.

woO bu k& yi mdi dong x1 le
E29 AL KA T
I can’t buy things

I can’t buy anything else any more.
Interlocutor asked, can you describe how to wash the face?

Cathy responded,

WO ba shui  zhu kai le
£S5 E{u K HJIT
I ba water boil

| boiled water.

wO bi mao jin fang shui i bian
F% i Emh e K B
I ba towel put  water into

I put the towel into water.

w0 yong  mao jin xi wo de lian
E54 | £ e Fry

I use  towe wash  my face
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I used a towel to wash my face.

Excerpt 6, Evan’s ba-construction sentences in the pre-test:
The interlocutor read three sentences:
ni xian  qu xi z&o
Ll e kK B
You first go  shower
You go to take a shower first.

ran hou ni ba yifa fang  xiyiji xi  gan jing
S x4 KR M PEAHL e TE
Then you ba  clothesput  washing machine wash clean

Then you put the clothes into the washing machine to get them cleaned.

ni jiu kéyi haohao xituxile
Ll AL AILL AfA ARETT
You can good take a rest.

You can take a good rest.

Evan responded after a question:
ni Xxian  qu xi z&o
Ll e kK B
You first go shower
You take a shower first.

ranhou ba yifa fang zaixiyiji xi gan jing
whE o KR R EEAHL e T
Then  ba  clothes put washing machine wash clean

Then you put the clothes into the washing machine to get them cleaned.

ni céi Zuo wan
R F H5e
You then finish

Then you finished?

Interlocutor asked, how do you cook an egg?
Evan responded,

ba nagejidan zékaile
E{u ARG EE T
Ba the egg broke
Break the egg

www.EUROKD.COM
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yao ba nageyou fang zai nage pan zi shang mian
2O IR e BANERTF Lm

need ba the oil put the plate  onto
Put the oil in the plate

During the instructional session, when asked about the grammaticality of OSV structure,
both participants deemed it ungrammatical and reported no prior exposure to it. This evidence
suggested they couldn't process OSV structures. However, they produced ba-construction
sentences without difficulty. This phenomenon contradicted the hierarchical developmental
stages predicted by Gao (2009) and Wang (2011).

The post-test results: both ba-construction and OSV structure were produced

One week after an instructional session on topicalization, a post-test eliciting OSV and ba-
construction was administered. Results showed both participants could now process OSV
structures, producing both OSV and ba-constructions in all spontaneous speech production
tasks.

Tables 3 and 4 summarized the number of sentences produced in each task. In the elicited
imitation task, Cathy produced 22 OSV sentences (exceeding the total OSV sentences in the
task due to counting answers to questions) and 8 ba-construction sentences, while in the other
two tasks combined, she produced 16 OSV and 6 ba-construction sentences. Evan's production
differed, with 4 OSV and 9 ba-construction sentences in the elicited imitation task, and 14 each
of OSV and ba-construction sentences in the other two tasks combined. Examples of these
sentences are provided in Excerpts 7-10. These results from both heritage speakers indicate
that OSV structures became processable after instruction, while ba-construction grammar was
preserved throughout the study.

Excerpt 7, Cathy’s OSV and ba-construction sentences in the El task (post-test):
The interlocutor read three sentences:

xid0 wang yao lai wo jia zuo ke
/NE HOR S 2,
Xiao Wang will come my house as a guest

Xiao Wang is coming to my house as a guest.

cai Xid0 wang hui  xian mai
* N E R K
Vegetables Xiao Wang will  buy

Xiao Wang will buy some vegetables.

w0 men shi me dou  buyong zhtin bei
3 I R 7N #o A~ e
We anything not prepare
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We don’t need to prepare anything.

Cathy responded after a question

Xid0 wang lai wo jia
INE ok HH
Xiao Wang come my house
Xiao Wang came to my house.

err....cai ta yi jing mai le
err... 3¢ i 0eg X7
vegetables he alreadybought

He has already bought some vegetables.

woOmen blyao  zhunbeéi dongxi
®MI AE MR RV
We no need prepare things.

We don’t need to prepare anything.

The interlocutor read three sentences:

wo hui dao jia
H ik £
I go back home

| went back home.

mama ba yinl¢ dou guanle
BE HR AR xT
Mother ba music turn off
Mother turned the radio off.

ta kai shi hé wo  shuo hua
i AR i WA
She begin with me talk

She began to talk to me.

