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1.�Introduction 
 

L1 transfer is a hot topic in L2 research, and many L1 transfer theories, e.g. 
the Full Transfer/Full Access Hypothesis (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1994), argue 
that the L1 grammar is fully transferred to the initial state of the L2 grammar 
and that the restructuring of L2 grammars is evidence-driven. That is, the input 
in the target language (TL) serves as a trigger for reconstruction by confirming 
or disconfirming the transferred L1 property. However, none of these theories 
makes any explicit prediction about properties transferred from the L1 to the L2 
that are neither confirmed nor disconfirmed by the L2 input. To bridge this gap, 
Yuan (2014) proposes the Dormant Features Hypothesis (DFH), arguing that 
L1 properties transferred to L2 are likely to lose vigor and become dormant if 
no evidence in the L2 input confirms or disconfirms them. A typical 
consequence of a dormant property is random behaviors in a related structure in 
L2 learners’ production and interpretation. This paper will report on an 
empirical study that is aimed at testing the DFH by looking into English and 
Spanish speakers’ interpretations of L2 Chinese Double Object Constructions 
(DOCs).  

The Double Object Construction is composed of a verb taking two objects – 
an indirect object (IO) and a direct object (DO). Chinese allows a Source-DOC 
like (1a) and a Possessor-DOC like (1b). In the former, the IO is interpreted as 
the Source that provides the DO and in the latter, the IO is the DO’s Possessor, 
with which the DO forms a part-whole (inalienable) relationship. Unlike 
Chinese, English does not allow either a Source- or a Possessor-DOC (see (2)). 
Instead, English employs the Goal-DOC, in which the Goal IO is intended to 
receive the DO (see (3)). Spanish, interestingly, has a full set of Source-, Goal- 
and Possessor-DOC (see (4)). What’s more, unlike Chinese, Spanish does not 
limit its Possessor IO to a part-whole relationship with the DO (see (5)). That is, 
Spanish Possessor-DOCs allow both inalienable and alienable relationships 
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between the two objects. Table 1 below summarizes behaviors of this 
construction in the three languages. 

(1) a. Yuehan chi-le    Mali liang ge pingguo. (Source-DOC) 
John   eat-PERF Mary two CL apple 
Lit.: ‘John ate Mary two apples.’  
Intended: ‘John ate two of Mary’s apples.’ 

 b.  Yuehan mo-le      Mali datui. (Inalienable Possessor-DOC) 
John   touch-PERF Mary thigh 
Lit.: ‘John touched Mary thigh.’  
Intended: ‘John touched Mary on the thigh.’ 

(2) a.  *John ate Mary a cake. (*Source-DOC) 
 b.  *John touched Mary thigh. (*Possessor-DOC) 
(3)  John baked Mary a cake. (Goal-DOC) 
(4) a.  Pablo le  robó la bicicleta a Andreína. (Source-DOC) 

Pablo CL stole the bicycle Andreína.DAT 
Lit.: ‘Pablo stole Andreína the bicycle.’ 

 b.  Pablo le  diseñó  una  falda  a Andreína. (Goal-DOC) 
Pablo CL designed  a  skirt  Andreína.DAT 
Lit.: ‘Pablo designed Andreína a skirt.’ 

 c.  Pablo le  besó  la  frente  a Andreína. (Inalienable 
Possessor-DOC) 
Pablo CL kissed the forehead Andreína.DAT 
Lit.: ‘Pablo kissed Andreína the forehead.’ 

(5)  Pablo le  lavó   el auto a Andreína. (Alienable Possessor-DOC) 
Pablo CL washed the car Andreína.DAT 
Lit.: ‘Pablo washed Andreína the car.’ 

Table 1. DOCs in Chinese, English, and Spanish 

 

 Chinese English Spanish
Source-DOC  �  � 
Goal-DOC  �  � 
Inalienable Possessor-DOC (with part-whole relationship)  �   � 
Alienable Possessor-DOC (without part-whole relationship)    � 

In view of these cross-linguistic differences in DOCs, learners of Chinese 
have to acquire the exact make-up of the classes of verbs that allow such 
behaviors of the construction in Chinese when the corresponding structure in 
their L1s do not have exactly the same settings. Moreover, because these types 
of DOCs do not appear in either L2 classroom settings or L2 Chinese textbooks, 
learners will not receive any formal instruction about the rules that regulate the 
Chinese DOCs and will have to rely only on the linguistic input. We are 
particularly curious about whether learners are able to remove L1 settings 
solely by induction from the non-occurrence of the illicit L1 settings in the 
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Chinese input. According to Yuan’s DFH, these illicit L1 properties will be 
transferred to L2 but are likely to become dormant because no evidence in the 
L2 input confirms or disconfirms them.  

