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1. Introduction 

 

Second language acquisition researchers are interested in the factors that 

can influence learners’ L2 development, and one of the factors is learners’ L1. 

Learners’ L1 can have a positive or a negative effect on L2 acquisition (Gass, 

1979; Gass & Selinker, 1992). If learners’ L1 and L2 share similar features, this 

may help learners acquire the same features in the L2 more easily; however, if 

there exist linguistic differences between the L1 and L2, this can cause difficulty 

for learners. 

Telicity is a property in English that can cause learning difficulty for L1-

Chinese L2-English learners. In some cases, English determiners can turn an 

atelic VP into a telic one (e.g. “draw pictures” (atelic) to “draw the pictures” 

(telic)). Because Chinese does not have articles and thus does not distinguish 

between “pictures” and “the pictures”, Chinese speakers may not be aware that 

the presence vs. absence of a determiner in the object NP can influence the 

telicity of the entire VP. On the other hand, with directional PPs that either 

induce (or do not induce) telicity, there is no linguistic difference between 

English and Chinese. Therefore, there should be positive L1 transfer effects in 

this domain. 

By testing the same group of learners (L1-Chinese L2-English speakers) on 

a specific linguistic property (telicity) that can cause two different kinds of 

transfer effects, we can see at the same time of how learners can benefit from 

positive L1 transfer effect and be affected by negative L1 transfer effect. The 

results can give us a fuller picture of the process of how L2 learners acquire a 

property in a new language. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Telicity Denotations of English VPs & PPs 

 

The term “telicity” is used to define whether an event has an inherent 

temporal endpoint or not; if there exists a specific time at which the event will 

end, the event is telic; the event is atelic if it has no inherent endpoint (Dowty, 

1979; Krifka, 1992). A verb followed by a directional prepositional phrase that 

can place a temporal or spatial endpoint on an event will form a telic VP (e.g. 
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“walk across the street”, “walk into the store”). Also, a measuring-out verb
1

(Tenny, 1994) followed by a direct object NP with a determiner can form a telic 

VP as well. For instance, in the telic VP “build the house”, the progress of 

building is measured by the gradual appearance of the house; and when the 

house is completely built, the event “build the house” reaches its endpoint. 

In English, determiners can help induce telicity. For instance, “bake a cake”
denotes a telic event since the baking event has an inherent endpoint, which is

reached when a cake is fully baked. On the other hand, VPs with a bare plural 

NP denote an atelic event (e.g. “feed animals”, which refers to a durative or 

habitual action of feeding animals). Similar to English, determiners in Chinese 

also form telic VPs (Huang, 2006). However, Chinese does not have articles, so 

it can only rely on numerals to encode telicity. Also, if a Chinese object appears 

as a bare noun without any numerals, the VP can be either telic or atelic 

depending on the context (see Tables 1 and 2 for summary). 

Table 1. Telicity Properties of English VPs 

Form of Object NP Example of VP (A)telic 

numeral + NP draw two pictures telic 

article + NP draw a/the picture(s) telic 

bare plural draw pictures atelic 

Table 2. Telicity Properties of Chinese VPs 

Form of Object NP Example of VP (A)telic 

numeral + NP 
huà liǎng fú tú  

“draw two picture” 
telic 

bare NP 
huà tú  

“draw picture” 
telic/atelic 

 

2.2. “In/For ” Time Adverbial in English and Chinese 

 

“In” adverbials have been argued to be a diagnostic for telic VPs, and “for” 

adverbials – for atelic VPs (Dowty, 1979; Krifka, 1992; Verkuyl, 1989). 

However, it has also been pointed out (Declerck, 2007; Depraetere, 2007; 

MacDonald, 2015; Smollett, 2005) that the division may not be as clear-cut. 

When a telic VP is followed by a “for” adverbial, the adverbial identifies a 

specific amount of time during which the event happens, though the event may 

not reach its endpoint yet. Therefore, telic VPs are compatible with both the “in” 

1
Measuring-out verbs are verbs that are sensitive to the gradual 

consummation/development of its object NPs. Tenny (1994) categorizes measuring-out 

verbs into three types: (1) incremental-theme verb (e.g. “build (the house)”), (2) change-

of-state verb (e.g. “break (the glass)”), and (3) route verbs with path objects (e.g. “read 

(the book)”). These examples show the change that the object goes through decides the 

progress of the event. 
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and “for” adverbials, while atelic VPs are only compatible with “in” adverbials 

(see Example 1). 