Cathy responded after answering a question

wO hui dao jiale
F% [F] 2 ZT
| arrived home

| went back home.

mama ba yin I¢ guan le
BE HER KT
Mother ba music turn off

www.EUROKD.COM
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Mother turned the radio off.

wo hé¢ mama kaishi shuo huale
B TFhs WIET
I and mother  begin talk

Mother and | began to talk.
Interlocutor asked, what do you eat for dinner every day?

rou w0  tian tian chi
A o KX 72
Meat I every day eat

I have meat every day.

Interlocutor asked, Where do you drink coffee and tea?

Cathy responded,

kafei wo  zaika feéi guan hé

e 3 EMIEE Lz

Coffee | in the coffee shop drink

I drank coffee in the coffee shop.

cha wo zai jia hé

2 S E59 fEF 3]

Tea I at home drink

| drank some tea at home.

Excerpt 8, Cathy’s ba-construction (post-test):
Interlocutor asked, how do you fry an egg?
Cathy responded,
ni ba jidan dapo
R0 S8R FTK
You ba egg broken
You break the egg
ni ba gudo fang huola shang mian
xR eokgE S b
You ba pan put stove  onto
You put the pan on the stove

Excerpt 9, Evan’s OSV and ba-construction sentences in the EI task (post-test):
The interlocutor read three sentences:

wo mai le shu
E24 KT ot
I bought book

I bought a book
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ditd wo zai Xué xiao mai le
e R TESAR KT
Map | at school bought
I bought a map in the school.

wO men jin tian shang ke

Ml AKX FiR

We today have classes.

We have classes today.

Evan responded after answering a question

wo yi jing mai le shu
E54 (WS KT o

I already bought books
I have already bought some books.

ditt  wo yé mai le

e 3k H, KT

Map | also bought

I also bought a map.

wo ké yi qushang ke le

E24 ALl ERRT
I can  go toclass
I’m ready to go the class.

The interlocutor read three sentences:

ming tian yao  shang xue
PAR P 7
Tomorrow need go to school

(We) need to go to school tomorrow.

ni ba shi dou fang zaisha bao If
Ll wmoH # K EHuR
You ba books also put the baginto
You put the books into the bag.

wO men 730 yixi€  shuijidao
Fedl . —ie DT

We earlier a little bit sleep

We should go to bed a little bit earlier.

Evan responded after answering a question
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wO men ming tian yao  shang xué

S AP N

We tomorrow need go to school.
We need to go to school tomorrow.

ni ba ni de sha fang  zai ni de sha bao Ii mian
x4 iRt e TEUREYHE Him
You ba your books  put  the bag into

You put all your books into a bag.
wOmen ké yi zdo  yidian shui
M1 oABL B —a B
We can earlier alittle sleep
We can go to bed earlier.

Excerpt 10, Evan’s OSV and ba-construction (post-test):
Interlocutor asked, what do you drink every day?

Evan responded,

shui wo  méi tian hé
7K o X NE)
Water | every day drink

I drink water every day.

Interlocutor asked, what kind of movies do you like?
Evan responded,

dong zud dian ying  wo  f€i chang x1 huan
h{EEB R o IEE =RV
Action movie I very like

I like action movies very much.

Interlocutor asked, how do you make a cup of coffee?
Evan responded,

wo bd  nageb@izi fang le zai weibolu limian  kao 5 fén zhong
o IR T FERE ) B 1% 557 #f
I ba thatcup put microwave into bake 5 minutes

I put that cup in the microwave to bake for five minutes.
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The delayed post-test: both ba-construction and OSV structure were preserved

The delayed post-test, administered one month after the initial post-test, demonstrated that both
participants had preserved their ability to produce OSV structures freely, while also
maintaining their proficiency with ba-constructions. This indicates that learners did not confuse
the two structures. Tables 3 and 4 present the production data: In the elicited imitation task,
Cathy produced 25 OSV sentences (notably using many in question responses) and 6 ba-
construction sentences, while in the Q&A and cartoon description tasks combined, she
produced 4 OSV and 12 ba-construction sentences. Evan's results showed a similar pattern: 8
OSV and 11 ba-construction sentences in the elicited imitation task, and 4 OSV and 16 ba-
construction sentences in the other two tasks combined. Excerpts 11 and 12 provide examples
illustrating the well-preserved nature of both OSV and ba-construction in the participants'
language production.