In the following section, we review Yuan’s DFH and ask specific research 
questions on the basis of the implications drawn from the review. In Section 3, 
we describe the methodology developed for this empirical study on L2 
acquisition of the Chinese DOCs. Section 4 reports results of the experiment 
and provides answers and discussions of the research questions. The last section 
concludes the findings of this study. 

 
2.�Dormant-Feature Hypothesis (Yuan, 2014) 
 

Building on the concept of Full Transfer, Yuan agrees that the entire L1 
grammar constitutes the initial L2 grammar; however, whether the transferred 
L1 property remains active at later stages depends on the input in the TL. If the 
input provides evidence confirming the transferred L1 property, the property 
remains active in L2 grammars. In contrast, if the input provides evidence 
disconfirming the transferred L1 property, the property will disappear from L2 
grammars. However, if the input provides no evidence to confirm or disconfirm 
the transferred L1 property, the property will not automatically vanish from L2 
grammars; instead, it will gradually lose vigor and become dormant while 
continuing to exist in L2 grammars. According to Yuan, the consequence of a 
dormant property is random behaviors in a related structure in learners’ 
production and interpretation. 

Yuan (2014) conducted a study of L2 acquisition of English wh-on-earth 
questions by Chinese speakers. Within a decompositional framework, he 
compared features associated with the target English wh-on-earth questions and 
features associated with the Chinese daodi…wh question (which is considered to 
correspond to English wh-on-earth). Because the two languages overlap in 
employing [+Q]1 and [+Neg]2 features as licensors of wh-on-earth in English 
and daodi…wh in Chinese, the two features were transferred from L1 Chinese to 

1 [+Q] is a question feature that is responsible for interrogative meanings of a question. 
This feature licenses wh-on-earth in English and daodi…wh in Chinese, as both structures 
can appear in an interrogative proposition, as shown by the examples below. 
(i) English   Who on earth would buy that car?  
(ii) Chinese   Dao-di shei yao  mai zhe bu  che?  

  daodi  who will buy this CLA car 
  ‘Who on earth is buying the car?’ 

2 [+Neg] is a negation feature that also licenses wh-on-earth in English embedded 
questions and daodi…wh in Chinese embedded questions. 
(i) English   I don’t know who on earth would buy that car. 
(ii) Chinese   Wo bu zhi-dao dao-di shei yao mai zhe bu  che 

  I  not know  daodi who will buy this CLA car 
  ‘I don’t know who on earth is buying the car.’ 
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L2 English and remained active as licensors for L2 wh-on-earth in these Chinese 
speakers’ L2 grammars. As a result, Chinese speakers had no difficulty in 
accepting English wh-on-earth sentences licensed by these two features.  

However, the two languages differ in that Chinese allows the [Vveri]3 
feature as a licensor and English does not. As predicted by the Full Transfer 
Hypothesis, Chinese speakers transferred this feature to their L2 English 
wh-on-earth. What is particularly interesting about this transfer is that all 
Chinese-speaking learner groups, regardless of L2 English proficiency levels, 
randomly licensed wh-on-earth with verbs carrying a [Vveri] feature. The random 
licensing was proved by the fact that every group scored around 0 in an 
acceptability judgment task in which the Likert scale ranged from -2, 
representing ‘completely unacceptable’, to +2, representing ‘completely 
acceptable’.  

The random behavior was also reported in an interpretation task, targeted at 
the [D-link]4 feature. Chinese daodi…wh has a [+D-link] feature, which allows 
daodi…wh to refer to an entity in the discourse, while wh-on-earth has a 
[-D-link] feature, which does not allow wh-on-earth to refer to an entity in the 
discourse. Chinese speakers were found to transfer [+D-link] to English 
wh-on-earth, but the feature appeared in a random fashion. In an interpretation 
task, Chinese-speaking participants were found only randomly to link English 
wh-on-earth to an entity in the discourse.  

Based on these findings, Yuan argues that both [Vveri] and [+D-link] 
features are transferred from participants’ L1 daodi…wh to their L2 wh-on-earth 
in the same way as [+Q] and [+Neg] features. English input provides confirming 
evidence for the use of [+Q] and [+Neg] features as licensors and therefore the 
two features remain active as licensors in Chinese speakers’ L2 grammars. By 

3 The [Vveri] feature is attached to factive verbs like know that c-select a declarative and 
s-select a proposition. This feature licenses daodi…wh in Chinese embedded propositions 
but does not license wh-on-earth in English embedded propositions, as shown by the 
contrast below. 
(i) English   *I know who on earth would buy that car. 
(ii) Chinese   Wo zhi-dao dao-di shei yao mai zhe bu  che 

  I   know  daodi who will buy this CLA car 
  Lit.: ‘I know who on earth is buying the car.’ 