 

(1) a. The girl drew the pictures in/for three hours. 

b. The girl drew pictures #in/for three hours. 

 

Both English and Chinese have “in/for” time adverbials, but Chinese also 
uses positioning of the adverbial phrases to mark the distinction instead of 

simply using “in/for” prepositions like English does. In Chinese, time adverbials 
placed pre-verbally usually have a completive implication, as in Example 2, in 

which the time adverbial phrase sān xiǎo shí zhī nèi (in three hours) precedes the 

VP huà le liǎng fú huà (drew two pictures). 

 

(2) tā    sān   xiǎo shí  zhī nèi   huà    le     liǎng       fú          huà. 

She  three   hour         in     draw  ASP   two  Classifier  picture 

“She drew two pictures in three hours.” 

 

On the other hand, time adverbials placed post-verbally indicate duration, as 

in Example 3, in which the time adverbial phrase sān xiǎo shí ((for) three hours
2
)

is placed after the VP huà tú (drew pictures). 

 

(3)  tā   huà       tú        huà     le     sān  xiǎo shí. 
She  draw  picture  draw  ASP    three  hour 

“She drew pictures for three hours.” 

 

Therefore, English uses in/for prepositions to mark the completive/durative 

distinction, while in Chinese, phrasal positions also matter. 

 

2.3. Previous L2 Studies on Telicity 

2.3.1. L1-Chinese L2-English Speakers 

 

Yin & Kaiser (2011) tested L1-Chinese L2-English speakers with a rating 

task in which the participants had to rate bi-clausal English sentences like “John 

read the book, but did not finish reading it”; the object NPs either included a 

definite article or a numeral, while the second clause either indicated 

incompleteness (e.g. “but did not finish reading it”) or completeness (e.g. “and 

finished reading it”). The results showed that advanced learners considered 

English VPs with articles indicating complete events, while low-proficiency 

learners did not. 

 

2
 “For” time adverbials in Chinese usually just have a numeral plus a time phrase (e.g. 

“three hours”, “two years”) standing alone without having a specific word for the 

preposition “for”. 
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2.3.2. L1-Japanese L2-English Speakers 

 

Same as Chinese, Japanese does not have articles or plural morphology, so 

that a VP containing a bare NP object can potentially be telic or atelic. Thus, 

transfer is expected to affect Japanese and Chinese L2-English learners similarly.

In Gabriele (2008), an interpretation task was used to test L1-Japanese L2-

English learners on their telicity interpretation of English VPs containing mass 

nouns, count nouns and directional PPs. The results showed that native speakers 

and learners of all proficiency levels had no problems inferring telicity from PPs,

but the results with NP objects were not as clear. With count nouns, both native 

speakers and advanced learners used quantized NP cue to establish telicity. In 

contrast, most native speakers as well as advanced learners too judged VPs 

containing quantized mass NPs (e.g. “drank the juice”) as either telic or atelic. 

Because of the mixed results, Gabriele suggested that future research should 

reexamine the linguistic features that encode telicity, especially within object 

NPs. 

Kaku et al. (2007; 2008) also studied how L1-Japanese L2-English learners 

inferred telicity in English by using a truth-value judgment task. In this task, 

learners rated English sentences like “She erased the stars”, which indicated 

strictly telic events; in contrast, the equivalent sentence in Japanese could also 

convey that the stars were only partially erased. The results showed that learners’
accuracy of their judgment performance increased as their proficiency improved. 

 

2.3.3. Speakers of Other Languages 

 

Slabakova (1999; 2000; 2005) had conducted a series of L2 acquisition 

studies on languages that mark telicity in one of two ways: (1) by the form of 

object NPs (e.g. English and Spanish); or (2) by verbal morphology (e.g. 

preverbs in Bulgarian or many perfective prefixes in Russian). Slabakova 

attributed these differences to different parameter settings; in her studies, she 

found successful parameter-resetting attempts with many advanced learners and 

even with some intermediate or low-proficiency learners. 