Excerpt 11, Cathy’s OSV and ba-construction sentences (delayed post-test):
The interlocutor read three sentences:

baba qunian song le wO  yibén sha
B R BT " —AB
Dad last year gave me  abook

Dad gave me a book last year.
na bén shi wo  dule 10 bian
A H RT 108

That book I read 10 times

I have read that books ten times.

wO hén  xihuan na sha
E24 " ER AL

I very like that book.
I like that book.

Cathy responded after a question
baba qunian songle wo  yibénsha
BE EFE BT * —AB
Dad lastyear gave me a book.
Dad gave me a book last year.

nabénshu wo da le shi bian
ARAH E54 =T +1
That book | read 10 times

| have read that books for ten times.

na bén shi woO hén X1 huan
A * 1R =N
That book I very like
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I like that book.
The interlocutor read three sentences:
baba i chuangle
Be  EIRT

Dad got up
Dad got up.
mama ba zao can  zuo hao le

/E)CE I N 2 e
Mum  ba  breakfast prepare

Mum has prepared breakfast.

baba mamayiqi chi zdocan
BE By —kE 2 BE
Dad mum together. eat breakfast
Dad and Mum had breakfast together.

Cathy responded after answering a question
baba i chuangle
BE 'ERT

Dad got up.

Dad got up.

mama bad Z30 can zuo le
|y | R ey

Mum  ba breakfast. prepare
Mum has prepared breakfast.

ba ba h¢ mama yiqi chi  zdocan
EEmEs  —k iz BE
Dad and mum together eat breakfast

Dad and Mum had breakfast together.

Interlocutor asked, what is your favorite food?

Cathy responded,
jia chang cai wo zui  xihuan
e * ok BEW

Home-made cuisine I most like
| like home mad cuisine the most.

Cathy described the scene in the cartoon.

ta kanjian jazi, ba juzi dou chididole
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o FI M, M W SET

He saw orange, ba orange all eaten
He saw the oranges and ate all of them.

Excerpt 12, Evan’s OSV and ba-construction sentences (delayed post-test):

The interlocutor read three sentences:

ma ma qu le gong zuod
JENE £7T T1E
Mum go to work.
Mum went to work.

fan w0 men xian zht le

R M Kk AT

Rice we first cook

We prepare rice first.

mama hui lai jiu néng chi fan
JENE B3k ERE 7R
Mum return can eat

We can eat when mum is back.
Evan responded after answering a question

mama qu gong zuo

JCLE IS TAE

Mum goto work

Mum went to work.

fan wO men yi jing zuo héo le

& e o8 farr

Rice we already cook

We have prepared rice.

mama huildi yihou women jiukeyi chi fan
5} E I 51 B T § = S N I/ IR
Mum  return after we can eat

When Mum’s back, we can have dinner then.

The interlocutor read three sentences:
wo jia you pijiu
Hx A MR
My home have  beer
We have some beer at home.

ni ke yi ba pijit dou hele
iR Al LA 2 Wy A BT
You can ba beer all drink
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You can drink up all the beer

danshi ni bu yao hé  qi shui
(SR i A g 7K
But you  don’t drink beverage

But you don’t drink beverage.
Evan responded after answering a question

ni ké yi ba pijit  hé wan
iR "LL R g 5E
You can ba beer drink

You can finish all beer.
danshi bu...bayao hé qi shui
HRE R REE g K

But not. don’t drink beverage
Don’t drink beverage.

kafei woO  zaika fei guin he
e o FEMIETE V)
Coffee | at the coffee shop  drink

I drank coffee at the coffee shop.
Interlocutor asked, can you describe how to borrow a book from the library?
Evan responded,
..jiju bd nagéshu...shii gé  yige tashi gudn rén
LB BB F —HEBEA
... then ba the book... book give alibrarian
Give the book to a librarian.

In sum, the delayed post-test that was carried out more than one and a half months after the
post-test provided evidence to demonstrate that the OSV structure was processable and it was
well preserved.