4 The [D-link] feature is proposed by Pesetsky (1987) and is adopted by Yuan to account 
for the fact that English wh-on-earth cannot be anaphoric to a previously introduced 
discourse referent, but Chinese daodi…wh can. 
(i) English    a. Someonei bought that house. I don't know whoi.  

   b. Someonei bought that house. *I don't know whoi on earth. 
(ii) Chinese    a. You-reni mai-le    na  bu  che. Wo bu zhi-dao shi sheii 

     someone buy-PERF that CLA car  I  not know  is who  
     ‘Someonei bought that car. I don't know whoi.’ 
   b. You-reni mai-le    na  bu  che. Wo bu zhi-dao dao-di shi sheii 
     someone buy-PERF that CLA car  I  not know  daodi is  who  
     Lit.: ‘Someonei bought that car. I don't know whoi on earth.’ 
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contrast, English data provides neither confirming nor disconfirming evidence 
associated with [Vveri] and [+D-link] features. As a result, the two features 
become dormant during L2 development, leading to random licensing of 
wh-on-earth by a factive verb and random linking of wh-on-earth to a discourse 
entity. 

Yuan proposes that the dormant status of a feature results from “long-term 
absence of either confirming or disconfirming evidence in the TL input” (Yuan, 
2014, p. 544). Since the [Vveri] and [+D-link] features do not exist in the target 
L2 structure, learners will not receive any positive evidence in the TL input to 
confirm the L1-based feature attachment. In addition, there exists no positive 
evidence in the input data either, to disconfirm the L1-based feature attachment 
or to tell learners that the attachment is wrong. Yuan finds that the dormant 
status even occurs in very advanced learners, indicating that the dormant status 
is likely to be permanent and to have become fossilized.  

The DFH has important implications for our understanding of transitional 
and end-state L2 grammars, because to acquire native-like grammars is not only 
to acquire the target L2 property, but also to remove the L1 property that is not 
instantiated in the L2. Yuan’s study implies that L2 grammars might 
permanently deviate from grammars of native speakers due to the fact that 
learners are unable to remove L1-based properties when the TL input does not 
provide informative evidence.  

The current study aims to test the DFH by investigating L2 acquisition of 
Chinese DOCs. Specifically, we are curious about whether learners are able to 
remove a transferred L1 property that is not instantiated in the target grammar. 
Based on the cross-linguistic variation of DOCs, as summarized in Table 1, we 
ask the following specific research questions. 

(i)�With the assumption of Full Transfer, will learners with different L1 
backgrounds present different L2 grammars in reflection of their individual 
L1 settings? For example, will English speakers accept the illicit Goal-DOC 
and Spanish speakers accept the illicit Goal- and Alienable Possessor-DOCs 
in their L2 Chinese? 

(ii)�As their L2 grammars develop, will the L1-based analysis become dormant 
when no evidence in the Chinese input confirms or disconfirms it, as 
predicted by the DFH? For example, the Goal-DOC might become dormant 
in both English and Spanish speakers’ L2 grammars due to the lack of 
evidence to confirm or disconfirm it. In addition, the Alienable 
Possessor-DOC might become dormant in Spanish speakers’ L2 grammars 
for the same reason. 

 3.�Experiment  
 
57 English- and 59 Spanish-speaking learners of Chinese, as well as 20 

native Chinese speakers (NS) participated in the experiment. The present 
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research includes comparisons between groups from the same L1 but at different 
Chinese proficiency levels, as well as between groups from different L1s but at 
the same Chinese proficiency levels. The purpose of the former is to explore the 
developmental trajectory of participants of the same L1, while the purpose of the 
latter is to find possible variations between compatible participant groups of 
different L1s. In order to observe within-group development, learners were 
divided into Advanced (AD), Intermediate (IN), and Beginner (BE) groups on 
the basis of an independent proficiency measure developed by Yuan (2010). 
Biodata and educational backgrounds in Chinese learning, as well as scores in 
the proficiency test for each group, are presented in Table 2.  
 
Table 2. Information about each language group 

         Group 
Information 

English Spanish NS
BE IN AD BE IN AD 

Number of 
participants 

18 20 19 20 20 19 
 

20 

Mean age (ranges in 
brackets) 

20.20 
(17–25) 

27.00 
(22–40) 

30.16 
(19–48) 

21.50 
(19–26) 

26.40 
(22–39) 

26.53 
(23–39) 

22.20 
(20–28) 

Onset age of formal 
instruction 

17.85 
(15-23) 

18.25 
(16–23) 

18.58  
(16–28) 

20.00 
(16–25) 

19.20 
(15–29) 

18.47 
(16–27) 

N/A 

Duration (years) of 
formal instruction 

2.94 5.00 5.81 3.15 5.20 5.37 N/A 

Length (years) of 
residence in Taiwan 

2.16 7.60 6.48 2.50 6.80 7.52 N/A 

Cloze test score
(ranges in brackets, 

Max. =40) 

18.56 
(16–25) 

29.05 
(26–31) 

34.11 
(32–37) 

19.10 
(15–25) 

28.20 
(26–31) 

34.42 
(32–38) 

N/A 

�

To answer the two research questions, an empirical study was conducted, 
including a timed animation matching task (AMT) assessing L2 learners’ 
implicit Source or Goal interpretations of Chinese DOC sentences and an 
untimed acceptability judgment task (AJT) testing learners’ explicit5 evaluation 
of the acceptability of licit Source- and Inalienable Possessor-DOCs and of illicit 
Goal- and Alienable Possessor-DOCs.

