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Theoretical framework:

Cognitive linguistics and its prediction that speaker’s mental representation influences interlanguage, in addition to issues in learning the form/function mapping of lexical semantics and syntax (e.g., learn that grow can be both transitive and intransitive, happen is intransitive and agentless, etc.).

Linguistic phenomena under study:

Overpassivization of unaccusative (also called ergative) verbs, a type of error attested in L1 child acquisition and L2 acquisition regardless of L1: The doggie was died, The war was occurred...

Prototypically, case role hierarchy for subjecthood (Givón):

agent> experiencer > dative > instrument > patient > location

Therefore, expectations that universally L1 or L2 learners will expect:

agents = +human, +animate

agents = subjects of sentences  (patients=objects of sentences)

if patient (rather than agent) is the focus, then passive voice

Mental representation:
action with a traceable direct cause/agent >> passive if focus is patient

action without an agent >> ergative verb (subject=patient + verb)

Hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: If L2 learners perceive an event as externally caused (that is, with an implied agent), then they’ll be more likely to mark it with passive voice when focalizing on patient (=subject)

Hypothesis 2: This pattern will be even stronger for ergative verbs which can also be transitive (grow-grow something; close-close something; sink-sink something, etc.)

Participants:
31 L1 Chinese EFL learners (L1 transfer explanation pre-empted)

Data:
Paper and pencil test: k=36 plus 18 distractors (+E+T=13, +E-T=13, -E+T=5, -E-T=5)

close, break, freeze, dry, bounce, melt, change, roll, sink, drop, turn, decrease, grow (+T)

appear, die, disappear, emerge, vanish (-T)

For each verb, contexts for +E and -E were evoked by means of a stage-setting sentence

Results:

H1: Yes, L2 learners were more likely to choose passive form for +E ergative verbs

(5/13 with +T and 2/5 with -T, or 40% of the time whenever external cause or agent was implied)
H2: No, no statistically significant difference was found between transitive and intransitive +E counterparts
Interpretation:

What do the results of the study show? Implications for L2 teaching?
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