Table 4
Spontaneous Responses (Cathy)
Topic Structure Pre-test post-test delayed post-test
Hypoth (T1) (T2) (T3)
Elicit 5 Ba stru Ba-construct 7 8 6
imitation 4 osV - 22 25
Top=0bj.
3top=Adj. Adj. +SVO 4 10 17
2 SVO 41 48 57
top=Subj.
Q&A 5 Bastru Ba-construct 10 3 8
4 osv 0 7 4
Top=0bj.
3top=Adj. Adj. +SVO 0 6 6
2 SVO 12 6 18
top=Subj.

5 Ba stru Ba-construct 13 3 4
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Cartoon 4 osv 0 9 0

Description  Top=0bj.
3top=Adj. Adj.+SVO 0 4 0
2 SvVO 16 14 14
top=Subj.

SUM 5 Bastru Ba-construct 30 14 18
4 osv 0 38 29
Top=0bj.
3top=Adj. Adj.+SVO 4 20 23
2 SvVO 69 68 89
top=Subj.

Table 5

Spontaneous Responses (Evan)

Topic Hypoth Structure Pre-test post-test delayed post-test
(T1) (T2) (T3)
Elicit 5 Bastru Ba-construct 8 9 11
imitation 4 Top=0bj. oSV - 4 8
3 top=Ad;. Adj. +SVO 7 3 8
2 top=Subhj. SVO 57 52 49
Q&A 5 Bastru Ba-construct 4 12 9
4 Top=0bj. osv 0 14 4
3 top=Adj. Adj. +SVO 0 3 2
2 top=Subj. SVO 25 36 62
Cartoon 5 Bastru Ba-construct 10 2 7
Descriptio 4 Top=0bj. oSV 0 0 0
n 3 top=Adij. Adj. +SVO 0 0 0
2 top=Subhj. SVO 21 29 13
SUM 5 Bastru Ba-construct 22 23 27
4 Top=0bj. osv 0 18 12
3 top=Adj. Adj. +SVO 7 6 10
2 top=Subj. SVO 103 117 124
Discussion

According to the results of the pre-test, the two participants demonstrated proficiency in
processing and producing the SVO structure and the Adj.+SVO structure. However, they
exhibited difficulty in processing the OSV structure. First, the GJT task showed that the OSV
was not in their grammar, despite the evidence showing that both SVO structure and Adj.+SVO
structure were processable. Both participants rejected a majority of OSV sentences (>85%).
Although the rejection rate was not 100%, it was very high enough to suggest that the
participants did not regard OSV as grammatical (the rejection rate of ungrammatical sentences
was 83%, lower than the rejection rate of OSV). Another critical evidence comes from the
elicited imitation task. But participants failed to reproduce the OSV structure in this task,
despite that they were able to reproduce both SVO and Adj.+SVO structure. Other spontaneous
production tasks also showed that the two heritage speakers lacked the OSV structure in
grammar but capable of processing Adj.+SVO structure.

Interestingly, despite missing OSV, both heritage speakers were capable of producing the
ba-construction, a Stage 5 structure that was found to be typically processed only after
mastering Stage 4 OSV structure according to Gao (2009) and Wang (2011). In the elicited
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imitation task, both participants were able to reproduce the ba-construction consistently as
Cathy generated 7 ba-construction and Evan 8 ba-construction sentences. In cartoon
description tasks,

Thus, the findings of this study suggest the possibility of skipping a stage in a naturalistic
setting. Since no intervention occurred prior to the pre-test, these results offer additional
counter-evidence to Processability Theory (Zhang, 2014; Zhang, 2021; Zhang & Lantolf, 2014;
Lantolf & Zhang, 2015), as stage-skipping can occur without intervention. This phenomenon
may be partially attributed to the frequency effect of different sentence types in daily
conversation.

SVO is considered the canonical word order in Chinese due to its prevalence (Li &
Thompson, 1981; Gao, 2009; Wang, 2011; Zhang, 2007). SOV structures, including many ba-
constructions, are also common, while OSV structures are comparatively rare. The ba-
construction, in particular, occurs frequently in daily conversation, unlike OSV sentences (Li
& Thompson, 1981). For heritage speakers who rely on implicit learning mechanisms, this
frequency distribution becomes crucial. Frequency and saliency have long been recognized as
critical factors in language learning (Ellis, 2002; Tomasello, 2005). Limited exposure to less
common structures like OSV can impede the implicit learning mechanism'’s ability to assess
their acceptability, as implicit learning heavily depends on input frequency (Ellis, 2002).
Conversely, the high frequency of the ba-construction in Chinese likely significantly
influenced its acquisition by the two heritage speakers in this study.