The AMT was administered in a one-to-one interview in a room, and testing 
materials were presented on a laptop. For each question, participants first 
listened to a pre-recorded sentence spoken by a female native speaker. The AMT 
contains 6 experimental tokens and 24 fillers. The length of every sentence was 

5 Although at the end of Section 1, we argue that L2 participants may not have any 
explicit knowledge related to Chinese DOCs as the constructions appear neither in 
Chinese-teaching classrooms nor in textbooks, we still included both types of task in our 
experiment. If both tasks could yield congruent results, the validity of those results would 
be increased. 
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fixed at 11 words. The sentence was played twice for the participant, and then 
one of the two animations with different interpretations of the sentence was 
immediately shown on the laptop screen before the other animation was shown. 
One animation matched the target interpretation of the sentence, while the other 
matched a non-target interpretation which was possible in learners’ native 
languages. The verb mai ‘buy’ in (6) is given as an example. While native 
speakers of Chinese only interpret the IO as Source, as in (6a), if L1 influence 
takes place, English speakers may interpret the same object as Goal, as in (6b) 
and Spanish speakers may have both Source and Goal interpretations. 
 
(6) A-hua mai-le     Xiao-ying liang  ge   ping-guo 

A-hua buy-PERF Xiao-ying two   CLA apple 
a.� Licit Source Interpretation: ‘A-hua bought two apples from Xiao-ying.’ 

(The IO, Xiao-ying, was the provider of the apples.) 

   
b.� Illicit Goal Interpretation: ‘A-hua bought Xiao-ying two apples.’ (The IO, 

Xiao-ying, was the intended recipient of the apples.) 

    

Participants were asked to match the sentence they had heard to the 
animation(s) and mark their selection on the answer sheet within three seconds, 
before the next test sentence started. Participants would see how much time 
remained on the laptop screen. They were told at the beginning of the task that if 
they found that both animations matched the sentence, they could select both. If 
they found that neither matched the sentence, they could choose ‘

’ (I understand the sentence but neither 
animation matches). If they could not understand the sentence, they could 
choose ‘ ’ (I do not understand the sentence).6  

6 The inclusion of the latter two options was intended to allow participants to reject both 
the animations presented to them. This was important because the task might otherwise 
be seen to force participants to choose at least one animation, even if it might not 
correspond with the interpretation they had in mind, and it might also be that they could 
not make sense of the incoming stream of words. 
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Two days after the participants attended the one-to-one interview and 
completed the AMT, they would receive a link directing them to the AJT, 
conducted on a website. In this task, participants would first read a Chinese 
sentence. After this, they were asked to judge each by choosing a description 
indicating the degree of acceptability, from ‘ ’ (completely 
unacceptable), ‘ ’ (probably unacceptable), ‘ ’ (probably 
acceptable), and ‘ ’ (completely acceptable). There was also a ‘

’ (I don’t know) option which participants could choose if they were unable to 
respond.  

The AJT was used to test the licit Source- and illicit Goal-DOCs, as well as 
the licit Inalienable Possessor- and illicit Alienable Possessor-DOCs. To 
examine participants’ sensitivity to the first two, verbs of consumption like chi 
‘eat’ in licit Source-DOCs and verbs of creation like kao ‘bake’ in illicit 
Goal-DOCs were included. To investigate the part-whole semantic requirement 
for Possessor-DOCs, the test included a minimal pair with the same choice of 
transitive verbs of bodily movement like qin ‘kiss’, with the only difference in 
the pair being part-whole relationships between the IO and the DO. Each type 
contained four tokens of experimental sentences, therefore 16 (4 types x 4 
tokens) experimental sentences in total. In order to distract participants from 
noticing the constructions being investigated, the AJT included another 114 
fillers. An example of each type is given below. 
 
(7) a. Source-DOC 
      Yuehan chi-le     Mali  yi  ge dangao 
      John    ate-PERF Mary one CL cake 
      Lit.: ‘John ate Mary a cake.’ Intended: ‘John ate Mary’s cake.’ 

b. *Goal-DOC  
  *Yuehan kao-le    Mali  yi ge dangao 
   John  bake-PERF Mary one CL cake 
   ‘John baked Mary a cake.’ 
c. Inalienable Possessor-DOC 
  Yuehan qin-le     Mali lianjia 
  John   kiss-PERF Mary cheek 
  Lit.: ‘John kissed Mary cheek.’  

Intended: ‘John kissed Mary on her cheek.’ 
d. *Alienable Possessor-DOC 
  *Yuehan qin-le     Mali erhuan 
   John   kiss-PERF Mary earring 
   Lit.: ‘John kissed Mary earring.’  