 

3. Research Question 

 

The purpose of this study is the same as that of Yin & Kaiser (2011): to 

understand how L1-Chinese L2-English learners infer telicity in English. 

However, the current study uses a different methodology than Yin & Kaiser, and 

furthermore examines not only negative transfer (cases where telicity is 

determined by the object NP) but also positive transfer (cases where telicity is 

determined by the directional PP). We hypothesize that L1-Chinese L2-English 

learners would exhibit positive transfer for VPs where telicity is determined by 

directional PPs (e.g. “run along the coast”) and negative transfer where telicity is 
determined by the object NPs (e.g. “the pictures”). We ask the following 

research question: 
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RQ: Can advanced L1-Chinese L2-English learners acquire the telicity 
properties of English VPs, and are there differences in the acquisition of 
(1) VPs containing directional PPs vs. (2) VPs containing object NPs? 

 
4. Methods 

4.1. Materials 

 

The items were all past-tense sentences including a(n) telic/atelic VP plus 

a(n) in/for adverbial. Items with object NPs included four conditions (2�2 

design), crossing object type (bare vs. definite plural) with time adverbial (in vs. 

for). Because Gabriele’s (2008) native English participants had mixed 
judgments with mass nouns, only count nouns were used for the object NPs. The 

four conditions are exemplified in the first four rows of Table 3. 

Table 3. Sample Items 

  Predictions for: 

Type Example 
Native 

English 

L1-Chinese 

L2-English 

bare_for 
The girl drew pictures for three 

hours yesterday afternoon. 
� � 

bare_in 
The girl drew pictures in three hours 

yesterday afternoon. 
� � 

def_for 
The girl drew the pictures for three 

hours yesterday afternoon. 
� � 

def_in 
The girl drew the pictures in three 

hours yesterday afternoon. 
� � 

pp_for 
My friend jogged along the beach 

for twenty minutes this afternoon. 
� � 

pp_in 
My friend jogged along the beach in 

twenty minutes this afternoon. 
� � 

�� = predicted to accept; � = predicted to reject 

Our prediction was that native English speakers should consider “bare_for” 

and “def_in” as acceptable, and possibly “def_for” as well. On the other hand, 
because Chinese does not have articles, and because a VP containing a bare NP 

object in Chinese can be either telic or atelic, learners exhibiting L1-transfer 

were expected to accept all conditions. Items with directional PPs included only 

two conditions, with atelic VPs only, as shown in the last two rows of Table 3.
3
 

Because the equivalents of English atelic VPs like “swam in the pool” are also 
atelic in Chinese, learners should perform similarly to native English speakers, 

and consider “pp_for” acceptable and “pp_in” unacceptable. 

3
 We did not include any telic VPs with directional PPs, since such VPs are 

acceptable with both in and for adverbials (e.g., My friend jogged to school for ten 
minutes / in ten minutes), in both English and Chinese. 
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4.2. Task & Participants 

 

An offline acceptability judgment task was administered
4
. There were 32 

items with object NPs (4 conditions, 8 tokens per condition), 16 items with 

directional PPs (2 conditions, 8 tokens per condition) and 32 filler items. Items 

with object NPs were distributed across four lists using a Latin-square design. 

Since items with PPs had only two conditions, they took the same form in two of 

the four lists (e.g., for a given token set, List 1 and List 2 both contained the 

“pp_in” version, while List 3 and List 4 both contained the “pp_for” version; for 

the next token set, it was the other way around). Participants were asked to rate 

each sentence on a 4-point scale from 1 (unacceptable) to 4 (fully acceptable). 

The judgment task was implemented last in the original study; participants did a 

self-paced reading task (with the same items as in the judgment task), a language 

background questionnaire and an English proficiency task (learners only) before 

they did the judgment task. 