The mechanism of the acquisition suggests that knowledge of the ba-construction was
implicit (Ellis, 2002), which was supported by evidence in the timed GJT and the spontaneous
production tasks. Although it was not possible to collect participants' daily conversations
preceding the study, examining child language corpora to assess how frequency impacts
language development could offer insights into why stage-skipping occurs in naturalistic
learning environments.

Comparing the pre-test and post-test results, instruction effectively conveyed the concept
of topicalization (also see Ai, 2021). This concept was systematically integrated into the
declarative memory system (Paradis, 2009), which supports explicitly learned knowledge. In
the meantime, extensive practice advocated by STI to promote the development of implicit
knowledge could consolidate and reinforce the explicitly learned grammar. The delayed post-
test served as a crucial mechanism for evaluating how effectively explicitly learned grammar
knowledge was retained. The fact that OSV could processed in the delayed post-test suggests
that STI was highly effective in teaching L2 grammar.

Before concluding, it is useful to discuss a comment regarding stage-skipping, which was
associated with morpheme and syntax development within the PT framework. According to
Lenzing (personal communication), our learners might not have skipped a stage because they
might have acquired a lower-stage morpheme, which acted as a prerequisite for acquiring the
ba-construction. In other words, the processability of Stage 4 morphemes allowed our learners
to acquire the ba-construction without OSV. However, in the PT paradigm, it is not exactly
clear why and how a morpheme at stage 4 may bootstrap syntax at stage 5 while syntax at stage
4 is missing. Dyson (2009) noted that for two of her ESL learners, syntactic features emerged
before morphological features at the same stage. Bonilla (2012) reported similar findings
regarding Spanish syntax and morphology. These findings suggest that morphological
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development does not necessarily facilitate syntax development. In sum, the fact that our
learners were able to process classifiers on the pre-test does not make a strong case against our
finding about skipping a PT stage.

Limitations

One limitation of this study is related to the elicited imitation (El) task. Using the EI task to
assess the grammar knowledge of beginning Chinese learners can be time-consuming. The task
places a high cognitive load on participants, as it requires both comprehension and production,
which may lead to boredom and fatigue. The EI task was administered at several points during
the study—specifically, during the pretest, post-tests, and the delayed post-test. Although the
task content differed across these time points, there is still the possibility of a practice effect.
Including a control group that undergoes the EI tasks four times would be valuable for
determining whether a practice effect was indeed present. Despite this limitation, the presence
of a practice effect does not invalidate the major finding regarding the violation of the
developmental trajectory, which was made largely based on the results of the pre-test.

Conclusion

A key finding of this study is that two heritage speakers of Chinese were able to process and
produce the ba-construction without having the OSV structure in their linguistic system. These
speakers had not received formal training in Chinese and acquired the ba-construction through
everyday communication. This suggests that they learned the ba-construction implicitly,
relying on unconscious mechanisms rather than explicit instruction.

Despite their ability to produce accurate ba-construction sentences, the speakers could not
articulate the construction's function, indicating that their knowledge was primarily procedural
and not declarative. In a follow-up interview, both participants confirmed that they were
unfamiliar with the OSV structure prior to the study. Additionally, they reported that learning
the OSV structure felt unnatural and awkward. Regarding the ba-construction, one participant
stated that she did not understand its function until after receiving explicit instruction.

According to Processability Theory (PT), the frequency of a grammatical structure is not
the primary factor in determining the developmental order, as frequency is not supposed to
override PT's processing constraints. However, the two heritage speakers in the current study
seem to provide counterevidence to Pienemann's claims. They could process and produce the
highly frequent ba-construction while the OSV structure was absent from their grammatical
systems.

Nevertheless, this study did not offer direct evidence to prove that the frequency of a
grammatical structure can override processability constraints. While it is reasonable to
hypothesize, as suggested by Ellis (2002), that frequency can influence L2 grammar
acquisition, empirical studies are still necessary to evaluate how the frequency of the OSV
structure and the ba-construction may relate to the developmental sequence of Chinese
grammar. For instance, longitudinal studies using child language corpora could be valuable.
Such research could examine the relationship between input frequency and the emergence of
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grammatical structures, potentially explaining why the ba-construction may emerge before the
OSV structure due to input frequency.?
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