Intended: ‘John kissed Mary on her earring.’ 
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4.�Results and discussion 
4.1.�AJT results 
 

The results of the AJT, revealing participants’ explicit acceptance of 
Chinese Possessor-DOCs, are first presented. The four descriptions of 
acceptability are converted into the numbers 1–4, where 1 is the minimal score 
representing completely unacceptable, while 4 is the maximal score representing 
completely acceptable, in order to calculate the mean scores and run statistical 
analyses. Any selection of I don’t know is considered missing data and was not 
calculated. Table 3 shows the means for the seven groups (six learner groups 
and one NS group) for the licit Inalienable Possessor-DOC and the illicit 
Alienable Possessor-DOC.  

 
Table 3. Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) for the seven groups in 
judging Possessor-DOCs 

Group       Type Inalienable Possessor-DOC *Alienable Possessor-DOC 
ENG BE 18 1.95 (0.60) 1.65 (0.47) 

IN 20 2.46 (0.90) 1.92 (0.52) 
AD 19 3.25 (0.40) 1.95 (0.41) 

SPA BE 20 2.19 (0.88) 1.98 (0.50) 
IN 20 3.02 (0.88) 2.5 (0.91) 
AD 19 3.17 (0.49) 2.7 (0.84) 

NS 20 3.89 (0.36) 1.1 (0.34) 
 

In the case of Possessor-DOCs, assuming Full Transfer, it is predicted that 
English and Spanish speakers will present different developmental trajectories, 
reflecting their individual L1 settings. The prediction is born out when we 
examine the means for the illicit Alienable Possessor-DOC (the grey column). 
That is, English speakers reject7 the illicit Alienable Possessor-DOC from the 
early stage of L2 acquisition (ENG.BE: M=1.65, SD=0.47) because such a 
construction is not instantiated in their L1 English. At later stages of acquisition, 
English speakers will not encounter any evidence for the use of Alienable 
Possessor-DOCs in the Chinese input and therefore will keep rejecting the 
construction (ENG.IN: M=1.92, SD=0.52; ENG.AD: M=1.95, SD=0.41). 
Spanish speakers, however, are more likely to accept the illicit Alienable 
Possessor-DOC (SPA.IN: M=2.5, SD=0.91; SPA.AD: M=2.7, SD=0.84), which 

                                                
7 We consider a mean score below 2 as an indication of rejection, a mean score between 
2 and 3 as an indication of inconclusiveness, and a score above or equal to 3 as an 
indication of acceptance. 
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is argued to result from L1 influence, as their L1 Spanish allows the 
construction.8  

Nevertheless, the mean scores for SPA.IN and SPA.AD suggest 
inconclusiveness rather than acceptance, which, according to the DFH, might 
result from the dormant status of related constructions. Due to the lack of 
confirming or disconfirming evidence, Alienable Possessor-DOCs may lose 
vigor and become dormant in Spanish speakers’ L2 Chinese and Spanish 
speakers might make random interpretations. To verify the analysis, judgments 
made by individuals in SPA.IN and SPA.AD of each experimental item were 
examined. Table 4 presents the results for SPA.IN. In this table, � represents 
acceptance by scoring either 3 or 4 and × represents rejection by scoring either 1 
or 2. 

 
Table 4. Individual analyses of SPA.IN’s *Alienable Possessor-DOCs 

       Question 
Participant 

*Alienable Possessor-DOC  
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

� � � � � 
� � � � � 
� � × � � 
� × � � � 
� � × � � 
� × � � � 
� × � � � 
� � � � × 
� × � � × 
� � � � × 
� � × � × 
� � × × � 
� × × � � 
� × � � × 
� × × � × 
� × × � × 
� × � × × 
� × × × × 
� × × × × 
� × × × × 

 
8 It is acknowledged that SPA.BE tends to reject the Alienable Possessor-DOC, which 
seems to attenuate the argument for L1 influence. Nevertheless, the rejection, which was 
not predicted, is believed to result from morphological influence (e.g. the Dative Case 
and the clitic). Due to the scope of the current study, we will not pursue this issue any 
further in this study. For detailed discussions, please refer to Huang (2017).   
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With regards to the alienable set, it can be clearly seen that out of 20 
participants there were 15 (shown in the grey area) who failed to consistently9 
accept or reject the alienable set, suggesting that these Spanish speakers are less 
certain about the legitimacy of Alienable Possessor-DOCs. Similar results are 
found in SPA.AD’s judgment.  
 