The English proficiency task was a forced-choice cloze test with 40 items in 

total, and the participants had to choose one best answer out of three for each 

item. The cloze test was adapted from American Kernel Lessons: Advanced 

Student Book by O’Neill, Cornelius, and Washburn (1981). The test was 

certified to be reliable in Ionin, Montrul & Crivos (2013) (i.e. Cronbach α= 
0.817) with the English native speakers in their study scoring at ceiling. Thus, 

our English native participants were not asked to take the proficiency test. 

44 English native speakers and 47 L1-Chinese L2-English speakers, who 

were all students in University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, were recruited 

to participate in this study. All the L2-learners were considered as intermediate 

to advanced learners based on the results of the proficiency test. The learners’ 
demographic information is listed in Table 4. 

Table 4. Demographic Information of L1-Chinese L2-English Participants 

Gender Age 

Male: 18 Female :29 18-20: 22 21-25: 23 26-30: 2 

Age of First Exposure outside of the U.S. 

3-5: 7 6-10: 30 11-15: 10 

Length of U.S. Residence 

less than 1 year: 33 1-3 years: 9 3-5 years: 5 

 

5. Data Analysis & Results 

 

44 English native speakers and 47 learners’ data were recorded. However, 

three learners’ data were excluded from the analysis due to technical issues and 

4
 An online self-paced reading task was also implemented with the judgment task, 

but the results of the self-paced reading task were inconclusive because the native 

English speakers failed to produce slow-down effects with unacceptable sentences. 
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lack of attention, so the data analysis only included 44 English native speakers 

and 44 L1-Chinese L2-English speakers’ data. 

 

5.1. Descriptive Results 

 

The mean ratings for items with object NPs are given in Table 5. 

Table 5. Mean Ratings for Items with Object NPs

Native speakers rated “bare_in” as the lowest, while the other three types

were rated relatively more acceptable (around 3.5), which confirmed the 

predictions made from previous literature. As for Chinese speakers, they also 

rated “bare_in” as the lowest. Though the other three types were rated higher, 

the contrasts between these three types and “bare_in” were not as large as those 

in the native speakers’ data. Still, we could see that the Chinese speakers 

followed similar patterns in their ratings as the native speakers. 

The mean ratings for items with directional PPs are given in Table 6. 

Table 6. Mean Ratings for Items with Directional PPs 

Item Types pp_for pp_in 

Native 
3.66; 

SD: 0.376 

2.61; 

SD: 0.700 

Chinese 
3.53; 

SD: 0.579 

2.50; 

SD: 0.958 

Item Types bare_for bare_in def_for def_in 

Native 
3.65; 

SD: 0.370 

2.98 

SD: 0.584 

3.47 

SD: 0.444 

3.46 

SD: 0.491 

Chinese 
3.41 

SD: 0.613 

2.92 

SD: 0.850 

3.35 

SD: 0.631 

3.12 

SD: 0.830 

Table 6 shows that both groups performed similarly, with “pp_in” receiving 

lower ratings than “pp_for”. This result also matched our predictions. 

 

5.2. Inferential Statistics 

 

Two cumulative link mixed models were implemented in R using the 

“clmm()” function (Christensen, 2015): one on the items with object NPs with 

both language groups (Model 1) and the other on the items with PPs with both 

language groups as well (Model 2). Subjects (N= 44), items (N= 32(object 

NP)/16(PP)) and list (N=4) were included as the random effects in both models. 

NP form, adverbial type and language group, as well as interaction terms 

between all three variables, were introduced as the fixed effects in Model 1 (see 

Table 7). Adverbial type and language group, as well as the interaction term 

between them, were introduced as the fixed effects in Model 2 (see Table 9). 
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Table 7. (Model 1) Mixed-effect Results for Items with Object NPs 

 estimate std. error z value p value 

object NP -0.1027 0.161 -0.638 0.523439 

adverbial -1.1286 0.1533 -7.363 <.0001 * 

group 0.7280 0.1737 4.191 <.0001 * 

object NP � adverbial 0.5386 0.2174 2.477 0.013246 * 

object NP � group -0.5099 0.2359 -2.162 0.030644 * 

adverbial � group -0.6157 0.2224 -2.769 0.005622 * 

object NP � adverbial 

� group 
1.1108 0.3144 3.533 <.0001 * 

* indicates p<.05 

Table 7 indicates that there was no significant effect of NP form, but there

were significant effects of adverbial and group. Since all interactions were 

significant, pairwise comparisons were conducted using the “lsmeans()” 
function in RStudio (Lenth, 2016). The output is reported in Table 8. 