Table 5. Individual analyses of SPA.AD’s *Alienable Possessor-DOCs 

 

       Question 
Participant 

*Alienable Possessor-DOC  
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

� × � � � 
� � � � × 
� × � � � 
� � � × � 
� × � � � 
� × � � � 
� � � � × 
� × × � � 
� × � � × 
� � × � × 
� � × � × 
� � × � × 
� × × � � 
� × � � × 
� × × � × 
� × × � × 
� × × � × 
� × � × × 
� × � × × 

Recall that SPA.AD’s mean score for the ungrammatical alienable set appears 
inconclusive (M=2.7, SD=0.84) and results of individual analyses in Table 5 
confirm random judgments. No member of SPA.AD displays consistency in 
either accepting or rejecting the alienable set. 

While Spanish speakers’ indeterminate judgment of the Alienable 
Possessor-DOC may be argued to result from the dormancy of the construction 
in Spanish speakers’ L2 Chinese, one potential problem with such an analysis is 
acknowledged. Separate one-way ANOVA tests on SPA.IN’s and SPA.AD’s 
rejection or acceptance of individual experimental items indicate a significant 
difference (SPA.IN: F(3,76)=2.323, p=0.032; SPA.AD: F(3,76)=3.230, p=0.014). 
Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test identify Q3 as different from 

                                                
9 Consistency is defined as making a consistent judgment for four out of four tokens. 
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the other three items within the same set, suggesting that this experimental item 
is particularly likely to be allowed in a DOC pattern despite the alienable 
relationship. If we define random behaviors in a stricter way (i.e., rejecting two 
items and accepting two items), only 4 participants in SPA.IN and 7 in SPA.AD 
meet the standard. The observed item effect and the significantly decreased 
number of participants with truly random behaviors might pose a challenge to 
the notion of random judgments predicted by the DFH, because random 
behaviors should mean judgments at chance level within the same participant 
across different items and within the same item across different participants. 
Despite the challenge that the hypothesis might make too strong a claim about 
random performances, it is acknowledged and shown with evidence in the 
current study that Spanish speakers do indeed, as the hypothesis predicts, 
perform with more variability and less consistency when judging the 
acceptability of the Alienable Possessor-DOC.  

Now, we turn to examining the second construction to see if the DFH makes 
accurate predictions. The transferred Goal-DOC, which is not instantiated in 
Chinese, was tested in both the AJT and the AMT. AJT results are presented 
first. 

 
Table 6. Means and Standard Deviations for the seven groups in judging 
Source-DOCs and *Goal-DOCs 

Group       Type Source-DOC *Goal-DOC 

ENG BE 18  1.51 (0.62)  3.20 (0.74) 
IN 20  1.99 (0.86)        3.39 (0.86) 
AD 19  3.18 (0.96)          3.11 (0.82) 

SPA BE 20  2.50 (0.88)  2.75 (0.90) 
IN 20  2.65 (0.93)   2.44 (0.81) 
AD 19  3.22 (0.77)         2.41 (0.86) 

NS 20  3.70 (0.70)         1.47 (0.55) 
 

Recall that both English and Spanish allow Goal-DOCs and therefore both 
English- and Spanish-speaking learners are predicted to transfer the construction 
to their L2 Chinese. The prediction is born out, as, unlike NS, no learner groups 
reject the construction by scoring below 2 (see the grey column in Table 6). 
Nevertheless, it should be noted that, while English speakers tend to accept the 
construction by scoring above 3, Spanish speakers display inconclusiveness by 
scoring between 2 and 3. 

We will first examine whether the Spanish groups’ inconclusive mean 
scores reflect random behaviors by conducting individual analyses. To save 
space, Table 7 lists the number of participants in each Spanish group who made 
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inconsistent acceptability judgments for the four experimental Goal-DOC 
sentences.  
 
Table 7. Spanish groups’ inconsistent judgments of *Goal-DOCs 

 

Group Number of participants making inconsistent judgments 

BE 20 11 

IN 20 14 
AD 19 18 

 

It can be seen clearly that with an increase in L2 proficiency, Spanish speakers 
become less and less certain about the legitimacy of Goal-DOCs. The less 
consistent acceptance/rejection behaviors suggest more variability which may 
result from the dormant status of Goal-DOCs, as predicted by the DFH. That is, 
Spanish speakers may first transfer the construction from their L1 Spanish to 
their L2 Chinese; however, because there is no confirming or disconfirming 
evidence in the L2 Chinese input, the construction gradually loses vigor and 
becomes dormant. Nevertheless, as with the individual analyses of Alienable 
Possessor-DOCs, if we define random behaviors in a stricter way (i.e., rejecting 
2 items and accepting 2 items), only 1 participant in SPA.BE, 2 in SPA.IN, and 
5 in SPA.AD meet the standard.  

While Spanish speakers’ inconclusive mean scores might reflect random 
behaviors as the DFH predicts, English speakers’ deviation from Spanish 
speakers in accepting the Goal-DOC is not expected, because the lack of 
informative evidence in the Chinese input should incur an identical effect on 
both English- and Spanish-speaking learners. The fact that English groups show 
acceptance of the ungrammatical set of Goal-DOCs seems to suggest that the 
transferred construction does not become dormant and remains active in English 
speakers’ L2 grammars. To account for this unexpected result, we suggest that 
English speakers might wrongly consider Chinese Gei-Constructions like (8) to 
be confirming evidence for the legitimacy of Goal-DOCs in L2 Chinese. 
 