Table 8. Pairwise Comparison Results for Items with Object NPs 

Pair Estimate P-value 

Native bare_for > Native def_for 0.616 <.01 * 

Native bare_for > Native bare_in 1.745 <.0001 * 

Native def_for = Native def_in 0.097 0.9988 

Native bare_in < Native def_in -1.032 <.0001 * 

Chinese bare_for = Chinese def_for 0.1027 0.9983 

Chinese bare_for > Chinese bare_in 1.1286 <.0001 * 

Chinese def_for > Chinese def_in 0.5900 <.01 * 

Chinese bare_in < Chinese def_in -0.4359 0.0575 

* indicates p<.05 

First, the native speakers rated “bare_in” significantly lower than “def_in”
(p<.0001) and “bare_for” (p<.0001), which again matched our predictions. 

Because “def_for” was rated no differently than “def_in”, this shows that native 

speakers indeed found “def_for” to be relatively acceptable as Depraetere (2007) 

and others have suggested. 

As for the Chinese participants, their pairwise comparison results show

that there were significant differences between (1) “bare_for” and “bare_in” 

(p<.0001), and (2) “def_for” and “def_in” (p<.01), which indicates that 

adverbial types had a significant influence on learners’ judgments, and that 

items with the “for” adverbial were rated significantly higher than those with the 

“in” adverbial. As for the effect of NP form, it was marginally significant with 

items including “in” adverbials, and the effect happened in the same direction as 

for native speakers (i.e. “def_in” > “bare_in”). Overall, the Chinese participants 

did not simply rate everything as acceptable (which was what was predicted 

based on negative L1 transfer), and found “bare_in” relatively less acceptable 
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than the other three conditions, as shown with the marginally significant 

difference between “def_in” and “bare_in”. 

 

Table 9. (Model 2) Mixed-effect Results for Items with directional PPs 

 estimate std. error z value p value 

adverbial -2.32104 0.17075 -13.593 <.0001 * 

group 0.22517 0.17955 1.254 0.210 

adverbial � group 0.02026 0.22704 0.089 0.929 

* indicates p<.05 

Based on Model 2 results (see Table 9), there was a significant effect of

adverbial type on the ratings, with “for” adverbials rated higher than “in” 

adverbials. There was no significant effect of group type, and no interaction, 

which meant both groups performed similarly. Therefore, the results for the 

items with PPs matched our predictions that learners would perform similarly to 

native speakers. 

 

6. Discussion 

 

The native participants performed as expected. On items with object NPs,

“bare_in” was rated significantly lower than the other three conditions. As for 

the items with PPs, “pp_for” was rated significantly higher than “pp_in”. 

Learners also rated “pp_for” significantly higher than “pp_in”. However, on 

items with object NPs, learners rated sentences with “for” adverbials 

significantly higher than those with “in” adverbials. Furthermore, the ratings 

between “bare_for” and “def_for” were not significantly different, but those 

between “bare_in” and “def_in” were marginally different, with “def_in” being 

rated higher. Though the results with object NPs did not fully match the 

predictions based on negative L1 transfer, they did not completely match the 

native speakers’ results either. 

Overall, the learners successfully inferred telicity from directional PPs,

consistent with positive L1 transfer, but were less target-like with object NPs. 

One possibility is that the learners were still in the process of overcoming the 

linguistic difference, and hence their Interlanguage grammar was part way 

between that of their L1 and that of their L2. It also appears that the learners had 

a general preference for “for” adverbials over “in” adverbials. This preference 

may obscure the role of L1-transfer. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

In this study, we conducted an offline judgment task to test for L1 transfer

effect in L1-Chinese L2-English learners’ acquisition of telicity. Though 

previous studies showed that advanced learners can overcome the linguistic 

difference, our results suggested that they do not become fully native-like with 

811



object NPs. Therefore, future studies should focus on understanding more about 

the reasons causing the difficulty. 
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