(8) Zhang-san gei-le     Li-si liang  ben shu 
   Zhang-san give-PERF Li-si two  CLA book 
   ‘Zhang-san gave Li-si two books.’ 
 

Despite the surface resemblance (i.e., a verb followed by two objects, with 
the first object being the recipient of the second object), it is widely accepted 
that Chinese Gei-Constructions differ from DOCs in syntactic structures and 
derivational movements (e.g. Huang, 2007; 2010; Tsai, 2008). However, when 
English speakers come across the Chinese Gei-Construction, they have no 
knowledge of the deviation of the syntactic structure from that of the DOC. 
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Instead, they are likely to take the Gei-Construction at face value and consider it 
as confirming evidence for Goal-DOCs in L2 Chinese; i.e. the IO can be a 
recipient of the DO. This type of evidence may mislead learners into believing 
that Chinese does allow Goal-DOCs.  

While English speakers are argued to have an active representation for 
Goal-DOCs due to the misleading evidence of Gei-Constructions, it is still 
necessary to explain why Spanish speakers do not behave in a similar way and 
misconceive Gei-Constructions as confirming evidence for Goal-DOCs. 
Although the design of the current experiment is unable to inform us of the exact 
reason why Goal-DOCs fall dormant in Spanish speakers’ L2 grammars but 
remain active in English speakers’ L2 grammars, we can provide possible 
explanations which require future research for verification. Perpiñán and 
Montrul (2006) distinguish Spanish Dative Constructions from Spanish 
Goal-DOCs. Consider the following pair. 
 
(9) a. Spanish Dative Construction  

Pablo mandó a la niña una carta  
Pablo sent  to the girl a  letter 
‘Pablo sent a letter to the girl.’ 

   b. Spanish Goal-DOC

 

     Pablo le mandó una carta  a la niña 
     Pablo Cl sent   a  letter

 

the girl.DAT  
 ‘Pablo sent the girl a letter.’ 

 
Although (9a) and (9b) convey the same meaning, the two sentences are formed 
via two distinct constructions. These two constructions differ in terms of the 
presence of clitic le, which is analysed as the licenser of all Spanish DOCs 
(Cuervo, 2003; 2014), and in terms of the order of objects. It is suggested that 
Chinese Gei-Constructions are not perceived by Spanish speakers as confirming 
evidence for Goal-DOCs. Instead, Chinese Gei-Constructions may well be taken 
as corresponding to Spanish Dative Constructions on the basis of surface 
similarity (i.e., the lack of clitic le and the ‘IO+DO’ order).  
 
4.2.�AMT results 

 
The AMT was implemented to investigate participants’ intuitive 

interpretation of Chinese Source-DOCs. While native Chinese speakers only 
assign a Source interpretation to experimental sentences, English and Spanish 
speakers might assign a Goal interpretation to the same sentences due to L1 
influence. Frequencies of interpretation responses in the AMT were counted and 
converted into percentages out of the total responses. Table 8 presents all seven 
groups’ percentages in the AMT.  
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Table 8. Percentage for the 7 groups in the AMT 
     Interpretation 

Group 
Source *Goal *Both Neither I don’t 

understand 

ENG BE 18 11.6%�� 78.2% 0.0% 0.0% 10.2% 
IN 20 26.3%�� 52.5% 0.0% 0.0% 21.2% 
AD 19 34.2%�� 69.7% 11.8% 0.0% 7.9% 

SPA BE 20 55.4% 51.3% 30.5% 2.0% 21.8% 
IN 20 42.5% 36.3% 2.5% 2.5% 21.2% 
AD 19 78.9%�� 18.4% 3.9% 1.3% 5.3% 

Native 20 95.0%�� 2.5% 0.0% 0.0% 2.5% 

�� A significant difference between the Source interpretation and the Goal 
interpretation in a McNemar test at p < 0.05 
 

Recall the findings on the basis of the AJT results: the Goal-DOC is very 
likely to fall dormant in Spanish speakers’ L2 grammars while the same 
construction seems to remain active in English speakers’ L2 grammars. It is, 
therefore, necessary to establish whether AMT results correspond to what AJT 
results have revealed. The AMT results show that English speakers generally 
give comparable results, in that English speakers, regardless of L2 proficiency, 
are unable to remove the transferred Goal-DOC that is not instantiated in L2 
Chinese. In Table 8, it can be seen that all English groups tend to assign a Goal, 
rather than a Source, interpretation to the experimental sentence. 

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that SPA.AD and SPA.IN have incongruent 
AJT and AMT results. While the two groups have inconclusive mean scores in 
the AJT, which are confirmed by individual analyses, we do not find 
inconclusive percentages in the AMT. Instead, both groups have a low 
percentage of Goal interpretation (18.4% and 36.3% respectively) which 
suggests rejection10. The low percentages for the Goal interpretation are unlikely 
to result from the complexity of the animation selection, because the same group 
yields congruent results in terms of Source-DOCs. That is, SPA.AD accepts 

                                                
10 In the AMT, we use 50% as the benchmark. Any percentage significantly higher than 
50% is considered to represent a tendency in a group to select a particular animation. Any 
percentage significantly lower than 50% is considered to represent a tendency not to 
select a particular animation. Percentages clustering around 50% (i.e., no significant 
difference is shown on a Chi-square test between the group’s percentage and 50%) are 
considered to represent inconclusive data. The reason for setting 50% as the benchmark 
for the AMT is that for each option in this task, participants make independent yes/no 
choices. For example, a participant independently decides to choose Animation A, or not, 
and then independently decides to choose Animation B or not. The selection of 
Animation A does not exclude the selection of Animation B or vice versa. 50% is, 
therefore, suggested as the benchmark. 
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Source-DOCs in the AJT (M=3.22, SD=0.77) and assigns a Source 
interpretation in the AMT (78.9%); SPA.IN gives inconclusive performances in 
both the AJT (M=2.65, SD=0.93) and the AMT (42.5%). Therefore, the task 
design cannot be the reason for the incongruous AJT/AMT results. Rather than 
resorting to the experimental design, we argue that incongruous results from the 
fact that the same language group may accurately reflect the active nature of 
related structures in L2 grammars. Following the DFH, if we assume the 
dormant status of the Goal-DOC in Spanish speakers’ L2 Chinese, the 
construction is not completely removed from L2 grammars and continues to 
exist. In the untimed AJT, learners could take time making conscious judgments 
and each structure, either the Source-DOC or the Goal-DOC, was independently 
evaluated. By contrast, in the AMT, which required participants to make 
intuitive and speedy choices, more than one structure may be competing in 
Spanish speakers’ L2 grammars (i.e., the active Source-DOC and the dormant 
Goal-DOC). Therefore, they might end up selecting the more active 
Source-DOC and overlooking the less active Goal-DOC, resulting in 
inconsistent, low percentages in the selection of Goal interpretation in the AMT.  

Following this suggestion, it is necessary to acknowledge that if there are 
two competing representations for one structure, time pressure will lead learners 
to select the more active representation in their L2 grammars. Limited time 
prevents them from considering any less active representation. Instead of 
detecting the exact level of activeness, the timed AMT yields results that suggest 
relative levels of activeness. On the other hand, the untimed AJT might be a 
better indicator for participants’ exact level of activeness in terms of a specific 
construction.   
 
5.�Conclusion 

 
The current study explores how L2 grammars develop under the influence 

of L1 and tests Yuan’s (2014) Dormant Features Hypothesis by examining L2 
acquisition of Chinese Source- and Possessor-DOCs. Results from both an 
acceptability judgment task and an animation matching task conducted on 
English- and Spanish-speaking learners of L2 Chinese generally confirm the 
hypothesis. That is, a transferred property becomes dormant when no 
informative evidence is provided in the input to help learners maintain or 
remove the property. 

Because Chinese, unlike Spanish, does not allow Alienable 
Possessor-DOCs and, unlike Spanish and English, does not allow Goal-DOCs, 
the Chinese input cannot provide confirming evidence in support of the two 
constructions. At the same time, the Chinese input does not provide 
disconfirming evidence to inform learners that such constructions are illicit in 
Chinese. Notice that the absence of Alienable Possessor-DOCs and Goal-DOCs 
in the Chinese input does not automatically disconfirm their legitimacy in L2 
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grammars, because learners are not necessarily able to realise that the lack of 
evidence is the result of the ungrammaticality of the construction rather than the 
possibility that it is one alternative of many that is not adopted in a particular 
case. In addition, as the DOCs concerned do not appear in any formal L2 
Chinese learning setting, learners do not receive any formal instructions about 
the rules that regulate the Chinese DOCs. On the basis of Yuan’s DFH, the 
Alienable Possessor-DOC will become dormant in Spanish speakers’ L2 
grammars, and the Goal-DOC will become dormant as well in Spanish and 
English speakers’ L2 grammars. The two constructions will remain dormant 
even when learners reach advanced L2 proficiency. 

There is evidence for such predictions in Spanish speakers’ random 
behaviors when judging Alienable Possessor-DOC and Goal-DOC sentences in 
the AJT, and this is subsequently confirmed by individual analyses. 
Nevertheless, Spanish speakers’ incongruent AMT results and English speakers’ 
unexpected acceptance of Goal-DOCs suggest other factors such as competing 
representations and misleading evidence in the input that might complicate the 
study of the L2 acquisition of Chinese DOCs.   
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